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			The following is a work of unassailable scholarship. Any errors, omissions, or exaggerations were made only to prove my point.

			Whether this is a feat of visionary genius is not for me to say. It is only for others to notice.
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			The warmest friends and the best supporters the Constitution has do not contend it is free from imperfections; … the remedy must come hereafter.

			GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1787

			Let us … correct the crude essays of our first and unexperienced, although wise, virtuous, and well-meaning councils.… Let us provide in our Constitution its revision at stated periods.

			THOMAS JEFFERSON, 1816

			While our problems may be new, what is required to overcome them is not.… What is required is a new declaration of independence, not just in our nation, but in our own lives.

			BARACK OBAMA, 2009

			I got this.

			KEVIN BLEYER, 2012
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			THEIR BELOVED BELL WAS IN JEOPARDY.

			It had hung dutifully for decades, pealing hourly from its steeple above the Pennsylvania State House, breaking the peace of the Philadelphia streets only to remind its citizens that time had marched on and all was well. But these were no longer peaceful times. It was 1777, a year after America had declared her independence from the British Crown, and only days after her lionhearted general George Washington had suffered a withering defeat at the Battle of Brandywine. All signs were that Philadelphia, the revolutionary capital, might well be the next to fall. Fearing that the king’s men would melt any metal they found into British cannons, a few American patriots confiscated their own bell—soon to be known, appropriately, as the Liberty Bell—and hid it in the safest place they could find: under a pile of horse manure. The gambit worked. The marauding redcoats never got their British hands on our American Liberty.

			The lesson learned back then rings as clear today: Sometimes, in order to save something we cherish, we have to shit on it.

			USA FIRST CLASS FOREVER!
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			Don’t mock the Constitution! Don’t make fun of it. Don’t suggest that it’s not American to abide by what the founding fathers set up. It’s worked pretty well for over 200 years.

			SENATOR BARACK OBAMA, 2008

			Hey guys—we should hide the Liberty Bell under a pile of manure!

			WELL-MEANING AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY SOLDIER, 1777
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		PAY ATTENTION. THIS IS IMPORTANT.

		A man named Rexford Guy Tugwell, who actually existed—and whose cartoonish name, therefore, I did not make up—spent the last thirty years of his life trying to rewrite the Constitution of the United States. Before his death in 1979, he composed thirty-two separate drafts of a revised Constitution, a new and improved set of guiding principles he hoped would be appropriate to the modern times, accepted by his government, and embraced by his nation.

		He failed.

		His attempt, it pains me to gloat, was widely regarded as the lunatic ravings of a misguided crank, not least because Tugwell, if not quite a raving lunatic, was widely regarded as a misguided crank. Although he completed his self-imposed fool’s errand and published his draft with a reputable publisher who frankly should have known better (it rhymes with Marper’s Hagazine), his proposals were far too nutballs for even the indulgent sensibilities of the 1970s:

		Replace the fifty states with twenty republics. Elect the president to one nine-year term. Add two branches of government. Eliminate the Senate. Rename the United States of America “the Newstates of America.”

		Yeah, I know.

		Nutballs.

		He had fooled many people, even presidents, for decades. Armed with a degree in agricultural economy from Wharton in the 1920s, Tugwell was a vocal part of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s so-called “Brain Trust” and served as an architect of the New Deal in the 1930s. He was even featured on the cover of Time magazine in 1934, five years before Hitler was so honored. You know, back when it meant something.

		Then things got weird. Tugwell, a devotee of the literature of “revolt and reconstruction,” became the first (and, mercifully, only) head of FDR’s notorious Resettlement Administration, a federal agency tasked with relocating the urban poor to the suburbs. Tugwell took to the gig like a pig to mud; it wasn’t long before he and the agency were attacked for being socialist and utopian and just a little bit nutballs—something about a crazy notion “to relocate the urban poor to the suburbs.” (There were other early signs of his troubling lack of judgment. During a 1927 junket to the Soviet Union, Tugwell missed a six-hour meeting with Joseph Stalin because he lost track of time while touring a collective farm; to repeat, Tugwell was too busy studying Communism to meet with Joseph Stalin. It is not hard to see why people took to calling him “Rex the Red.”) Unable to convince people he wasn’t totally nutballs, while simultaneously being totally nutballs, Tugwell resigned from his position in FDR’s administration. Apparently taking his desire to get off the fast track far too literally, he went to work for the American Molasses Company—whose name, it must be said, I also did not make up. For two long years as a molasses magnate, Tugwell lived a sweet, sweet life.

		One last hurrah in American politics beckoned, when New York mayor Fiorello La Guardia appointed Tugwell chairman of the New York City Planning Commission—which, we can assume, is why all the “darker” pigeons are now uptown. Here, too, Tugwell ruffled feathers, insisting publicly that his commission was no less than “the Fourth Power of Government”—news to both Mayor La Guardia and Park Commissioner Robert Moses. Again, he lasted a mere two years, or as it was officially declared, one million, fifty-one thousand, eight hundred ninety-seven New York minutes.

		His options exhausted, Tugwell went south. In 1942, he became the governor of Puerto Rico, having received zero votes and having won no election; at the time, the Puerto Rican governorship was an appointed position, and FDR was more than happy to appoint him—and point him—as far away as possible. For four years as governor of the small tropical archipelago—we can presume—Tugwell lived a vida muy, muy loca. Some measure of his success might be surmised by the fact that soon after he left office, the position became an elective one; the people of Puerto Rico insisted on their right to choose their leader.

		It was then, as the 1950s approached, that Tugwell began having bright ideas. The twentieth century was already half over, and as the nation marched toward its 200th birthday, he began to feel that its creaky Constitution was nothing to celebrate—that our “basic laws,” inadequate to our modern needs, needed total “reassessment.” So, much like Alexis de Tocqueville, but exactly the opposite—Tocqueville traveled throughout America to learn its virtues; Rex the Red ditched America to catalog its faults—Tugwell began to write a series of articles, which turned into a small library of books, which turned into one heck of a delusion of grandeur: that he, the guy who missed the meeting with Stalin, who had spent years making a sweetener for baked beans, and who was best known as the former governor of Spanish-speaking Puerto Rico, should rewrite the Constitution of the United States of America.

		A mere thirty years later, he had rewritten our preeminent founding document. No one noticed. At the time of his death, he was a little-known academic living in Santa Barbara, a footnote in Puerto Rican history books.

		While I mock his failure, I admire his cojones. For Rexford Guy Tugwell, agricultural economist, pseudo-Communist, actual person, nutball, may have been a misguided crank (everyone says so), yet he tried—and failed—to do what I have yet only failed to try.

		That ends now.
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ME THE PEOPLE
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		WE HAVE MADE A TERRIBLE MISTAKE.

