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			For Chris, who has always believed that anything is possible, and that I am capable of achieving it.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			


			New York

			1804

			Alexander Hamilton was going to die. And he knew it.

			He was stoic, though his pain was great. His brow was feverish, his body now partially paralyzed from the bullet lodged in his spine. Dose after dose of wine and laudanum were poured down his throat to take the edge off. The tang of coagulating blood hung so heavy in the July air that the people tending to his injuries could nearly taste it on their tongues. As his wounds oozed, his body grew ever more gray and still.

			It was late morning, and while the sun was high in the sky, the shadowy specters of a man meeting his untimely end collected in the corners of the room. Perhaps sensing his time was near, Hamilton asked for the minister of the church to which his family belonged to bring him Communion. But Reverend Bishop Moore refused. He didn’t approve of dueling, and he didn’t believe Hamilton to be a good enough Christian to deserve the Episcopal rites. It was Hamilton’s wife, Eliza, who warmed the pew that Alexander paid for, but A. Ham, as he signed his letters, was rarely seen in Trinity Church.

			“Please,” Alex might have whispered, “call Reverend John Mason.” Mason was a friend who pastored a Presbyterian church. Mason too refused, saying it gave him no pleasure, but he could not privately give Communion to anyone.

			Hamilton became desperate in his last hour to receive the sacrament of the Last Supper. He turned back to Bishop Moore, his eyes pleading for help. “Dueling is barbaric,” Moore told him, “and the church can’t condone it.” With the strength he had left, Hamilton assured Bishop Moore that he regretted his actions, and offered his forgiveness to Aaron Burr for shooting him. If he lived, he promised to spend his days demonstrating just how sorry he was.

			Moore relented, and Hamilton, with great difficulty, swallowed the sip of wine and the morsel of bread.

			The Hamiltons’ seven living children assembled around him as his blood slowly soaked into the floor of his friend’s home, a stain that would remain there in memoriam for years. Hamilton opened his eyes, drank in the tearstained faces of the children he delighted in, and slowly closed them again, his lids now feeling quite heavy. For the last time, he kissed the sweaty forehead of his toddler son, Philip, named after the son who had himself died in a duel just a few years earlier.

			Eliza felt grief’s icy fingers tighten its grip around her chest. Her breath grew rapid, shallow, each unconscious contraction of her diaphragm pushing air painfully through her lungs.

			It can’t end like this, she might have thought. These babies need you.

			Please God, no.

			No.

			Eliza didn’t know it yet, but Alex had already penned her a goodbye letter, just in case things ended poorly during his duel with the vice president of the United States. It read:

			
				This letter, my very dear Eliza, will not be delivered to you unless I shall first have terminated my earthly career. The consolations of Religion, my beloved, can alone support you…. Fly to the bosom of your God and be comforted.

				With my last idea, I shall cherish the sweet hope of meeting you in a better world.

				Adieu, best of wives and best of women. Embrace all my darling children for me.

				Ever yours,

				A H[1]

			

			You, my friend, may have heard a version of this story before. But there is one character in this scene who you may not have met. A man who, if we shift our focus just slightly, to the edge of Hamilton’s deathbed, opens a portal to a new and fascinating drama. A man whose constant presence in the lives of the Hamiltons gave him access to the inner sanctum on this, the most somber of occasions. A man so overcome with his own emotion at losing his friend that tears openly streamed down his face and he had to excuse himself to regain control.

			His name was Gouverneur Morris.

			When Hamilton died at the young age of forty-seven (or forty-nine, depending on which record of his birth is to be believed), it was Morris who bore witness to the rudimentary autopsy performed then and there. The doctor fished through Hamilton’s abdominal cavity for the bullet that had hit a rib, pierced his liver, and tore through his diaphragm before stopping in his spinal column.

			At the funeral service, Gouverneur Morris sat on the altar of Trinity Church in Manhattan, facing the mourners who had assembled to send Hamilton off into eternity. The size of the crowd was so large that when Morris rose to speak, people strained to hear. The sea of bodies clad in wigs and wool absorbed the sound of his voice, and in the back of the sanctuary, Morris seemed to be whispering.

			He admitted to the audience that he was struggling to keep it together, and that, “I fear that instead of the language of a public speaker, you will hear only the lamentations of a bewailing friend.”[2]

			Morris spoke of the Constitutional Convention, the private meetings where he and Hamilton had played integral roles seventeen years before. Hamilton had been afraid that their efforts at the convention, in which a nation was birthed after the travail of a hot summer’s labor, would not be enough. Would the union hold? Would the experiment in a new democracy ultimately prove successful? “In signing that compact he exprest his apprehension that it did not contain sufficient means of strength for its own preservation; and that in consequence we should share the fate of many other republics and pass through Anarchy to Despotism. We hoped better things.”[3]

			Perhaps more than any other pair of founders, Morris and Hamilton were intellectual equals. Morris matched Hamilton’s wit and his skill in the law, and the two bonded over their loyalty to George Washington during the revolution. While Hamilton was a fatherless immigrant, Morris was raised at an estate that bore his family’s name: Morrisania. Hamilton was five foot six and slight of build, while Morris was over six feet and portly. New York would be nothing without the both of them. While Hamilton wrote its financial systems into existence, Morris laid out the grid system that still governs its streets.

