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			Introduction

			“Six degrees of separation” is a concept that everyone on the planet is connected to everyone else by no more than six intermediary acquaintances. It was introduced in a 1990 play by John Guare, Six Degrees of Separation, and then in a 1993 film of that same title starring Kevin Bacon.

			In the American past, the connections do not need six degrees. Often just two or three will do. The fabric of the United States, particularly before World War II, was remarkably woven together through often surprising connections. Who would guess that the wife of a Confederate general would be welding B-29 bombers in World War II? Or that famed lawman Wyatt Earp taught John Wayne, to quote another movie, “all the right moves”? Or that President George H. W. Bush would utter the phrase “New World Order” precisely ten years before his son, another President Bush, would be accused of implementing it?

			Often, connections of types of people can span more than a century. The “King of Pop,” Michael Jackson, died every bit as much in debt as had one of the nation’s earliest pioneers, Daniel Boone. The sermon preached to send off the Pilgrims came from a man whose son greatly shaped America’s religious tradition. One of the most famous Americans, Benjamin Franklin, wrote his autobiography—a copy of which was carried to the Alamo by Davy Crockett when he died there.

			This is America’s history as told through the lives of those who lived it…and passed it on to others.

		

	
		
			(1607–1657)

			The Arrivals

			John Smith and William Bradford

			Gold and glory called the Old World to the New, at least in the initial voyages of exploration. It was an absolute frenzy of exploration. Spaniard Hernando de Soto’s army alone explored over 350,000 square miles of Florida and the modern southeastern United States. The campaign cost de Soto his life, and nearly two-thirds of those with him. Following the travels of the Spanish and Portuguese, soon the French and British joined in, exploring everywhere but settling farther north. French explorers Jacques Marquette and Louis Jolliet finally arrived at the spot where de Soto died—a century later. The French claimed Canada as theirs, as well as land along the Mississippi and Arkansas Rivers.

			Arrivals from England, after a failed attempt at Roanoke, Virginia, landed and then established themselves at Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607. Within fifteen years they were joined by religious settlers farther north, the Pilgrims, then the Massachusetts Bay Puritans. At the time, neither group realized the French were blocking their way to the West.

			These colonies—but particularly those in Massachusetts—brought with them a revolutionary approach to both faith and government. Pilgrims landed with two of the “Pillars of American Exceptionalism” in place: a bottom-up Protestant form of Christianity, and a common-law, bottom-up government structure. Both colonies soon added the other two Pillars: private property ownership, with written titles and deeds, and a free-market economic system.

			Captain John Smith

			Few people have lived a life as extraordinary as John Smith. Before he was thirty, he fought three duels in two days, was sold into slavery, joined the London Company’s trek to the New World, and was saved from death by a twelve-year-old girl. As part of the Jamestown colony, he was named, along with six others, to manage the settlement. He was simultaneously respected and despised by many colonists at Jamestown.

			A remarkable storyteller, useful historian, and writer of fantasy about his own life, Smith proved typical of the hearty individualists who landed in Virginia in 1607.

			An unsettled world surrounded the colonists who sailed to British North America that year. A century earlier, Spanish conquistadors had seized modern-day Mexico, defeating the Aztecs and creating New Spain. French explorers such as Jacques Cartier mapped modern-day Canada and parts of the upper American Midwest.

			In an age that still revered adventurers and still forgave many of their excesses, men like Smith were common. At the same time, however, it was an age of religious struggle—not just with Islam, but within Christian Europe itself, bringing conflict between Catholics and Protestants into play. Overlaying it all, the promise of riches in the unexplored lands proved a magnet to European business groups, newly liberated by the novel Western concept of the “corporation,” whereby smaller investors could have an opportunity for great riches for a relatively modest sum.

			Into that world entered John Smith, who led the Jamestown colony in Virginia to first stake a permanent English claim in America. Born in 1580, Smith attended schools in England, trying to balance his restlessness with an inquisitive mind. What he did not know was that the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 had opened the gates to British long-term settlement in North America.

			As so many boys were, Smith was apprenticed to a well-respected merchant, Thomas Sendall. Yet his mind—and soul—was wandering. Learning of military actions in Europe under the command of a family friend, Smith joined the army. He saw battle, and he lamented seeing large numbers of Christians kill each other. (Firstbrook, Man Most Driven, 62, 64.)

			After returning to England, the poor student became an avid reader, consuming The Golden Book of Marcus Aurelius and Machiavelli’s The Art of War. He headed back to Europe and ran into trouble. The ship’s master and crew robbed him. Eventually tracking down the culprits, Smith failed to obtain any compensation from a court. He left the Low Countries and France to go to the Mediterranean, and in his subsequent voyages he eventually reached Alexandria, Egypt. Engaging in pirating, Smith received a share of plunder that made him wealthy.

			John Smith was not one to sit idly on an estate. He promptly sought to join the Holy Roman emperor’s army, but as a Protestant he was not allowed in a frontline unit. Still, he made contributions. In one attack on the Turks, he conceived of a type of slow-burning fuse for a distraction. Strung on lines, at night these looked like thousands of additional soldiers. The deception drew the Turks to attack…nothing, while Smith and his troops attacked from another direction. His distinction won him a promotion to captain of a cavalry unit. On another occasion, he concocted an early form of a grenade (“fiery dragons,” as he called the devices). He was not indifferent to the carnage, writing after another battle, “it was a terror to see how horse and man lay sprawling and rumbling, some one away, some another on the ground….” (Firstbrook, 62, 64.)