		And by we, I mean you. You have made a terrible mistake. As a citizen of the United States of America, you have put your faith in a four-page document written by farmers, scrawled on animal skin, disseminated more than two centuries ago, conceived in desperation in the aftermath of war, composed in the language of the country it was intended to spurn, and, not for nothing, scribbled by hand with the quill of a goose.

		And because you have made a terrible mistake, and because—lamentably—you and I together count as we, “we” have made a terrible mistake.

		We the People.

		But really, I blame you.

		When Alexander Hamilton said, “The people are turbulent and changing; they seldom judge or determine right,” he wasn’t talking about himself. He wasn’t talking about we. And certainly not me.

		He was talking about you.

		You the persons.

		You have been told, promised, and guaranteed—and since you seldom judge or determine right, you have foolishly chosen to believe—that the Constitution is your great protector, as flawless in its foresight as it is eloquent in its expression, equal parts holy water, force field, security blanket, instruction manual, and swiss army knife—delivering a more perfect union, establishing justice, insuring domestic tranquility, providing for the common defence, promoting the general welfare, and securing the Blessings of Liberty.

		The Killer App of governance.

		But ask yourself, if the Constitution is such an astonishing document, such a landmark piece of literature, why no Pulitzer? Why no Nobel Prize? If this supposed “American masterpiece” is so darn revolutionary, why was it never declared one of the “Ten Best Reads” of 1787? And did you even notice that “defence” is misspelled? How embarrassing. For all the Constitution’s vaunted glories, it hasn’t even been spell-checked. This is our Founding Document? (Quick, someone put that in a display case. It belongs in a muzeum.)

		It is emblazoned on signs at political rallies, where it is as often quoted as it is misquoted. It is cited on the floor of Congress, by lawmakers who only defend the parts they like. It has been fetishized and refashioned as the pristine blueprint of a bygone era, a better era, an era we should long to return to, or at least mimic as closely as possible. In October 2010, The Wall Street Journal reported not just a growing obsession with the Constitution, but a spike in the sales of powdered wigs. On a particularly historic election night in 2009, no less than Speaker of the House John Boehner insisted that all the American people want is “a government that honors the Constitution” and, when he held up his pocket-sized version at a Tea Party rally in his home state, said: “I’m going to stand here with the Founding Fathers, who wrote in the preamble, ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.’ ” It was a pitch-perfect recitation, and the assembled crowd ate it up. Never mind that it was not the preamble to the Constitution or anything else. It was the second sentence of the Declaration of Independence.

		John Boehner needn’t be ashamed. In his ignorance, he is truly a representative of the people. According to a 1987 study, eight out of ten Americans believed, as he did that day, that the phrase “all men are created equal” is in the Constitution. Almost nine in ten swore that “of the people, by the people, for the people” is in the Constitution, too, even though it is of the Gettysburg Address, by President Abraham Lincoln, and for-crying-out-loud-didn’t-anyone-ever-teach-them-that? Most egregious: Nearly half thought that “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need” was written by James Madison, not Karl Marx. (Although they couldn’t have fingered constitutional author Madison in a lineup of the Framers and would no doubt have guessed Karl Marx was Groucho’s brother.)*

		Same as it ever was. Way back in 1847, only sixty years after the Constitution was adopted, the governor of New York, Silas Wright, was already grumbling, appropriately, that “no one familiar with the affairs of our government, can have failed to notice how large a proportion of our statesmen appear never to have read the Constitution of the United States with a careful reference to its precise language and exact provisions, but rather, as occasion presents, seem to exercise their ingenuity … to stretch both to the line of what they, at the moment, consider expedient.” Which is a fancy way of saying what Senator Robert Byrd echoed in 2005: “People revere the Constitution yet know so little about it—and that goes for some of my fellow senators.”* For two centuries, we have been expected to abide by it, live by it, swear by it—some of us, officially—yet we have no idea what it says.

		So is it any wonder, I ask you, that President George W. Bush once called it, and I quote, a goddamned piece of paper?

		Not to me.

		Because unlike you, I googled that quote just now. Apparently it is “apocryphal”—which I also googled, and learned is another way of saying “not true.” Never happened. Bogus. Evidently, a few years ago a left-wing muckraker spread the rumor that when one of the president’s aides advised him not to renew the PATRIOT Act—on account of it being unconstitutional—the president said, “Stop throwing the Constitution in my face. It’s just a goddamned piece of paper!”

		Oh sure, there is some truthiness to it—but it is, nonetheless, a lie. The forty-third president of the United States never said that the Constitution he swore an oath to uphold “to the best of his ability, through rain, or sleet, or gloom of night” (note to self: google “presidential oath of office”) was just “a goddamned piece of paper.” After all, it couldn’t possibly be a goddamned piece of paper—not when our third president had already, and long ago, declared it “a mere thing of wax.” Thomas Jefferson, not long after the Constitution was in force, lamented aloud that the justices of the Supreme Court had already usurped the right of “exclusively explaining the Constitution” and therefore could, as the nation’s first judicial activists, “twist and shape [it] into any form they please,” like so much revolutionary Play-Doh. By calling dibs on the first constitutional metaphor, Jefferson has beaten Bush to the punch by two hundred years. It is no goddamned piece of paper, Mr. President; it is a mere thing of wax.

		Fine. But even if the Constitution isn’t a goddamned piece of paper, could the case be made that President Bush treated it like one? Sure it could. Most presidents do. That President Bush, and other presidents, have regarded the Constitution as a goddamned piece of paper is impossible to deny. The moment they take their hands off the inaugural Bible, having publicly sworn undying fealty to the Constitution, they secretly resent its existence.

		For a head of state, the Constitution is a pain in the ass. It limits their powers and dampens their ambitions. There is an entire section—Article II—devoted to restricting what the president can, and dictating what the president must, do with his day. (Imagine if there were an entire section in our country’s founding document insisting that you “shall receive Ambassadors” at your home.) It’s no surprise that presidents try to cut constitutional corners, and it’s no wonder that American history is riddled with egregious examples. Minor infractions, such as:

		
			The Alien and Sedition acts of 1798—courtesy of President Adams

			The suspension of habeas corpus—compliments of President Lincoln

			The Palmer Raids and the suppression of free speech after World War I—thoughtful gifts from President Wilson

			The internment of Japanese Americans during World War II—a considerate contribution care of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt

			Trumped-up trials for treason during McCarthyism—bons mots from Presidents Truman and Eisenhower

			The wiretapping of dissenters during Vietnam—delicious truffles served up by Presidents Johnson and Nixon

		

		So when President Bush ultimately decided to renew the possibly unconstitutional PATRIOT Act, it may have been, historically speaking, the most presidential thing he ever did. He turned a goddamned piece of paper into a mere thing of wax.

