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				To Keith and Faith,

				Mississippi Women

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					A patriotic song is an enchanted key to memory’s deepest cells; it touches secret springs, it kindles sacred flames in chambers of the soul unvisited by other agencies. It wakes to life ten thousand slumbering chords and makes them thrill and pulsate—just as if some loving angel’s finger touched them—to that grand God-given sentiment of liberty.

					—Elias Nason, nineteenth-century American composer

					I, too, sing America.

					—Langston Hughes
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			A NOTE TO THE READER

			In the following pages, Jon Meacham wrote the narrative text that takes the American story, with special reference to music that shaped those years, from the period before the Revolutionary War through the attacks of Tuesday, September 11, 2001, and the election of Barack Obama as the forty-fourth president of the United States. We occasionally drew on Meacham’s previous works of history and journalism, including his books about Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill, and the more general The Soul of America, as well as essays of his first published in the New York Times, Time, Newsweek, and Vanity Fair.

			Writing from his perspective as an artist and performer, Tim McGraw offers his take on selected songs in a series of sidebars. No effort has been made to be encyclopedic; readers will surely argue with us about why one song was included but another wasn’t. So be it: We welcome open—and open-hearted—debate.

			It’s our hope that Songs of America is the opening, not the closing, act in a conversation about the nation’s diversity and complexity. For that’s among the reasons we undertook the project: to inspire Americans to think more widely and more deeply about the country Abraham Lincoln called “the last best hope of earth.”
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					American revolutionaries on the march in the painting The Nation Makers, by Howard Pyle.
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			OVERTURE

			THE MUSIC OF HISTORY

			
				Nothing is more agreeable, and ornamental, than good music; every officer, for the credit of his corps, should take care to provide it.

				—George Washington

			

			In the beginning were the words—the stately rhythms of the Declaration of Independence, the passionate eloquence of Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, the steady notes of the Constitution. All men, Thomas Jefferson asserted, were created equal, with unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. In building such a nation, we, in Paine’s stirring prose, had it in our power to begin the world over again. And that enterprise would, as the Constitution’s preamble put it, have a central, consuming aim: a more perfect union.

			History isn’t just something we read; it’s also something we hear. We hear the musketry on the green at Lexington and Concord and the hoofbeats of Paul Revere’s midnight ride. We hear the moans of the wounded and of the dying on the fields of Antietam and of Gettysburg, the quiet clump of the boots of Grant and Lee on the porch steps of Wilmer McLean’s house at Appomattox—and the crack of a pistol at Ford’s Theatre. We hear the cries of the enslaved, the pleas of suffragists, the surf at Omaha Beach. We hear a sonorous president, his voice scratchy on the radio, reassuring us that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself; and we hear another president, impossibly young and dashing, his breath white in the inaugural air, telling us to ask not what our country can do for us but what we can do for our country. And we hear the whoosh of helicopters in the distant jungles of Southeast Asia and the baritone of a minister, standing before the Lincoln Memorial, telling us about his dream.

			Such are the sounds of our history.

			And through it all, through all the years of strife, we’ve been shaped not only by our words and our deeds but also by our music, by the lyrics and the instrumentals that have carried us through dark days and enabled us to celebrate bright ones.

			The paramount role of music in life and in the lives of nations has the deepest of roots. Plato and Aristotle wrote of its centrality to the formation of noble human souls and of civilized society; Newton and Shakespeare saw the universe in terms of the harmony—or disharmony—of the spheres; and in the eighteenth-century Age of Enlightenment, the Scottish writer and politician Andrew Fletcher brilliantly linked music and civic life, writing, “I knew a very wise man…[who] believed if a man were permitted to make all the ballads, he need not care who should make the laws of a nation.” One way to gain a fuller understanding of our confounding nation is to explore the music of patriotism, which is also, inevitably, the music of protest. To us, patriotism celebrates and commemorates; protest critiques and corrects. The two are inextricably intertwined and are as vital to each other as wings to a bird, for the nation cannot soar without both.