			Gouverneur Morris, a friend so dear that he drew near to Hamilton in the hour of his death, didn’t make it into the Broadway show. He was a scholar, a diplomat, a patriot—all terms that were chiseled onto his headstone when he died a dozen years after eulogizing Hamilton. But no one profits from his likeness. You probably wouldn’t recognize him without a caption below his portrait.

			And that’s a shame. Because without Gouverneur Morris, America as we know it would not exist.

			But before we get into that, a bit of background is in order.

			Morris had a peg leg, a disfigured arm, and a way with the ladies. His right arm “had all the flesh taken off by a scald,”[4] boiling water painfully bubbling off his skin and forcing him to leave school for a year. He lost his leg as a young man after a carriage accident, his horses spooking, rearing up, and dashing away without him. Gouverneur was thrown, his leg tangling in the reins and the wheel. He was so badly mangled that doctors had no choice but to amputate below the knee and replace his leg with a wooden one.

			Morris’s disability didn’t stop him from dancing the night away in pubs and at parties, and it certainly didn’t stop him from making the romantic rounds in Europe. In fact, he was such a philanderer that John Jay wished Gouverneur had injured a certain other appendage instead of his leg.

			Gouverneur Morris was a bachelor until his fifties, perhaps because he never had a shortage of interested girlfriends without the need for vows. Many of the women who found him appealing were married themselves, a fact that seemed to bother Morris little. When he did marry, it was to his housekeeper, Nancy, who had been accused of murdering her own baby. A baby fathered by her sister’s husband.

			Morris’s physical maladies followed him until the end of his life. By then, his gout—a disease of those who could afford to eat a diet that promoted the growth of uric acid crystals in the joints—caused excruciating pain in his remaining foot.

			Unlike Hamilton, Morris did not die in a duel for his honor. Instead, he perished after a painful—and almost entirely self-inflicted—death. Ultimately, an undiagnosed infirmity—a UTI? kidney stones?—caused him so much agony that he felt the only option available to him was to remove a piece of whalebone from his wife’s corset and attempt to create a type of catheter that he hoped would clear the blockage and bring him relief. Instead, it probably brought an infection, and he was dead not long after.

			Now you might be thinking: Sharon, are you really surprised that we don’t have a national holiday dedicated to this guy, this philanderer? This man who married his (allegedly) baby-murdering housekeeper?

			But here’s what you might not know: Morris contributed to the early republic as much or more than people like Ben Franklin or John Adams. In fact, his impact is still among the most meaningful of any of the founding fathers. It was Gouverneur—jovial, disabled, and a bit of a rake—whose brilliant mind conceived America’s great statement of purpose, the one still recited by schoolchildren. It was his hands that etched “We the people, in order to form a more perfect union…” onto animal skin with a goose feather.

			He is the author of some of the most consequential words in world history: the Preamble of the new United States Constitution.

			Americans often imagine that the Constitution was written by a bunch of white dudes wearing pants buttoned below the knee, wigs perfectly curled near their faces, because that’s exactly what is depicted in the paintings we see in our textbooks. And to an extent, it’s true: ideas were argued and hammered out by a conglomeration of men, old and young, wearing period-appropriate clothing.

			But which man spoke more than any other at the Constitutional Convention, an event that fully 25 percent of participants abandoned before the job was completed? (This isn’t an exaggeration…. one quarter of the attendees at the Constitutional Convention literally went home before the summer was over. They were like, “Listen, it’s been real, but I’ve got to head home. Best of luck to you gentlemen.”) It was Morris who clocked in at 173 speeches, despite being absent for a full month of the convention. He argued for things like aristocratic rule and against enslaving other human beings.

			Historians often regard James Madison as the father of the Constitution, because his ideas and research on democracy helped shape it thematically, but Morris’s role has perhaps even greater importance. The Preamble he authored established a national identity, described how this new governing document would uphold and protect the shared values men from the twelve states wished to convey. (I say twelve and not thirteen, because Rhode Island refused to send any delegates to the Constitutional Convention.) At age thirty-five, he was chosen to be part of the small committee of men who took all the ideas that had been debated at length and formed them into a document that was short enough to be reprinted in a newspaper and easy enough to read so that ordinary Americans could understand it.

			The Constitution was a bold experiment, a practical yet visionary document that nurtured a new nation. It is an entirely human creation, complete with spelling errors (the scribe, Jacob Shallus, might have misspelled Pennsylvania because Alexander Hamilton dictated it incorrectly).[5] Each article, and later, amendment, reflects a balance between the big ideas of moral philosophers, Enlightenment-era thinkers, the pragmatic Yankees, the egalitarian Quakers, and the high-brow gentility of tidewater planters.