		As he often said, September 11th changed everything.
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		To suggest that violating the Constitution is somehow uncommon, or unpresidential, or, worse, un-American overlooks an inconvenient truth: namely, that if not for a flagrant violation of the Constitution—known more charitably as the Louisiana Purchase—by none other than Thomas Jefferson, we’d hardly recognize the country we see on so many elementary school maps. America wouldn’t be America. If the third president of the United States hadn’t shrugged off the document he had sworn to protect “by hook or by crook” (note to self: seriously man, google the presidential oath of office already) and doubled the size of the nation with the stroke of a pen—even though the Constitution gave him no such authority—the western coast of America would be the eastern bank of the Mississippi. We would be crowning thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining St. Louis.

		Jefferson knew it, too. In embarking on the most aggressive executive action in history, he was quite aware he was sticking his neck out too far. The Constitution might not approve. “The Executive,” he wrote, referring to himself, “in seizing the fugitive occurrence which so much advances the good of the country, have done an act beyond the Constitution.”*

		Jefferson rationalized his decision, telling himself that his act of subversion was a vote of confidence in his fledgling nation—“I did this for your good,” he wrote, plainly. His guilty conscience even spurred him to devise an excuse if the pitchfork-wielding guardians of the Constitution came knocking at his door. “I thought it my duty to risk myself for you.” It is a startling admission for any president of the United States: His sworn assignment was (thank you, Google) to “preserve, protect and defend” the Constitution; his higher duty was to thwart it.

		Like presidents to follow, Jefferson bargained with himself that this was a one-time deal. No precedent was likely to be set, since we the people would never allow it. “The good sense of our country,” he insisted, “will correct the evil of construction when it shall produce evil effects.” Spoken like a man who has never watched reality television. (One gets the sense that Jefferson, whose America was filled with citizens of “good sense,” and Hamilton, who believed that people “seldom judge or determine right,” didn’t exactly hang with the same crowd.) Still, as Jefferson saw it, only by violating the Constitution—by no means a presidential act—could he double the size of our Republic as it struggled to spark to life—a very presidential act. If expanding the size of America is wrong, he didn’t want to be right; it was his duty to risk himself for us.

		So as tempting as it may be, We the People shouldn’t point the finger at our presidents as they drive by in their bulletproof Suburbans on the way to their affairs of state and/or impeachment proceedings. They’re not the problem. Rather, at this defining moment in history, we must point the finger at history and admit an unalienable fact that has become all too self-evident:

		It’s the Constitution’s fault.

		It’s flawed. Broken. Practically begging to be violated. One might even call it “radically defective”—especially if one were, say, the noted constitutional historian Sanford Levinson of the University of Texas Law School. In his estimation, “a substantial responsibility for the defects in our polity lies in the Constitution itself.” See? Even constitutional scholars agree: It’s the Constitution’s fault. It has utterly failed in its simplest of duties: to solve all our problems, secure all our freedoms, and answer every single question put to it. Is that too much to ask?

		So let me dispel some myths.

		No, President Bush, the Constitution is not a goddamned piece of paper, no matter what you didn’t say; if anything, God would praise a document that gave Him so much credit.

		And sorry, Thomas Jefferson, the Constitution is not a “mere thing of wax”; you’re thinking of a “candle.”

		And James Madison—don’t think you’re off the hook, sir—when you called your Constitution “a dead letter, until life and validity had been breathed into it by the voice of the people,” your feigned humility was self-evident; spare us your hot air.

		Goddamned piece of paper, mere thing of wax, dead letter—it is none of these things. Rather, the Constitution of the United States of America, which supposedly guarantees everything from the Blessings of Liberty to an unabridged right to free speech, is in my expert humble opinion, a God-sanctioned, fully realized, blessed, immutable, rock-solid, entirely glorified, and purely calcified … piece of [censored].

		And I say that with all due [redacted].*
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		Now, before you string me up for treason—as provided, conveniently, by Article III, section 3—keep in mind that I am not saying anything George Washington didn’t say first. Just a day after he put his name to the Constitution, the Father of Our Country admitted his own contempt for the Framers’ handiwork, decrying the final draft as a wishy-washy document that invited too many interpretations, a “child of fortune, to be fostered by some and buffeted by others.”* Naturally, one might expect that the man who presided over the Convention that designed the Constitution, and who would become the first president in charge of defending it “come hell or high water” (note to self: I thought you googled this), and who was the very first to sign on its dotted line, would extol its many virtues. Not so. All he could offer was a punt: “What will be the General opinion, or the reception of it, is not for me to decide; nor shall I say anything for or against it.” (Which is Founder-speak for if you don’t have anything nice to sayeth, don’t sayeth anything at all.) What was the General’s most glowing review of the document on that day? And I quote: “It is the result of four months’ deliberation.”

		Ouch.

		He might as well have complimented the penmanship.

		A week later, in a letter to the Anti-Federalist leader Patrick Henry—the same Patrick Henry who had famously demanded “liberty or death!” and who was now demanding one darn good reason to support this Constitution in the upcoming ratification debates—Washington still couldn’t muster anything resembling a rave. “I wish the Constitution, which is offered, had been more perfect,” he wrote. “But I sincerely believe it is the best that could be obtained at this time.”

		Mr. Soon-to-be-President, could you find nothing to applaud? If not the penmanship, then the margins? The tautness of the vellum? Something. Anything. Perhaps I could suggest the Unique and surprising, albeit Indiscriminate, use Of capitaliZation?

		nO?

		One suspects that when Washington stepped up to sign the document on that September day, he did so reluctantly. One almost imagines that as he held his quill with one hand, he held his nose with the other. Heck, one doesn’t have to almost imagine. All one has to do is take a closer look, because that’s exactly what happened:
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		WASHINGTON WEPT HERE
Scene at the Signing of the Constitution of the United States, During Which Occasion Did General George Washington Register His Most Evident Disapproval, by Howard Chandler Christy

		Washington wasn’t the only one holding his nose. Fellow Virginian Edmund Randolph refused to sign entirely, unhappy with the “dangerous power given … to Congress.” George Mason and Elbridge Gerry also gave an official thumbs-down. Ben Franklin consented only because he could “expect no better.” Even Madison, the so-called Father of the Constitution, felt the Constitution failed to “prevent the local mischiefs” that got them into this mess in the first place.