			A true patriot salutes the flag but always makes sure it’s flying over a nation that’s not only free but fair, not only strong but just. History and reason summon us to embrace love and loyalty—to a citizenship that seeks a better world. What, really, could be more patriotic than that? What, in the end, could be more American?

			That’s our mission now: to hear the music that has lifted us from danger, kept us together amid tragedy, united us anew in triumph, and urged us on toward justice. From our earliest times to our latest, we hear not only the spoken but the sung word, and the music of the nation reminds us where we’ve been, who we are—and what we can become.
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					“We hold these truths”: Franklin, Adams, and Jefferson at work on the Declaration of Independence.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			THE SENSATIONS OF FREEDOM

			
				By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall.

				—John Dickinson, “The Liberty Song,” 1768

				Objects of the most stupendous magnitude, measures in which the lives and liberties of millions, born and unborn, are most essentially interested, are now before us. We are in the very midst of a Revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of nations.

				—John Adams, Sunday, June 9, 1776

				Remember the Ladies.

				—Abigail Adams, to her husband as the Founders debated independence

			

			As daylight faded on Friday, June 10, 1768, officials of the British Crown stepped across the wharves of Boston Harbor to seize the Liberty, a sloop owned by the merchant John Hancock of Massachusetts. The charge: that Hancock’s men had smuggled casks of Madeira wine from the Liberty’s hold to avoid paying stiff duties recently imposed under the hated Townshend Acts. Anticipating trouble, the imperial authorities had deployed the heavily armed warship HMS Romney—which contemporaries described as a “fine new 50-Gun ship”—for the task. “This conduct provoked the People, who had collected on the Shore,” the Boston Gazette reported, and the gathering of colonials surged toward the British collector of customs, Joseph Harrison, as he came back off the Liberty. On the street adjoining the harbor, Harrison wrote, “we were pursued by the Mob which by this time was increased to a great multitude. The onset was begun by throwing dirt at me, which was presently succeeded by volleys of stones, brickbats, sticks, or anything that came to hand…. About this time I received a violent blow on the breast…and I verily believe that if I had fallen, I should never have got up again, the People to all appearance being determined on blood and murder.”

			The royal governor of Massachusetts was flummoxed, denouncing what he called this “Great Riot” in dispatches to London. The colonials, naturally, had a different view. To them, the specter of the Romney taking control of Hancock’s Liberty was an outrage, a veritable act of war. “We will support our liberties,” a patriot leader cried after the seizure, “depending upon the strength of our own arms and God.”

			Hearing the news, John Dickinson of Pennsylvania was moved to pick up his pen to strike a blow in favor of the colonial cause. Born in 1732, raised in Dover, Delaware, and trained as a lawyer in Philadelphia and at the Middle Temple in London, Dickinson had recently published an influential series of essays entitled Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies. The Townshend Acts had been the occasion for Dickinson’s Letters; in Boston, Joseph Harrison had found Dickinson’s writings “inflaming and seditious…tending to poison and incense the minds of the people and alienate them from all regard and obedience to the Legislature of the Mother Country.”

			A sustained attempt to argue for the justice of the colonial view that representation was a civil right in the English tradition, the Letters would bring Dickinson acclaim. “From infancy,” Dickinson had written, “I was taught to love liberty and humanity.”

			His Letters had been prose. Now, in the wake of the clash in Boston, he would try poetry, composing a series of verses in honor of the resistance in Massachusetts. “I enclose you a song for American freedom,” Dickinson wrote James Otis of Boston. He told Otis that Arthur Lee of Virginia, a Dickinson friend, had contributed eight lines of “The Liberty Song.” Published in Philadelphia and in the Boston Gazette of July 18, 1768, the song was set to William Boyce’s “Heart of Oak,” a patriotic British number popular with the Royal Navy.

			
				Come join hand in hand, brave Americans all,

				And rouse your bold hearts at fair Liberty’s call;

				No tyrannous acts shall suppress your just claim,

				Or stain with dishonor America’s name.

				In freedom we’re born, and in freedom we’ll live;

				Our purses are ready,

				Steady, Friends, steady,

				Not as slaves, but as freemen our money we’ll give.