			Though you may not have heard of him, Morris was known at the time to be an exceptionally talented writer and communicator. James Madison later said that there was no one who could have done a finer job writing the Preamble and forming the final Constitution. Madison wrote, “A better choice could not have been made, as the performance of the task proved.”[6]

			Morris’s legacy benefited the United States even after his death. His family’s land—fifteen hundred acres of it—had been purchased from a Dutch farmer whose last name was Broncks, and you can now walk down 138th Street in the Bronx, the spelling changed to end with a more Americanized x, knowing that in 1816, a man once lived there who stuck a whalebone up his private parts and died.

			What’s more, we have him to thank for the party of Lincoln. Gouverneur Morris and his wife, Nancy, had only one child, Gouverneur Morris Jr., who grew up to be a railroad executive and one of the founders of the Republican Party. I like to think that Morris senior would have been secretly gleeful about this fact. Morris senior, along with Hamilton, was an avowed Federalist, and he hated what the Democratic Republicans became under Thomas Jefferson. Had he lived long enough, there’s no question that Morris would have vehemently opposed the populism and chaos that the first Democratic president, Andrew Jackson, brought to the table. Unlike Jackson, Morris was vocally against slavery, and perhaps he would have used his considerable means to financially support his son’s quest to start a new political party.

			Hamilton had been New York’s most famous champion, and news of his sudden passing spread rapidly. On the morning of his funeral, shops were shuttered and flags flew at half-mast all across New York. The hooves of Hamilton’s horse clip-clop, clip-clopped on the cobblestone streets, the gray steed carrying empty boots turned backward in the stirrups, a symbol of what had been lost.

			But Gouverneur Morris, who contributed just as much to the founding of our nation, faded quickly from view.

			How many more Americans who changed the course of history are waiting to be discovered?

			In this book, I intend to find out.

			

			—

			Before this uniquely American journey we’re embarking upon gets too far away from the station, I’m Sharon McMahon. It’s pronounced like McWoman, except it’s McMan. The ho in the middle is silent.

			Like Hamilton and Morris, like you, I too hope for better things.

			At age twelve, I had a paper route that required me to rise before dawn in the frigid winters of northern Minnesota. As I walked multiple miles each morning, placing the carefully folded daily inside the screen door of subscribers, I sneakily read the news. Making sure the paper was perfectly refolded so the customers couldn’t tell their paper had been preread, I would pick up on page two as I passed over the bridge spanning the river, turn to the back of Section A as I navigated the German Shepherd who guarded the house with the long gravel driveway, and make it to the comics by the time the apartment building loomed on the horizon.

			One Christmas morning, I was out the door before my younger siblings were awake, racing through my route so I could return as quickly as possible for our gift opening. No cars buzzed past. No delivery trucks lumbered into the loading dock of the grocery store. It was dark and still, and the air felt unseasonably warm.

			I finished the last of my deliveries, shedding my jacket because I’d practically run three miles with a heavy load of papers flopping at my hip. As I crossed the bridge over the river, the kind of river whose waters carved gorges and canyons into rock before tumbling into the churning foam of waterfalls, I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye.

			In the distance, I saw them: auroras. The northern lights. Not the more common faint glow of green that we sometimes glimpsed from our second-floor bathroom window, but the kind that choreographed a ballet set to the unheard symphony of the universe. Great columns of pink and purple shot up above treetops, mint green and deep blue sashayed above my head in a private show, for me and only me, it seemed.

			It ended almost as quickly as it began, as the auroras gave way to the first streaks of daylight over the vast expanse of an inland sea: Lake Superior. I suddenly felt very small, a child on a bridge on a round rock that orbited a medium-size star in one of nearly an infinite number of galaxies.

			And yet, when the sun crested the horizon and light filled the sky, the auroras didn’t disappear. I just couldn’t see them anymore. The rising of the sun didn’t erase the excitations of light particles in the earth’s electromagnetic field. The colors were still there, it’s just that daylight made them hard to see.

			So too is much of history: the overshadowing suns—the men with the best military strategy, the people with the most ships, those with vast fortunes and political power—they eclipse the beauty that is there, waiting for us in the quiet predawn hours. The people outside the dominant caste, those whose impact has been missed by people who either don’t know where to look or who have intentionally decided not to, the auroras of history: it is their stories I have come to find the most interesting.

			When I went to high school and began to truly study history, it was the names I didn’t recognize that were often the most intriguing. Who spoke at Alexander Hamilton’s funeral? Why have I never heard of him before? In the days before the internet put the entirety of human knowledge at our fingertips, the library was my friend. The library, still the most democratic institution on earth, perched but a block away from my childhood home.

			Mary, the slight librarian with wire-framed glasses whose face reminded me of an inquisitive bird, would greet me with a small smile and a pleasant hello when she saw me at each visit. The library was where you could read about the 1835 Halley’s Comet sighting, then go immediately to the card catalog (It was electronic, okay? I am not that old.) and find more information about all the things that fascinated you.