		Even a cursory reading of the Constitution in its original flawed form reveals a self-evident truth George Washington could only admit reluctantly, many Framers tried to hide, and I shall now reveal: It’s simply not worth the sheep carcass it’s printed on. With the benefit of two hundred years of clear-eyed retrospect, its inherent defects are endless and obvious. Beyond the fact that it’s downright incomprehensible, even for the Founders—from the beginning, the Anti-Federalist Patrick Henry thought it “of such an intricate and complicated nature, that no man on this earth can know its real operation”—in just the research I did to write this paragraph (and I have the footnotes to prove it), I have come to learn that despite filling a mere four pages, the Constitution contains a multitude of mistakes. For starters (deep breath), it discredits the notion of equality (am I right, suffragists?),* stays far too open to interpretation (am I right, enemy combatants?),† fails even to mention the word “slavery” (am I right, slaves?)‡ or the word “democracy” (the Framers found the concept too … democratic)§ or the word “privacy” (a concept central to one of the most divisive issues in the American debate, the right to abortion),¶ plays favorites among the states (giving the tiny population of Wyoming as many senators as the massive state of California),\\ is blatantly xenophobic (give us “your huddled masses” but don’t expect any of them to become “President Arnold Schwarzenegger”)** and unnecessarily ageist (anyone can grow up to be president, but not until they’re at least thirty-five years old), has no respect for the will of the majority (the president has lost the presidential election, votes-wise, at least twice),†† set the trap for a paralyzing stalemate in the first too-close-to-call presidential election of 1800 (and, not indirectly, the 1804 murder of its very own advocate, Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton, by Aaron Burr, its very own vice president),‡‡ misspells the commonwealth of Pensylvania,§§ and features at least four obvious typos, including the use of “it’s” instead of “its” (my personal pet peeve) and a rogue comma in the Fifth Amendment that allows the government to steal your house (some say it’s a rogue comma, others insist it’s a smudge).¶¶ Not to mention perhaps the most distressing legacy of all: The Constitution, designed to “insure domestic tranquility,” actually caused the Civil War.\\\\

		As if typos weren’t bad enough.

		Some major, some minor, but these complaints are merely prologue—I believe the term of art is “preamble”—to the most embarrassing embarrassment of all regarding the Constitution of the United States: that in spite of its supposed American provenance and its claim to be the most American document ever produced, it is British.

		Yes, British.

		As in England.

		As in the country that got us into this mess.

		Despite the stiff-upper-lip service the Declaration of Independence gave to dissolving the Political Bands between this new nation and that olde one across the ocean, despite its proclamations of “repeated injuries and usurpations” at the hands of King George that so provoked the colonists, despite Thomas Paine’s insistence that “an island cannot rule a continent,” the Framers (who, I hasten to add, weren’t even born in the United States), based their Constitution on, and thereby pledged their allegiance to, of all things, possibly the single most British thing they could get their American paws on: the Magna Carta.

		Now, I know what many of you are thinking: The Magna what-now?

		It’s a fair question. Since Americans reserve their right not to understand their rights, let alone have any idea where they got their rights, allow me to briefly explain: The Constitution is the Magna Carta on steroids. Way back in 1215 on the plains of Runnymede, not far from where Windsor Castle now stands, an assembly of English barons, tired of paying scutage (a fee in lieu of military service) to a cash-strapped and increasingly despotic King John, demanded that their natural rights, which had been handed down through the generations, finally be written down, confirmed with the royal seal, and sent to each of the counties to be read to all freemen. Thus was born the Magna Carta, or “Big Carta,” and it established that no man—not even the king—was above the law.

		OUR “UNIQUELY AMERICAN” CONSTITUTION: DID YOU KNOW … IT’S BRITISH?
Compare the Magna Carta, the basis of English law (left), to the supposedly “American” document it inspired, the Constitution of the United States (right).
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		Scholars agree: They even look the same.
Ask yourself: If you couldn’t read, could you tell the difference?

		Now skip ahead exactly five and half centuries. When the English Parliament enacted the stamp tax of 1765—launching the notorious era of “taxation without representation” that so rankled the Founders—the Massachusetts Assembly quickly referenced the Magna Carta in declaring the tax “null and void.” While I applaud the canny method—they used the Englanders’ own laws against them—I can’t help but point out that it was shockingly shortsighted. The Magna Carta was the basis of all English law, yet in building their uniquely American doctrine, the Framers thought nothing of stealing its tenets, referring specifically to the Magna Carta and its rule of law in declaring the Constitution “the Supreme Law of the Land.” The Constitution of the United States was, in this way, a declaration of dependence—to the very country it was trying to shun.

		In other words, not long before the Founders defeated the British, they defeated the purpose.

		It all makes perfect sense when you consider the fact that George Washington was actually a British spy. Oh, I’m sorry—had you not heard that historical tidbit? George Washington, the first president of the United States, the “indispensable man” of the American Revolution, the revered general who presided over the Constitutional Convention and helped draft one of the founding documents seen above, was a spy for the British. It is an indisputable fact. Letters printed in The Aurora, the eighteenth-century newspaper edited by Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, revealed that Washington, who had suspiciously failed to prevent the British from occupying Philadelphia in 1777, had taken bribes from his overlords in England and was intent on selling out his fellow countrymen for cold hard cash.

		George Washington? More like Benedict Arnold. (Revolutionary War snap!)

		Granted, the rumors may have been hogwash. Admittedly, it’s possible it was all just a tactic to discredit Washington by those who wished to see him replaced. And okay, fine, I suppose the letters were later determined to be forgeries, written by fellow Founders with whom he had fallen out of favor—Thomas Mifflin and Benjamin Rush, the first American playa-haters. So maybe the indisputable facts are disputable. But we live in a different time now, a time when evidence is barely admissible in court, a time when no matter how many birth certificates he produces, President Obama wasn’t born in the United States, a time when no matter how many gay daughters he produces, Vice President Dick Cheney is Darth Vader. So as far as George Washington being a spy or not, I think we can all agree that just raising the question is evidence of its merit. In the end, I’m not saying Washington was a spy; I’m just saying that it’s an accusation worth considering carefully and propagating thoughtlessly. Heck, I have no reason to believe George Washington was a spy—or, more to the point, wasn’t not a spy—and for that matter, it’s a testament to the Constitutional freedom of expression that he failed to successfully torpedo (what with him being a British spy and all) that we can ask these questions openly, honestly, and without regard to their being in any way true. The point is: Reasonable minds can disagree about whether George Washington, the father of America, was a spy for the British.

		(Mr. President, I realize my defence [sic] of your patriotism is weak, but please understand, I sincerely believe it is the best that could be obtained at this time. I sure you can understand. Or should I say ye.)