				Our worthy forefathers—let’s give them a cheer—

				To climates unknown did courageously steer;

				Thro’ oceans, to deserts, for freedom they came,

				And, dying, bequeath’d us their freedom and fame.

				Their generous bosoms all dangers despis’d,

				So highly, so wisely, their birthrights they priz’d;

				We’ll keep what they gave, we will piously keep,

				Nor frustrate their toils on the land and the deep.

				The Tree, their own hands had to Liberty rear’d,

				They lived to behold growing strong and rever’d;

				With transport they cry’d, “Now our wishes we gain,

				For our children shall gather the fruits of our pain.”

				Swarms of placemen and pensioners soon will appear,

				Like locusts deforming the charms of the year;

				Suns vainly will rise, showers vainly descend,

				If we are to drudge for what others shall spend.

				Then join hand in hand brave Americans all,

				By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall;

				In so righteous a cause let us hope to succeed,

				For Heaven approves of each generous deed.

				All ages shall speak with amaze and applause,

				Of the courage we’ll show in support of our laws;

				To die we can bear—but to serve we disdain,

				For shame is to freedom more dreadful than pain.

				This bumper I crown for our sovereign’s health,

				And this for Britannia’s glory and wealth;

				That wealth and that glory immortal may be,

				If she is but just—and if we are but free.

			

			Dickinson had great hopes for his work. His language was designed to appeal to the emotions of his broad audience. “By uniting we stand, by dividing we fall”; “In so righteous a cause let us hope to succeed”; “To die we can bear—but to serve we disdain”—the song’s message was unmistakable. Unity was all; a common cause would carry the day; the stakes could not be higher.

			Here, in the middle of the summer of 1768, eight years before the Declaration of Independence, an American patriot was making a popular case for American identity and for American action in the more universal and stirring genre of music. “The Liberty Song” quickly spread. To John Adams, Dickinson had done something wondrous. “This,” Adams remarked of the song, “is cultivating the sensations of freedom.”
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				THE LIBERTY SONG

				I was struck by the melody and structure of this song. We don’t really think of the Revolution in terms of music, except maybe “Yankee Doodle Dandy.” But John Dickinson’s words, together with the older British music, create something uplifting and empowering. Having strong rhythm, it would be classified as a march, with around 120 beats per minute. The irony of the choice of the music of the British anthem isn’t lost on me—it’s shrewd to put new words to an old tune, especially if you’re trying to turn the familiar on its head. What really speaks to me is this verse:

				
					All ages shall speak with amaze and applause,

					Of the courage we’ll show in support of our laws;

					To die we can bear—but to serve we disdain,

					For shame is to freedom more dreadful than pain.

				

				Dickinson clearly understands that this is a moment in time that will live on forever (at least he’s hoping it will, and hope drives so much of art), and he used this idea to inspire real people to take real steps toward independence—and transformation.

				—T.M.

			
			

			—

			Yet America did not declare its independence in the wake of Dickinson’s song, or for eight years afterward. The ensuing period was marked by further taxes and protests, more debate over the nature of representative government, and rising concerns over the role of imperial authority in colonial affairs. How did a group of disparate British North Americans, subjects of the British Empire all their lives, decide to risk everything?

			The nation was an experiment—and a risky one at that. Nobody knew if the Revolutionary War would succeed; it has been said that the Founders joked, mordantly, about how they had to hang together or they would surely hang separately.
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					Parliament’s imposition of the Stamp Act—a tax on paper goods—provoked colonial resistance and helped create revolutionary sentiment.

				
			
			A pattern took hold. The British Parliament imposed new taxes to raise revenue from British America. Colonists in their sundry capitals (Boston, Annapolis, Philadelphia, Williamsburg, and so on) resisted. The royal governments in the New World and the establishment in Britain grew impatient with what they saw as a continent populated by the recalcitrant, the unreasonable, and the ungrateful.

			In these years Americans played and hummed and sang different versions of “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” with its sprightly rhythm; they recited, too, ballads like 1775’s “The Pennsylvania Song”:

			
				We’ll not give up our birthright,

				Our foes shall find us men;

				As good as they, in any shape,

				The British troops shall ken.