			When I became a classroom teacher, it was the auroras of history I loved to share with my students the most. “And did you know…DID. YOU. KNOW,” I would say, building suspense for the sixteen-year-olds whose eyes stared back at me, “did you know that women made the best spies in World War II?”

			It is from many years in the high school classroom, and now the much larger classroom of the internet, where millions of people pepper me with their questions in real time, that I learned to anticipate what people will say and wonder about. Some people call me America’s Government Teacher. Trevor Noah said I was not a thirst trap. George W. Bush smirked, with a twinkle in his eye, when he learned that people in my community call themselves Governerds.

			I wrote this book because I have long suspected that the best Americans are not always famous. More than twenty years of research has confirmed my intuition. The best Americans are not the critics, they are the doers. They are the people who went for broke when everyone else yelled to turn back. They are those who know that one becomes great because of who they lift up, not who they put down. I have learned that no one reaches their final moments of mortal existence and whispers to their loved ones, “I wish I had gotten in some more sick burns in the comments section on Facebook.”

			And like Morris, like Hamilton, like you and me, these great Americans are flawed and complicated. Centuries later, we’re still raising eyebrows at some of Morris’s choices. Many of his qualities are not what we’d write down in a list of traits we’d like our children to emulate. And the whalebone thing was really unfortunate.

			Morris wrote in the Preamble:

			
				We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

			

			But perhaps when our fifth grade teachers asked us to memorize these lines, we weren’t able to fully internalize their meaning. We were eleven years old; let’s cut ourselves some slack. What does the Preamble mean? Put more simply:

			We, the citizens of this new country that is wholly independent from Britain, want you to know that we intend to:

			Establish justice. This phrase gives us a sense of moral rightness, of equality, and of fairness.

			Ensure domestic tranquility and provide for the common defense. This demonstrates a government’s duty to maintain a sense of peace within its own borders, and establishes its commitment to protect its people from foreign threats.

			Promote the general welfare. This means to work for the common good. Over the centuries, what constitutes the “common good” has changed significantly. What was viewed as the common good in 1787 can only be projected onto the present in the vaguest of terms, especially since many of the rights we now enjoy were only extended to a minority of people when the words were originally written. What common good means today is still being refined.

			Secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity. This promise is now a hallmark of any democracy—the protections of civil liberties under the law, and a limiting of the power of the government so people are shielded from an overreaching and authoritarian regime—something Gouverneur Morris said Hamilton feared until the very end.

			The text of the Preamble imagined America at its finest:

			Just.

			Peaceful.

			Good.

			And free.

			With astonishing regularity, Americans have held fast to these ideals, despite the clickbait stories that portend calamity. And America has too often fallen short of these standards. Both of these things are true at the same time.

			America has been just, and it has perpetuated injustice. We have been peaceful, and we have perpetrated acts of violence. We have been—and are—good. And we have done terrible things to people who didn’t deserve them. It has been the land of the free while simultaneously sanctioning oppression.

			Such is often the experience of any government run by fallible human beings. Sometimes we surprise ourselves in our capacity for greatness, and sometimes the weight of regret wraps around us like a chain.

			The ideals outlined in the Constitution represent our national purpose, the raft we must cling to in the storm, the breath in our lungs, the beat in our chest: Just. Peaceful. Good. Free.

			Ordinary people conjured this mission. Ordinary men like Gouverneur Morris.

			What you’re about to read are the stories of the small and the mighty. The stories of people you may not have heard of, but who changed the course of American history anyway. Not the presidents, but the telephone operators. Not the aristocrats, but the schoolteachers. You’ll meet a woman astride a white horse riding down Pennsylvania Avenue; a young boy detained in a Japanese incarceration camp; a formerly enslaved woman on a mission to reunite with her daughter; a poet on a train; and a teacher who learns to work with her enemies. More than one thing is bombed, and multiple people surprisingly become rich. Some rich with money, and some wealthy with things that matter more.

			It is my hope that by the time you turn the last page of this book, these small and mighty people will become like familiar friends, part of a community of ancestors, a great cloud of witnesses who surround us, those who light the path we journey in our quest to make the world more just, more peaceful, more good, and more free.

			I’ll be your guide along the way. Welcome.

			And buckle up.
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		Angel of the Rockies

		


	
		One

		


		Clara Brown

		Kentucky, 1830s

		The marketplace buzzed with activity on a sizzling Kentucky day. And just up ahead, to the right, near the wooden platform in the center of town, a heartrending scene was unfolding.

		Clara Brown clutched her youngest child close, Eliza Jane’s tear-sodden face disappearing into the fabric of Clara’s dress. Eliza was prone to “fits” of behavior she had difficulty controlling, and she was now sobbing.

		“Shhhhhh,” Clara whispered to her. “You have to be a brave girl now.”[1]

		She tried to dry Eliza’s face. To wipe her nose. To imbue her with her motherly strength so Eliza could take her turn on the auction block and be sold to a “decent” family, one that would not punish her too harshly. A family that would give her somewhere warm to sleep, and enough food to sustain her and help her grow tall and strong. If Eliza stood there looking like a blubbering mess, she might fetch a bad price and go to a family that couldn’t—or wouldn’t—care for her.