		So when you consider all the facts—that George Washington was a spy for the British, that the American Constitution he helped devise was based on the British Magna Carta, and that it therefore contained within its four pages a parade of flaws, a pageant of peccadilloes, a procession of indiscretions and indignities allowing executive, legislative, and judicial malfeasance only a king could love—it’s no wonder that the revolutionary radical Patrick Henry famously characterized the new Constitution not as forming “a more perfect union,” but as “squinting towards monarchy.” From the very beginning, it reeked of meat pies and crumpets. Check your history books, my fellow Americans: It’s right there in blacke and whyte.
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		To those who shudder at the thought that anyone might tinker with a founding document, I submit to you: The history of America is one of constant rewrites. I don’t mean American history is constantly being rewritten; rather, historic Americans were constantly rewriting things. You name it, the Framers reframed it. George Washington famously rewrote a sixteenth-century set of Jesuit precepts into his own laws of personal etiquette—“roll not the eyes”; “kill no vermin, or fleas”; “do not laugh too loud.” Benjamin Franklin, beating his contemporary Noah Webster to the punch by almost ninety years, drafted new definitions for old words, including more than two hundred colorful synonyms for “drunkenness”—bewitch’d, wamble crop’d, smelt of an onion, with his flag out. (To say nothing of Franklin’s fanatical need to rewrite his Poor Richard’s Almanack every damn year. The man was clearly incapable of picking a tidal schedule and sticking to it. Either that or he was totally wamble crop’d.) Most ruthless with a red pen, however, was Thomas Jefferson. One might expect the man who wrote the Declaration of Independence—and who later condemned the final, edited, 25 percent shorter version as a “mutilation” of his work—to support an original author’s vision on principle. Just as one might expect Jefferson, the man who had advocated for the separation of church and state, to think it improper to—brace yourselves, Puritans—rewrite the Ten Commandments. Yet, Jefferson did precisely that, offering his own revised Decalogue to trump Moses’s—with remarkably trivial injunctions compared to “You Shall Not Murder.” Among Jefferson’s decrees: “Take things always by the smooth handle.” “Never buy what you don’t want because it is cheap.” “No man ever regretted having eaten too little; eat sparingly.” His list may not instill the fear of God in a sinner; but it does strike mortal dread in any dinner guest.

		Lest anyone deem his act a mere lark, Jefferson doubled down on his blasphemy by taking the sacrilegious step of rewriting the Bible—not once, but twice. He felt the teachings of the Bible had been corrupted by organized religion—like the Constitution today, it had been co-opted by those with axes to grind. Specifically, Jefferson had grown skeptical of the Gospels, which he thought were “unlettered” and “ignorant,” and over time had been tainted by bad memories and misunderstandings. So his first version, The Philosophy of Jesus, was a stark distillation of Jesus’s wisdom, “the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man,” which Jefferson constructed by “cutting verse out of the printed book, and by arranging the matter which is evidently His, and which is as distinguishable as diamonds in a dunghill.” (You heard right: That’s Thomas Jefferson, on record as describing the Bible, or at least the parts he disliked, as a “dunghill”—otherwise known as a pile of shit.)

		Years later, unsatisfied with his first try, he even offered a sequel, The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth. Armed with a razor blade—yes, an actual razor blade—he literally cut verses from the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John and rearranged them in chronological order, mingling the redacted passages to create a single coherent narrative, albeit one that conspicuously left out all the verses dealing with virgin birth, miracles, the Resurrection—what’s known as the strict mysteries, or Bible-y parts, including the Divinity of Christ, the Baptism, and the Eucharist—as well as every other detail Jefferson deemed supernatural, or fantastical, or just made him roll his eyes. No turning water into wine, no healing the sick, no raising Lazarus from the dead. No divine intervention, no heavenly cures. As if Jefferson were asking, “Who believes this stuff? I mean, Jesus Christ—the guy’s not a miracle worker.” Needless to say, this Frankenstein version, which came to be known as The Jefferson Bible, was so blasphemous, so sacrilegious, so against the will of God (and, one assumes, so boring) that for many years it was given as an official welcome gift to every newly elected member of Congress.

		Jefferson’s message: Just because it’s the Bible doesn’t mean you have to treat it like, you know, the Bible. Even a sacred text can be brought in for repair. And if even a president refuses to treat the Bible like the inviolable word of God, why should I, a mere citizen with a word processor, treat the Constitution so?

		I shouldn’t. I should feel free to rewrite, revise, and razorblade the Constitution to my heart’s content. And as long as I’m careful to remove all the boring, inessential, and irrelevant parts, to make it, as Jefferson said of his effort, “short and precious,” I see no reason why Congress wouldn’t one day pass it out as party favors.

		After all, one of the many virtues of our unique American narcissism is our unrelenting belief that our version will be better.

		Let me at it, our national motto.

		Give me a shot.

		From Ambassador to France Thomas Jefferson in 1786 (“a little rebellion now and then is a good thing”) to Defense Secretary Robert Gates in 2009 (“no other country in the world is so willing to change course”), we Americans know that what makes us great is that we’re constantly insisting that we’re greater.

		Anything you can do, We the People can do better.

		ONCE MORE, FROM THE TOP

		THE MOST GLARING, and glorious, example of this self-evident, inalienable truth? The Constitution itself was one big rewrite. Remember the Articles of Confederation? Neither do most. It was America’s first “constitution,” the Founders’ original attempt at laying down a law governing this new country—but one that proved insufficient to the needs of the nation. I shall divulge its many defects soon enough, but suffice it to say that under the Articles, debts were left unpaid, disputes weren’t resolved, and states squabbled over taxes and commerce. America was, as Madison later described, in a “gloomy chaos.” If it weren’t for those meddling Federalists—Alexander Hamilton, John Adams, and James Madison among them—who made a compelling case for stronger central government, there would be no Constitution for United States presidents to swear to defend at their inaugurations. There would, indeed, be no United States presidents.

		And yet, when the Framers convened in Philadelphia in 1787, many intended solely to bring the Articles in for a tune-up. To tighten a few screws, change the oil, rotate the tires. They saw no reason to junk the Articles simply because the country was on the wrong track. James Madison, though, had a different idea: He sold them for scrap and started from scratch. For this reason, it is said the Constitution he wrote was more than a revision; it was a revolution. It was a wholesale revision of our guiding laws. But it was also something so much less: just the latest draft. Merely the second version of the first stab at defining our most basic principles.

		It is time—high time—for a third. Two hundred long years have passed since George Washington predicted “the people of America” might find the Constitution “less perfect than it can be made.” Our country is young, but our Constitution is old—the longest-lasting written national constitution in the world. Our citizenry is vibrant and vital, but let’s face it, many of our Founding Fathers were antediluvian and ancient. (Benjamin Franklin was a creaky eighty-one in 1787, so old he had to be carried to the sessions of the Constitutional Convention in a sedan chair. Some say he only signed the Constitution because it was on his Bucket List.) We have gotten good at being America and we have naturally inflated our sense of ourselves and our society, but our Constitution needs to be adjusted for that inflation. Not simply brought in for maintenance. More than nipped. More than tucked. No longer should we settle for confusion about what the Constitution says, or means. No longer should we give politicians free rein to exploit it, hide behind it, or find loopholes in its imperfections.