				Huzza! Brave boys, we’ll beat them

				On any hostile plain;

				For freedom, wives, and children dear,

				The battle we’ll maintain.

				What! Can those British tyrants think,

				Our fathers cross’d the main,

				And savage foes, and dangers met,

				To be enslav’d by them?

				If so, they are mistaken,

				For we will rather die;

				And since they have become our foes,

				Their forces we defy.

				And all the world shall know,

				Americans are free,

				Nor slaves nor cowards we will prove,

				Great Britain soon shall see.
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					“The Liberty Song,” “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” and “The Pennsylvania Song” were patriot favorites to sing on the battlefield.

				
			
			The idea of an American “birthright” expressed in these verses was a prevalent one. The American revolutionaries took the positions they did—positions that led to the Declaration of Independence in 1776—partly because they saw themselves as Englishmen who were being denied a full share of the benefits of English life. Every proposal from London, every thought of a tax, every sign of imperial authority, raised fears of tyranny in America, for as Englishmen they were intuitively on guard against any encroachment on their liberty.

			Still, in the summer of 1775, the independence-minded colonists were not ready to fight a total war, dispatching an “Olive Branch Petition” to London, addressed directly to George III. The king refused to receive it and had in the meantime issued a hawkish “Proclamation for Suppressing Rebellion and Sedition,” asserting that the Americans were in “open and avowed rebellion.” This was a serious blow to those seeking reconciliation of some kind with the mother country.

			As 1776 dawned, Thomas Paine published Common Sense, a wildly bestselling pamphlet making the case for independence. “The cause of America is,” Paine wrote, “in a great measure, the cause of all mankind.” His words had remarkable resonance. “Its effects were sudden and extensive upon the American mind,” the patriot-physician Benjamin Rush recalled. “It was read by public men, repeated in clubs, spouted in schools, and in one instance, delivered from the pulpit instead of a sermon.” In Connecticut, an appreciative reader wrote, “We were blind, but on reading these enlightening words, the scales have fallen from our eyes.” George Washington praised Paine’s “unanswerable reasoning.”

			As his subjects absorbed Paine’s arguments for a new era in democratic government, George III was brokering treaties with European powers to enlist soldiers for service in the New World—treaties that were leaked to American newspapers, alarming the colonists. There was terrible military news from Canada and fears that the British were about to strike the Atlantic coast from Nova Scotia. For the more forward-leaning Americans, the answer was to declare independence, seek an alliance with France, and risk all in a bold bid for nationhood and for liberty.

			On Monday, July 1, 1776, Dickinson rose in the Congress to argue that the Americans should wait to see if it was certain that France would enter the war on the side of the new nation before making the final break with Britain. It was an eminently reasonable position, one that in any other month of the crisis might well have prevailed. Yet this time it did not. By Tuesday, July 2, the decision was unanimous: The Declaration of Independence was to be adopted. “Yesterday,” John Adams wrote his wife, Abigail, on Wednesday, July 3, 1776, “the greatest question was decided which ever was debated in America; and a greater perhaps never was, nor will be, decided among men.” Adams was hearing history’s trumpets. “The second day of July, 1776, will be the most memorable epoch in the history of America,” he added. “I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding generations as the great anniversary festival. It ought to be commemorated as the day of deliverance, by solemn acts of devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shows, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations, from one end of this continent to the other, from this time forward forevermore.” The fourth, not the second, would ultimately be the festival date, but Adams’s sentiments were exactly right.

			The words of the Declaration of Independence are among the most hallowed ever rendered in English. Washington recognized their significance from the beginning, ordering the Continental Army to muster its brigades to hear the cadences of the declaration as they marched to war.
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					John Trumbull’s rendering of the signing of the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia on Thursday, July 4, 1776.

				
			
			The preamble met the moment. “We hold these truths to be self-evident,” Jefferson wrote, “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty & the pursuit of happiness: that to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed; that whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or to abolish it, & to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles, & organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety & happiness.”