		When Clara was born around 1800,[2] she was born enslaved to enslaved parents. As a child, she was sold to a man in another state, a fate that would soon befall her own offspring.[3] Kentucky wasn’t home to the vast plantations of Virginia, where she came from; the land here was more mountainous, the farms were more compact. It’s likely that Clara had many jobs as she grew up, learning to cook, clean, garden, wash, and iron alongside the other enslaved women she lived with.

		Unusually for a woman in her circumstances, Clara married for love. Because so little has been recorded about the lives of enslaved people, and what was recorded was often from the perspective of the people who owned them, diaries and letters from the time tell us that Clara’s owners were very happy that she married Richard, and that they threw the new couple a wedding feast to celebrate the union.[4]

		It’s difficult today not to be cynical about these accounts—if the enslavers felt genuine affection for Clara and Richard, why didn’t they free them? What were they actually happy about? Was it that they had a family of strong workers living on their farm now, a family that would soon bear children they could sell or enslave as well? Was the marriage for love anything more than dollar signs in the eyes of the people who owned Clara and Richard?

		Clara and Richard welcomed a son, Richard Jr., daughter Margaret, and twin baby girls, Paulina Ann and Eliza Jane.[5] Unlike many enslaved people, the family was allowed to live together and to tend to their own garden plot. In the evenings, the children could play in the creek that ran through the property.

		Clara’s life changed forever one summer day. In the distance, she heard the unmistakable sound of her eight-year-old daughter screaming, “MAMAAAAAAAAA!” Clara felt a punch in her gut and a weight on her chest that made it hard to breathe. She took off in the direction of her daughter’s voice, her legs moving her six-foot frame at a speed they had never carried her before. She found Eliza creekside, pointing downstream.

		“What! What happened? What is it?” Clara cried, the panic rising in her throat.

		“PAULINA!” Eliza cried. “PAULINA!”[6]

		Eliza had tried in vain to reach her twin, Paulina, who was tangled in the branches that swirled at the edge of the creek. Eliza had watched as her wombmate disappeared under the surface.

		Paulina’s body was recovered a short time later. But Eliza’s mind was not. Clara worried desperately about her, worried how she would be treated the rest of her life if she couldn’t snap out of her episodes of staring blankly off into the distance and the crying jags that lasted for hours unabated. Eliza barely slept, which meant Clara barely had a chance to close her eyes.

		Today we would recognize the PTSD that Eliza was experiencing, the flashbacks of trying to rescue her entangled sister that seized her at night. The crippling feelings of guilt that it was her fault, the regret she felt because they shouldn’t have been in the creek to begin with.

		When the family’s current owner, Ambrose Smith—the one who had thrown them the wedding feast—died in 1835,[7] the family had to be separated and sold, one by one, to settle his estate. Each member of Clara’s family, her husband and four beloved children, took turns stepping up onto the auction block, hoping against hope for some kind of miracle that might allow them to stay together. But none came.

		The sight of fragile little Eliza with her tearstained face, eyes swollen from crying, being wrenched from her arms and hoisted atop the platform, caused a pain unlike any Clara had known. When Paulina died, Clara grieved. But delivering her dead baby girl into the arms of the Lord—Clara was a woman of great faith—was far different than delivering her sobbing, living daughter into the arms of an unknown enslaver. She knew there was a good chance they would never meet again outside of heaven. It was a grief she shared with many thousands of mothers whose babies were taken and who never again had the chance to kiss the tops of their heads, to remark on how much they were growing, or to marvel in pride at who they were becoming.

		“SOLD!” the auctioneer yelled, pointing at the man who had just purchased her flesh and blood. Eliza was carted away, nestled in the back of a wagon among sacks of feed and bolts of fabric. Clara watched her disappear, praying that Eliza would not be afraid, that she would find the strength to be a good girl, and that she would always know that she was loved.[8]

		She vowed to find her again someday, even if it took the rest of her life.

		When it was Clara’s turn to step on the auction block, she was sober, her eyes fixed on the horizon. She couldn’t allow herself to look into the faces of the people who stared her up and down. She didn’t allow herself to cry for Eliza, or for her husband, or her two older children, all sold to different enslavers. She held her head high, turning on command so the auction attendees could see her from all angles, silent in her rage and despair.

		Clara was sturdy. Experienced enough to take to most jobs quickly, but young enough to still have many decades of work left in her. Her buyer was a man named George Brown. He motioned to a spot for Clara to sit in his wagon. The auction block, and Clara’s life as she knew it, slowly disappeared from view as she rolled toward a new, unknown life.

		George Brown was a merchant—a hatter—and instead of working outdoors, Clara now had a job inside the Brown home. Over the years, as she helped raise the Browns’ three daughters, she thought endlessly of her own three girls. Her Margaret, was she happy? Did she marry? Her Eliza, did she grow out of the crying spells? How tall was she now? Her Paulina, was she watching from above? Could she hear how often Clara talked to her as she folded laundry and stirred the supper bubbling on the stove? She hoped her son and husband remembered her, as she did them.