		My fellow Americans, the time for “more perfect” unions has passed. We the People deserve perfection, and Me the People shall deliver it.
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		At this point, despite the fact that between the two of us I’m the one doing the heavy lifting here, you might still be wondering why I, Kevin Bleyer, should be allowed to rewrite the Constitution. Granted, I may not have majored in Constitution Writing in college, but neither did James Madison, and he got to write one. And true, I may have no experience founding a country, but I ask you: Did any of the signers of the Declaration of Independence? I think not.

		Therefore I am.

		To be sure, there are dozens of reasons why I should be in charge here, but for starters let me just say that I hold these truths to be self-evident: that All Men Are Created Equal, and that I Was Born to Do This.

		But if you want to me to be more specific:

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #1: I’VE READ THE CONSTITUTION.

		You haven’t. Not recently, anyhow.

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #2: I CARE ENOUGH.

		Specifically, I care more than you do. I’d even bet I have read more books about the Constitution in preparation for writing this book than you have before reading this book. Not to mention, one of us actually wrote this book; the other is just reading it.

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #3: I HAVE NO SHAME.

		Unlike the Founders, who used a litany of anonymous pseudonyms—Publius, Pacificus, Helvidius, Virginian, Africanus, Citizen of the World—when they wrote essays defending their arguments, I am perfectly content to use my given name. And not just because all the good pseudonyms—Lady Gaga, Mr. T, Meatloaf, Seal, Wonkette, Hulk Hogan, Twiggy, Ludacris, Conan O’Brien—are already taken.

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #4: I AM BUT ONE MAN.

		This isn’t a democracy, people. And that’s a good thing. The Founders didn’t trust democracy—even Jefferson said it was “impracticable beyond the limits of a town.” And they walked the walk. Only thirty-something delegates attended the Constitutional Convention on a given day; strictly speaking, “we the people” were less than a few dozen old white guys who presumed to speak on behalf of an entire nation. In fact, the problem with the final Constitution, according to Ben Franklin, was precisely that it was a group effort. “When you assemble a number of men to have the advantage of their joint wisdom,” he said, “you inevitably assemble with those men, all their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a perfect production be expected?” No, it can’t. So I’ll take it from here, thanks.

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #5: I AM OLD ENOUGH.

		When he wrote the Constitution, James Madison was a mere thirty-seven years old. Delegate Charles Pinckney, who later claimed he wrote the Constitution, was twenty-nine. But the youngest delegate to the Convention, Jonathan Dayton, was a scant twenty-six. Let the record show I am old enough to be his slightly older brother. The one with the good judgment, and the awesome record collection.

		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #6: I AM YOUNG ENOUGH.

		As the historian Joseph Ellis points out, the Framers are “a finite number of long-dead men.” Surely they won’t mind if someone else steps up to the plate. Someone living, say. After all, it was none other than George Washington himself who, in a 1787 letter to his nephew Bushrod—yes, Washington had a nephew named Bushrod—wrote, “I do not think we are more inspired, have more wisdom, or possess more virtue, than those who will come after us.” He was talking about me. I came after him. I am inspired, and wise, and virtuous. Like the Founding Fathers before me, I am like the Founding Fathers before me.

		Washington said so himself.

		And it was none other than Thomas Jefferson who, when he took it upon himself to write the Constitution for the new Louisiana Territory, admitted he did so in the same spirit as do I—“with boldness more than wisdom”—and who decades earlier even mentioned me in a letter to James Madison explicitly advocating the principle of constitutional revision: “By the law of nature, one generation is to another as one independent nation is to another.… The earth belongs to the living and not the dead.” You heard the man: the living! Not the dead! His description fits me to a T. I am alive, which is more than can be said of some Founders I can think of.

		Among my many qualifications, one distinguishes me from all others. Of all the pretenders to the throne, of all the people who would rewrite history in order to secure a better future, whether he be James “Father of the Constitution” Madison or Thomas “My Bible Is Better” Jefferson or Rexford Guy “Nutball” Tugwell, I am, indisputably, the most recent. I am the “living generation” Jefferson would be so proud of, if he were alive to see us today.

		And by us, I mean me. After all, I am you, only more so. And it is precisely because I am you, and therefore no better than you, that I am more qualified than you to speak on behalf of you. Which is why I am going to rewrite the Constitution, and you are not. It all makes perfect sense.

		Am I too late? Possibly. Two centuries of inertia have taken their toll. Wars have been fought. Climates have changed. Laser printers have been invented. The “innovations of time,” as Jefferson put it, called for updating the Constitution long ago. But at this defining moment in America, I am reminded of an old Chinese proverb: “The best time to plant a tree is twenty years ago; the second-best time is now.” The lesson is obvious: If we plant a tree now, just imagine how many new Constitutions we can print up when, in twenty years, we cut it down.

		There’s no time to waste.

		In order to form a More Perfect Union, we need an order to form a more perfect union. So let me be your quill, your soapbox, your veto pen, your bully pulpit, your lamplighter, your flamethrower, your fellow American, your goodwill ambassador, your Quorum of One, your heroic savior, and your humble servant.

		Like Thomas Jefferson before me, I think it my duty to risk myself for you.

		E Unum, Pluribus …
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		Abraham Lincoln knows what I’m talking about. On the day he was to sign the Emancipation Proclamation, President Lincoln was willing in mind, but not in body. “I believe, in this measure, my fondest hopes will be realized,” he told his good friend Joshua Speed, who rarely left his side. “If ever my soul were in an Act, it is in this Act.”

		Yet, that morning at a New Year’s reception, Lincoln had shaken the hands of a thousand of his fellow citizens, and knew the toll it had taken on his own. Speed urged Lincoln make haste and sign the pronouncement, but he demurred. “If I sign with a shaking hand,” Lincoln explained, “posterity will say, ‘he hesitated.’ ” So he waited until he could take up the pen and sign with a clear, strong, and unwavering signature.

		In that spirit, I, too, take up a pen and sign, with my full soul and my unwavering signature, a commitment by Me the People to You the Persons that I the Patriot will rewrite a new Covenant, a new Constitution, fashioned for our new times.

		Never let it be said I hesitated,

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			* In 2006, according to a Zogby poll, more American teenagers could name the Three Stooges than the three branches of government.

			* Let us hope that none of those senators were among the one in five Americans who claimed that the First Amendment guarantees them “the right to drive.”

			* The italics are mine, the defiance of the Constitution is all his.