			America was founded, then, on an idea—one not fully realized even now, but still an idea worth pondering and, more to the point, pursuing.

			In that spirit, Jefferson’s language in the declaration evoked not fear but hope, a fact long recognized by those who followed the Founders in the work of governing the United States.
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					“All honor to Jefferson,” Lincoln would say of the flawed but brilliant architect of the American promise.
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					Dour but devoted, John Adams believed America was worth all the “toil and blood and treasure” it would cost to build.
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					The “whole…Audience broke forth in the Chorus,” Abigail Adams wrote of hearing “Hail Columbia” for the first time.

				
			
			

			—

			The odyssey begun by the declaration was carried forward by the Constitution that was drafted in the summer of 1787—a constitution that took account of ambition and appetite. “If men were angels,” James Madison had written in The Federalist Papers, “no government would be necessary”—and given that men were so self-evidently unangelic, the American government was designed to check our passions and balance our failings. “The essence of a free government consists in an effectual control of rivalries,” John Adams wrote. “The executive and the legislative powers are natural rivals; and if each has not an effectual control over the other, the weaker will ever be the lamb in the paws of the wolf. The nation which will not adopt an equilibrium of power must adopt a despotism. There is no other alternative. Rivalries must be controlled, or they will throw all things into confusion; and there is nothing but despotism or a balance of power which can control them.”

			By the time of the Revolutionary War, many Americans were used to hearing the political and the temporal framed in terms of the eternal and the absolute. “We have incontestable evidence that God Almighty, with all the powers of heaven, are on our side,” Samuel Sherwood, a Connecticut pastor and kinsman of Aaron Burr, said. “Great numbers of angels, no doubt, are encamping round our coast, for our defense and protection. Michael stands ready, with all the artillery of heaven, to encounter the [British] dragon, and to vanquish this black host.” Entitled The Church’s Flight into the Wilderness: An Address on the Times, Sherwood’s sermon was preached the same month Paine published Common Sense.

			As the late Columbia University scholar Robert A. Ferguson argued, many Americans also saw the cause for self-government as one allied with the forces of enlightenment—revolutionary victories were triumphs of right reason against discredited notions of the immutable authority of princes and prelates—and saw America as the living embodiment of Enlightenment ideals. “Education, exploration, and invention should unite in the general advance of humanity, but that possibility depends upon prompt action in the more immediate and unpredictable realm of politics,” Ferguson wrote. “Progress, in other words, is not a predetermined evolution through fixed stages of history.”

			A commonly cited example of the Enlightenment-era nature of the American experience comes from Jefferson: “All eyes are opened, or opening, to the rights of man. The general spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God.”

			

			—

			Yet a country created to liberate chose to subjugate women, enslave African Americans, and persecute indigenous peoples; much of the work of the ensuing centuries would be the difficult fight to apply the words of Jefferson in the declaration not just to some but to all.

			The arguments about inclusion were older than the republic itself. A few months before the Second Continental Congress broke decisively with Great Britain, John Adams was at work in Philadelphia when he received an engaging letter from Abigail. “I long to hear that you have declared an independency—and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors,” Mrs. Adams wrote. “Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.”

			Twenty years on, the Philadelphia Minerva of Saturday, October 17, 1795, published a song in line with Mrs. Adams’s sentiments. (The verses had first appeared in print in April 1795 in the Weekly Museum, a New York magazine.) Set to the tune of “God Save the King,” it was called “Rights of Woman”:

			
				GOD save each Female’s right,

				Show to her ravish’d sight

				Woman is Free;

				Let Freedom’s voice prevail…

				Let Woman have a share,

				Nor yield to slavish fear,

				Her equal rights declare,

				And well maintain.

				A voice re-echoing round,

				With joyful accents sound,

				“Woman is Free;

				Assert the noble claim,

				All selfish arts disdain;”

				Hark how the note proclaim,

				“Woman is Free!”

			

			

			—

			But of course women weren’t, and neither were Black people. Among the most important literary voices in early America was Phillis Wheatley, an African-born woman who was sold into slavery and arrived in Massachusetts in 1761, when she
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