		Clara spent the next twenty years cooking, cleaning, and washing for the Browns.[9] She couldn’t read or write, but with their help, she tried to keep track of what happened to her children and husband.

		Margaret, she heard, had died of a respiratory condition. Clara’s husband, Richard, sold down the river to one of the deadly plantations in the Deep South, was also gone. Her son, Richard Jr., was presumed dead, because the Browns had not been able to find a trace of him for many years. Eliza had initially been sold to an enslaver in Kentucky, but by 1852, she was twenty-six years old, and the only thing Clara had been able to turn up was a rumor that Eliza had headed west.[10]

		When George Brown died and his relatives freed Clara, as stipulated in his will, Kentucky law gave her one year to leave the state. Stay any longer, and she risked re-enslavement. The Brown daughters found a job for her in St. Louis, working with a family as a housekeeper and cook.

		For the first time in her life, at age fifty-six, Clara was working for pay. Her new employers, Mr. and Mrs. Jacob Brunner, were German immigrants, and they taught Clara how to make the foods they enjoyed, which were quite different from what Clara had learned to cook back in Kentucky.[11]

		Out of curiosity, I became interested in what German immigrants to the Ozarks were eating in the 1850s. We know from the records that Clara learned to cook a variety of German dishes, and that her newfound skills would later come in handy. I found a historian at Deutschheim, a German heritage site in the Ozarks, who described the great lengths that German immigrants went to to have variety in their diets—it was not part of their food culture to eat the same five things in rotation, as was common in frontier communities.[12] German immigrants at the time believed strongly in the concept of kitchen gardens and orchards, and a German seed catalog from the 1850s boasted hundreds of kinds of apples, pears, and stone fruit seeds. German produce favorites were soon adapted to the warmer Ozark climate.

		Dr. Erin McCawley Renn says that German immigrants scoffed at the typically American cash crop system of planting their fields with nothing but tobacco or corn to sell, believing that it ruined the soil fertility and made it difficult to feed your family. The rule of thumb was to grow a hundred heads of cabbage per person, and that should be enough, if they were stored in your underground cellar properly, to last the year.[13] (And before you gasp at a root cellar holding five hundred heads of cabbage, it was mostly stored as sauerkraut.) One German immigrant from the 1840s described the fifty-six types of vegetables he grew in his kitchen garden, ranging from eggplant to radishes to six different kinds of peas, all surrounded by a picket fence to keep the pigs and chickens out.

		When November came and hogs across the state were butchered, Germans introduced many varieties of sausages that Anglo-Americans had never tried: mettwurst, sommerwurst, bratwurst, and more. All of these were likely new to Clara. German immigrants were also big on soup, often eating it for at least one meal a day. Soup was something you put on the stove in the morning, and when anyone was hungry, you just helped yourself, sopping up the broth with a hunk of rye bread. Clara learned not just how to keep her employers fed and happy but how to make efficient use of her time in the kitchen and how to store food for the cold winter months, making pickles and vinegars and other fermented foods that helped keep people healthy when fresh produce wasn’t available.

		While living in St. Louis, Clara asked every Black person she met if they had heard of her daughter Eliza. No, came the answer, over and over.

		“Sorry, auntie,” children said.

		“No, ma’am, I don’t know her,” said the men at the train station.[14]

		The Brunners wanted to move to Kansas, and Clara accepted their invitation to accompany them there.[15] She had exhausted her search for Eliza in St. Louis, and the change of scenery would give her access to new people who might have encountered her now grown baby girl.

		Clara would have no way of knowing what kind of world she was headed to as she made her way to what would come to be called Bleeding Kansas.

	
		Two

		


		Bleeding Kansas

		1850s

		Many, many bad things in America lead back to my least favorite president: Andrew Jackson. Chief among the bad things is the notorious Dred Scott Supreme Court decision of 1857, which is widely, and I do mean WIDELY, regarded as the most idiotic thing the high court has ever committed to paper.

		Dred Scott was an enslaved man in Missouri, a slave state, whose enslavers brought him to Illinois and Wisconsin territory, which were considered free soil. When they returned to Missouri, Dred Scott claimed that he should be free, because crossing into free soil made him a free man.

		No surprise, his enslavers disagreed. Dred Scott sued. And the final outcome of the case, decided on by the Supreme Court, was that Dred Scott didn’t have any standing to bring a lawsuit. Why? Because, the court said, all African Americans, no matter if they were enslaved or free, were not citizens of the United States. The court, led by Chief Justice Roger Taney, said that “they were at that time considered as a subordinate and inferior class of beings who had been subjugated by the dominant race, and, whether emancipated or not, yet remained subject to their authority, and had no rights or privileges but such as those who held the power and the Government might choose to grant them.”[1]

		Taney (which is pronounced Tawney), was a close adviser to and served in the cabinet of Andrew Jackson. And it was Jackson, an enslaver himself, who appointed Taney to the Supreme Court.