			* See? I’ve just proved my point.

			* On this matter, he was quite correct. Say what you will about George Washington: He may have had wooden teeth, but he had great vision.

			*The Constitution of the United States of America, 1787.

			†Ibid.

			‡Ibid.

			§Ibid.

			¶Ibid.

			\\Ibid.

			**Ibid.

			††Ibid.

			‡‡Ibid.

			§§Ibid.

			¶¶Ibid.

			\\\\Seriously, it did.
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THE PREAMBLE TO THE NEW CONSTITUTION
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		WE THE PEOPLE of the United Flight 3247 from New York to Amsterdam, in order to catch a connecting Delta flight into Athens, had a range of reasons for taking a trip to Greece: establish suntans, ensure non-domestic tranquility, provide for the common photo ops, promote the general tourism industry, and secure the tchotchkes of democracy for ourselves, our posterity, and our mantels back home.

		Only one of us hoped to establish a new Constitution for the United States of America.

		Only one of us boarded his flight unconcerned with where to get the best souvlaki or the dirtiest deck of “Greek Erotic Art” playing cards, but obsessed with how to rebuild our American foundation from Greece’s toppled columns and crumbled pediments.

		Only one of us secretly knew that by the time he had studied the structure of Athenian government, after he was done dismantling the foundations of Greek democracy, when he had stolen and scavenged the best parts of the famous ancient city-states, these famous ruins would be in ruins.

		Kevin Bleyer.

		Seat 7B.

		This should have happened long ago. By Thomas Jefferson’s math, the Constitution of the United States should have been rewritten eleven times by now.

		The third president of the United States, and, as such, one of our Founderest, believed the Constitution he helped birth should “naturally expire at the end of nineteen years.” From his distant perch in Paris, where he was serving as minister to France—and perhaps not coincidentally, where he was having an affair with a married woman sixteen years his junior—he wrote to his good friend James Madison, “The earth belongs always to the living generation.… No society can make a perpetual constitution.” (And certainly no single man—especially one busy flirting with teenagers.) Never mind that Madison had just spent two years shepherding the document through ratification, hoping to make his constitution as perpetual as possible; in insisting on revisions every nineteen years, Jefferson meant business. “If it be enforced longer,” Jefferson insisted, “it is an act of force, and not of right.”*

		Although he wasn’t successful in convincing Madison of the wisdom of his suggestion—since 1789, by my math, there has been only one Constitution—Jefferson’s diagnosis was nevertheless accurate: The Constitution we’ve been living with has been dead for over two centuries.

		Flat-lined.

		Kaput.

		But thankfully, not yet buried.

		Which is why, on this day in August, I’m sitting in coach on a plane to Athens. To single-handedly revive the Constitution of the United States of America. To turn Madison’s “dead letter” back into something resembling a “living document.” To breathe new life into our most cherished founding charter.

		Really, it’s the most I can do.
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		I do not judge my fellow travelers. Under usual circumstances—when not, say, rewriting the American Constitution—I am as superficial as they are. When I flew to Africa, it was to see the animals. When I visited Moscow, it was so I could take pictures in Red Square. My trip to Ireland was as much about the Celtic music and the Guinness as the Troubles. They were vacations, and if I picked up any history along the way—hey, gravy.

		I am an American, after all, and it is an unmistakable feature of American Exceptionalism that we Americans know what’s important: namely, we Americans. We are, in the words of genuine British person Eddie Izzard, “the self-choosing chosen people.” So certain are we about our special status in the world that we take pride in how little interest we show in things that aren’t American. We revel in the fact that we don’t understand, can’t locate on a map, or almost deny the existence of, other countries. If it’s Greek to us, it’s Greek to us—even if, strictly speaking, it’s Chinese.

		Mind you, this is no mere supposition on my part; our lack of global awareness is a measurable, statistical fact. In 2010, when asked what percentage of our gross domestic product should be sent as humanitarian aid to foreign countries, 92 percent of Americans responded, “Wait a minute—there are foreign countries?”* We the People take no heed of They the Foreigners. We make no bones about our lack of interest in our fellow man, and we offer him no apologies—because, we figure, our fellow man lives halfway around the world, and really, what’s he gonna do about it?

		It is much easier to feel unique when you assume that you are alone.

		It wasn’t always this way. Americans of the Founders’ generation weren’t the domestic navel gazers we have come to be. On the contrary, they were enchanted by a particular part of the world most had never visited, nor ever could visit: namely, ancient Greece, and its ancient Greco-Roman partner, Rome. In the late eighteenth century, even for the American revolutionaries who had, let’s say, more pressing local concerns, involving redcoats and Hessian mercenaries, Greece and Rome were on the brain. Commoners in the eighteenth century leafed through the works of Homer and took their history from Livy and Thucydides. Citizens of what would become the nation’s capital meandered down the banks of the Potomac, which they affectionately called the Tiber, after the river that flows through Rome. They were far more likely to name their horses Gracchus and Plutarch than Trigger or Silver. They called their slaves Claudius, Jupiter, Caesar, and Pompey—and even the slaves, though they lacked for education, were familiar with their namesakes. Greece captivated the most common citizen. According to Fergus Bordewich, a talented historian whose parents clearly hated him, Americans of the eighteenth century “embraced their idealized vision of Rome … with a credulity that, from a twenty-first-century vantage point, itself seems quaintly antique.” Quaintly antique, perhaps, but totally impressive, too.

		For their part, the Founders’ interest in Greece and Rome was more than mere pandering to the masses; they meant business. It bordered on the obsessive. Thomas Jefferson, who insisted that architectural plans throughout the capital city steal from the ancients down to the size of the ancient Roman brick—“twenty-two inches long, eleven inches wide, and two inches thick”—saw a study of the distant past as a pathway to a glorious future. He “believed with an almost religious passion,” Bordewich writes, “in the power of the colonnades, domes, and marble porticoes to ennoble the human spirit and sharpen the intellect.” To design many of the buildings in the capital, Jefferson handpicked Benjamin Latrobe, who, despite being British, was a self-described “bigot” on behalf of Athenian aesthetics. Rome found a home in D.C. as well; when shown the blueprints for the “Congress House,” Jefferson took a red quill to the design, crossing out the two words and replacing them with one—“Capitol”—to directly invoke the famous temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus—perhaps thinking, We’re stealing the Romans’ precedent for popular government, we may as well steal their name.