		Roger Taney was slim, with noteworthy jowls. He had a wavy, chin-length bob, much like what you see young celebrity women of the twenty-first century sporting every spring. Taney was from Maryland, a Catholic who married the sister of Francis Scott Key, the author of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Roger and Anne Taney supposedly had an agreement to raise any of their sons Catholic, like him, and any daughters Episcopalian, like Anne. As the fates would conspire, the couple had six daughters.

		In recent years, a school in Maryland changed its name from Taney to Thurgood Marshall, after a champion of civil rights who was also from Maryland. Statues of Taney have been removed from various Maryland locations, and in February 2023, a Roger Taney statue was taken down inside the United States Capitol building—a movement led by several members of Congress.

		The Dred Scott case was happening right around the same time that Clara was emancipated and went to St. Louis. Following the Supreme Court’s decision, Clara, who for the first time in her life was free from bondage, was now formally regarded as “not a citizen” by her own government. There isn’t a record of what Clara might have thought and felt about Dred Scott, but she likely didn’t need the likes of Roger Taney to tell her what she had already experienced: that many people considered her less than based solely on the color of her skin.

		Y’all already know that the United States was wrenched in two because of slavery—and only barely knitted back together. If anyone tries to tell you the Civil War was a war for “state’s rights,” calmly look them in the eye, and ask, politely and inquisitively, what exactly the states wanted the “right” to do?

		You can follow up with, “Make their own rules about what?”

		The answer is, of course, that they wanted to make their own rules about whether they had the right to enslave people. All the “way of life” and “self-determination” and “economic conditions” roads lead right back to slavery. You can also spare me the arguments of “other places in the world enslaved people,” “the United States was one of the first countries to end slavery,” and “Africans sold other Africans into enslavement.”

		First, there was no one in the world engaged in chattel slavery like the United States, where people were kidnapped and held permanently, with no hope of escaping the condition. That was not the cultural norm in other parts of the world. Nor was the idea that all subsequent generations of children “followed the mother,” being born into permanent enslavement. The United States saw enslaved women as sources of value because of the enslaved workers they could in turn produce.

		Secondly, the American South was one of the LAST places in the world to end enslavement. One of the last. Not the first.

		And finally, it’s absolutely true that Africans helped enslave other Africans. But why? Because of the economic incentive created by Europeans to kidnap and sell people. Without an economic incentive, what would be the point of ripping human beings away from their families, imprisoning them in the most squalid and horrifying conditions, and selling them to slave traders to be shipped across the Middle Passage, where hundreds of thousands of them, possibly even millions, would perish before ever reaching the New World?

		Enslavement in the United States was widely accepted. While only a small percentage of the country as a whole actively enslaved people, the entire country’s economy, not just the economy of the South, rested on the backs of enslaved Africans. Did you take sugar in your tea? It was probably grown on a plantation that used enslaved labor. Did you wear cotton clothes? Ditto. Did you produce cheap shoes in New England with no right or left foot? You sold them to enslavers to put on enslaved people’s feet.

		Northern merchants relied on taxes from the slave trade to make improvements to their cities. For example, Newport, Rhode Island, used the money brought in from taxation on the enslaved to pave its streets.[2] Northern shipbuilders, carpenters, rope makers, blacksmiths, bankers, auctioneers, insurers, sailors, textile mill owners and workers, and more all relied on contracts from companies engaged in the slave trade.

		Denim was first created from the indigo dyeing and cultivating knowledge that came from enslaved Africans in South Carolina. Denim was originally classified under the umbrella of what was referred to in the United States as “negro cloth,” and there are dozens of examples of “escaped slave” advertisements that said the people who fled to freedom were wearing jeans.

		Eliza Pinckney, who is widely credited as being the botanist behind the establishment of indigo as a cash crop, relied on enslaved labor and the knowledge from enslaved Africans to help her extract the blue dye from the green plant, which is not a simple or straightforward process.[3]

		Levi Strauss, founder of the famed denim brand, was hardly the inventor of denim. What he did was take an idea from a collaborator and add rivets to the pants, which made them more durable. And then he marketed the heck out of them. He was in San Francisco at exactly the right moment, the 1850s, when the California gold rush hit. And while he was there, he made sure to advertise that he did not hire Chinese or Black workers—that his denim blue jeans were made only by white people, even though the cotton and indigo were grown by enslaved labor.[4]

		In 2022, one of the oldest pair of Levi’s still in existence was sold at auction. They are believed to be from the 1880s, and were discovered in an abandoned mineshaft, incredibly well preserved. Printed inside on a pocket is the phrase “The only kind made by white labor,” a slogan Levi’s adopted later in the nineteenth century. The jeans sold for $76,000.[5]

		This is but the merest taste of how the nation as a whole, not just the South, benefited from and approved of the practice of enslaving other human beings. Were some individuals morally opposed to it? Sure, I’ll grant you that. Some people were actively working for abolition. Some people refused to buy goods that had been made by enslaved labor. But most did not. Most looked the other way, reaping the benefits of an economy built on the backs of the enslaved.

		In 1803, the United States nearly doubled in size when Thomas Jefferson decided to move forward with the Louisiana Purchase, which, by the way, he wasn’t even sure was constitutional. He considered asking Congress to amend the Constitution to give the president the right to grow the nation’s territory, but ultimately he decided it was better to ask for forgiveness than for permission. The new territorial areas weren’t automatically granted statehood, though—they still had to meet the criteria, which included having a critical mass of residents who were in favor of it.

		In 1820, two new states wanted to join the union: Missouri and Maine. A fierce debate erupted when Missouri applied for statehood, because the territory permitted slavery. When I say fierce debate, what I actually mean is violent debate. In her book The Field of Blood, historian Joanne B. Freeman writes about the extreme violence within the U.S. Congress during the decades leading up to the Civil War. She writes, “There seemed to be so much violence in the House and Senate chambers…. Shoving. Punching. Pistols. Bowie knives. Congressmen brawling in bunches while colleagues stood on chairs to get a good look. At least once, a gun was fired on the House floor.”[6]

		Some people from the North did not want to admit Missouri, because it would tip the balance of slaveholding versus non-slaveholding states, and because the Constitution said that enslaved people were to be counted as three-fifths of a person. If they were admitted, it would give slaveholding states even more political power because of proportional representation in the House of Representatives.

		The middle decades of the nineteenth century pulsed with energy about what should happen to the western territories. The acquisition of Texas and other parts of the Southwest from Mexico in 1848, the glimmering allure of the California gold rush beginning in 1849, the irresistible current of expansion that propelled a veritable cavalcade of farmers, ranchers, and gold prospectors across the country, streaming through the wilderness and the desert, over the Rockies and all the way to the Pacific. This cavalcade consisted not just of European settlers; many free African Americans were making their way west too.

		The Mississippi had long functioned as a vital conduit for north-south transit. But the western states and territories yearned for something different. Not just for a river of water but for one of steel. A railroad, the artery that would connect the East with the West.

		One tiny man, Stephen Douglas, who you might recognize as Abraham Lincoln’s opponent in a future presidential election, really wanted that steel river to course through Chicago. Members of Congress disagreed about which route the railroad should take: through slave territory, or entirely within the designated free soil? To get the railway of his dreams, Douglas offered a compromise in 1850.

		“Let’s leave the matter of slavery to popular sovereignty,” Douglas advocated. “Let states and territories decide what they want to do for themselves when it comes to slavery.”

		“Let states decide for themselves? I think not,” Charles Sumner, leader of an antislavery coalition in Congress, said.

		Sumner believed allowing for popular sovereignty was the recipe for allowing new states and territories to morph into “a dreary region of despotism, inhabited by masters and slaves.”[7]

		“You must,” Stephen Douglas argued, “provide for continuous lines of settlement from the Mississippi Valley to the Pacific Ocean.” He told the Senate not to “fetter the limbs of [this] young giant,”[8] and to let the residents of the states decide for themselves if they will be a slave state or a free state. Ultimately, Congress agreed to Douglas’s proposal. The Missouri Compromise, which restricted slavery in the Louisiana Purchase to south of the 36th parallel, and admitted Maine as a free state while Missouri retained the right to enslave people, was repealed. Popular sovereignty became the new law of the land, when the Kansas-Nebraska Act was signed in 1854 by President Franklin Pierce.

		Pierce was perhaps the most tragic of our presidents. His wife, Jane, hated his political aspirations and begged him to resign his position as senator, which he did. The Pierces had a baby son who died after a few days of life. They then had two more sons, Frank and Benny. When Frank was four, he died of typhoid, leaving only two-year-old Benny.

		Shortly after resigning from the Senate, and over Jane’s strenuous objections, Pierce accepted his party’s nomination for president. He won the election. His victory was Jane’s worst nightmare, and a sense of dread about her impending fate enveloped her. Soon, she would be forced to move to Washington, D.C., pretending to support her husband’s vanity project: the presidency. In January 1853, two months before his inauguration, Franklin, Jane, and Benny were traveling to New Hampshire via train. Benny was standing up to look out the window when the axle of the train broke, causing the train to tumble down an embankment. The sounds of Jane’s screams as the train rolled off the tracks sounded like a whisper in comparison to what Franklin heard once the train had stopped and they discovered that their son Benny had been crushed and nearly decapitated.

		Pierce said it was his life’s greatest regret that he couldn’t stop Jane from glimpsing the body of their son, their only remaining child. Jane fully believed Benny’s horrific death was God punishing them for Franklin’s vain political pursuits.[9]

		When Pierce assumed the presidency, huge crowds
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“Sharon McMahon is the perfect guide through the often forgotten chapters of American history.”
—David Grann, New York Times bestselling author of Zhe Wager and Killers of the Flower Moon
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