		Jefferson believed in nothing less than a kind of Greco-Roman feng shui. It explains the countless eagles, the marble columns, the Latin and Greek mottoes, the V’S VSED IN PLACE OF U’S WHICH MAKES THEM SO HARD TO VNDERSTAND. He and his fellow Founders borrowed all the Athenian stylings they could to create something perfectly American: an Epcot of Democracy.
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		But in 1787, a decade before D.C. became D.C., the real action was in Philadelphia. And although he was overseas during the pivotal drama of that summer, Jefferson made his presence felt there, too. In the months leading up to the Constitutional Convention, as James Madison prepared for his role shepherding the proceedings in Philadelphia, barely a day went by when Jefferson didn’t show up in Madison’s mailbox. He sent Madison missives with postmarks from around the globe, news of innovations and modern miracles he had discovered on his travels. Each care package held a wonder of the world intended to expand Madison’s horizons: phosphorus matches (“by having them at your bedside with a candle, the latter may be lighted at any moment of the night without getting out of bed”), new cylinder lamps (“thought to give a light equal to six or eight candles”), a government report on mesmerism, a pamphlet on animal magnetism, and the latest reports on developments in the high-flying world of hot-air ballooning.*

		But Jefferson knew that the best way to influence Madison was to appeal to his mind. So he sent Madison books—trunkloads of encyclopedias, textbooks, and broadsides, more than two hundred volumes in all. There was no ulterior motive; they were sent merely to deepen Madison’s understanding of republican governments throughout history—to guide him through the ruins of the past, including the Helvetic Confederacy of fourteenth-century Switzerland and the Germanic and Belgic confederacies of the seventeenth century. And, of special note: the Amphictyonic and Achean confederacies of Greece.

		Now, I don’t know what half of those words mean (certainly my spell-check is none too happy with them), but the last one rings loud and true. “Greece.” Jefferson, who spoke Greek fluently, had a hunch that a study of Grecian government would prove particularly helpful. As he saw it, Greece was “the first of civilized nations [which] presented example of what man should be.” He knew (though no doubt it would have been hard for the blissfully ignorant on my flight to believe) that long before Philadelphia was the birthplace of democracy, Greece was the birthplace of democracy.

		The books Jefferson sent only whetted Madison’s appetite. Madison wrote back to Jefferson asking that he send along more treatises on ancient and modern republics, specifically “the Greek and Roman authors where they can be got very cheap.” (Add “stingy” to the list of Madison traits.) He made copious notes about each confederacy, cataloging the keepers and clunkers (those displaying an “intolerance of religion” and suffering a “weakness of the Union,” for starters), and he published his findings in Notes on Ancient and Modern Confederacies, forty pages covering the minutest details about the Greek confederacies.

		Madison’s study paid off. After poring through Jefferson’s books, he composed The Vices of the Political System of the United States, in which he concluded that all confederacies—ancient and modern—suffered from the same “imbecility” that plagued the American government under the Articles of Confederation: a weak central government unable to corral the power of the colonies. As the Constitutional Convention approached, he had his talking point: The thirteen original colonies must become united states.
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		It’s one thing to do your homework; it’s quite another to take a really cool field trip. (If my fifth grade curriculum is any guide, we can read books about dolphins all we want; only a trip to the aquarium inspires us to be marine biologists.) And that’s where our Founding Fathers flubbed. Neither Madison, the father of the Constitution, nor Jefferson, who advised him along the way, ever went to Greece. Neither boarded a 757 (or even a hot-air balloon) to the birthplace of the democracy they were hoping to emulate. In Jefferson’s travels throughout the Mediterranean, all roads led to Rome (though he made it only as far south as Milan). No roads led to Athens. Madison, a hypochondriac, never even crossed the Atlantic, fearing that a sea voyage would be bad for his health.

		They may have believed that Greece was “the first of civilized nations” to present an example “of what man should be,” but really, how would they know? They steeped themselves in Greece, but they never stepped, themselves, in Greece. They knew not whereof they spoke.

		So when I boarded that plane headed to the birthplace of democracy,* I wasn’t just revisiting the ancient past or racking up frequent flyer miles. I was remedying a 230-year-old oversight.

		In just ten days.

		My time would be tight, and the stakes high. I had to get this right. To help my chances, I had even sought out the advice of the most prominent Greek I knew, a woman who has never lost her Greek accent despite having lived in America for twenty years. My email to Arianna Huffington was appropriately lengthy—epic, you might say—explaining in great detail that I was rewriting the Constitution (careful to add, of course, that there was no need to thank me), and then inquiring what I should study while in Greece, who I should talk to, and where I should visit. Not long after came her response:

		
			Oooh. I loooooove Crete.

			Sent from my BlackBerry

		

		I chose to assume not that she was too busy to help, or that she didn’t take my project seriously, but rather that, like Jefferson, she, too, knew that just seeing Greece firsthand was all that my spirit and intellect would need to be sharpened and ennobled. Or was it ennobled and sharpened? I forget. Either way, I’m pretty sure that’s what she was getting at.

		But it was a start. Crete or Bust. It would be a featured stop on what was quickly becoming a full agenda I was eager to undertake—so that when I turned in my rewritten Preamble, I would be able to say: I have taken the Grand Tour of Democracy. I have circumnavigated the Parthenon. I have watched the changing of the Parliament guards. I have knelt with the monks of the monastery above Megalochori. Like an athlete from antiquity, I have marched into the Panathenaic Stadium (where, as you can see, I placed first. I was always very skilled at imaginary sporting events).

		Unlike Madison, I have seen the sunset over Santorini, taken the ferry to Heraklion, gazed into the turquoise waters of Crete (thanks, Arianna!), felt the humid breezes of the Costa Navarino, and bobbed among the salty cerulean waves of both the Aegean and Ionian seas. I have consumed my body weight in souvlaki, eaten capers in Kalamata, feasted on figs, and downed so many olives that this morning I’m pretty sure I pissed a martini.

		THE PREAMBLE TO THE NEW CONSTITUTION
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		The author, having vanquished his challengers in that sport in which they were, evidently, competing

		I have explored the cave where Nestor hid the cattle he had stolen from his brother Apollo. I have fancied myself an Olympian in Olympia and a Spartan in Sparta. I have ridden a donkey to the birthplace of Zeus.

		I have risked airsickness, seasickness, sunburn, flight delays, and jet lag.

		I have climbed, spelunked, excavated, imbibed, and inquired.

		I have eaten. I have prayed. I have loved.

		Unlike Jefferson, I have seen firsthand “the example of what man should be.”

		(Clearly, I’d have to hurry. Democracy may have developed over 2,500 years, but I don’t have that kind of time. My voiage back thro’ the air is on Sunday.)

		But you get my point: Unlike Madison as he prepared to

		
		ACROPOLIS NOW
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		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #7: I’M TALL ENOUGH.

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		SELF-EVIDENT TRUTH #8: NOT HAVING A TOE DOESN’T MEAN I CAN’T WRITE A CONSTITUTION.
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