			Gore was not enough to keep the twenty-two-year-old Smith from engaging in three duels in two days. Smith not only won all three but also decapitated one of his opponents. Later, his shield, which bore his coat of arms of three Turk heads, saved his life. Badly wounded in another engagement, Smith lay expecting a Turkish scimitar to sever his head, but the Turks saw the shield and concluded Smith was worth more to them alive than dead. They sold him in a slave market. Nevertheless, he was treated well and learned a number of skills, including gardening. Smith didn’t stay a slave long, escaping in 1603 and making his way into Russian territory. Somehow traveling over a thousand miles back to eastern Europe, in Leipzig he was feted and given 1,500 ducats of gold.

			When the new London Company received a charter from King James in 1606, Smith had played a role in developing the colony. The London Company was concerned with one thing: gold. There was also a secondary objective—to determine once and for all if there was a passage westward to China. From the outset, Jamestown was secular, economic, and run from London. Differing numbers have been given as to the actual number of colonists, ranging from 104 to 144, likely depending on whether the crew of the ships are counted. Smith probably was on the Susan Constant.

			Seven men were selected as colony “managers,” but their names were locked in a box, not to be opened until the arrival in Virginia. Part of the reason for secrecy was to maintain order and ensure the authority of Captain Christopher Newport on the voyage. Setting sail in 1607 with three ships, Newport navigated by dead reckoning, with which Smith had exceptional experience. When Smith boasted too loudly of his exploits, Newport thought he was staging a mutiny and imprisoned him in the brig. Smith languished in jail for the entire journey.

			That actually was good news, for once they reached Nevis in the West Indies, the company went ashore and built gallows for Smith. And, inexplicably, when he got to the gallows…he was reprieved! He remained under arrest, but apparently the expedition’s leaders thought they needed Smith’s talents. After sailing through other parts of the Caribbean, including near Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, the expedition arrived off Virginia on April 26, 1607. The first landing party was ambushed by natives, who were driven off.

			They soon learned that Powhatan was the main Indian leader in the region, but mistook the title “Powhatan” for his name. His real name was Wahunsenacawh, and he presided over a loose alliance of some thirty Algonquian tribes. While apparently almost all the other leaders of the Jamestown colony underestimated Powhatan, Smith did not.

			As they considered the threat posed by the Indians, the colony got around to opening the box containing seven names to govern the colony. The last name on the list was John Smith. That appointment did not sit well with many of the other members of leadership who locked him up again. Having been delayed by English storms, the colonists arrived late in planting season. They committed to a location on the James River. Nevertheless, even as they came ashore, Smith was prohibited from taking his seat on the council.

			Once the Indians saw that the colonists planned to stay, relations soured, and the incompetence of some of the managers was exposed. Edward Wingfield, who had assumed command, did not even have the common sense to build a palisade. The colony’s defenses were weakened further when the ships, with their cannon, headed back for England. After several attacks by Indians, Smith managed to make defensive improvements. Still, the colony had not dug a well and had to rely on stale water from the stream, which caused many to fall ill. Smith was named the colony’s “cape Merchant,” or supply officer—an extremely important position in such a colony in distress. He knew the colony’s difficulties: “most of our chiefest men either [were] sicke or discontented, the rest being in such dispaire, so they would rather starve and rot…[than] be persuaded to do anything for their on reliefe without constraint….” (Firstbrook, 201.) But attempts to negotiate with Indians fell through. Smith distributed beads and small trinkets to Indian kids, convincing the Indians that in fact the colonists had plenty. The ruse worked, and Smith returned to James town with food.

			On more trading missions, Smith was taken prisoner by native warriors. The Indian leader Opechancanough treated Smith well enough—though the captain had seen similar prisoners fed, fawned over, then killed. It seemed to be a particular custom of the tribe. Moved from village to village, he was finally taken to the capital village of the Pamunkey tribe, at each location interrogated more. Finally, dragged before Wahunsenacawh, the overall chieftain of all the tribes, Smith thought the jig was up. The Indians prepared two rocks and put his head on one. Smith was prepared to have his brains bashed in, when Wahunsenacawh’s favorite daughter, Pocahontas, a girl only ten to twelve years old, ran and inserted herself between Smith’s skull and the heavy clubs.

			Almost everyone knows the story. It may well be true. Some scholars insist this was all an intricate ceremony where the Indians pretended to kill Smith, and Pocahontas, by prior design, “intervened.” Others say Smith lied—though he repeated this story once in a book (but not in two others he wrote) and once in a personal letter to Queen Anne when Pocahontas visited her in England. Regardless, by 1608, Wahunsenacawh sent Smith back to Jamestown, only for him to get out of the frying pan and into the fire. When he arrived, the governors at Jamestown had him arrested and sentenced him to hang for the death of men in his command whom the Indians had killed.

			Smith was saved almost literally by the (ship’s) bell when Captain Newport arrived back from England, found the settlement in chaos, and freed Smith, telling him to resume his seat on the council. No sooner did that happen than a careless newcomer started a fire that burned down almost all the buildings in Jamestown. Finally, Newport restored some of the buildings and loaded enough gold and other proof of the colony’s eventual profitability.

			There were still concerns. To repeat a common criticism, Jamestown had too many gold-seekers and not enough farmers—but, after all, finding gold was the purpose of the colony in the first place. In 1608, the council asked him to become president. Almost instantly he had the storehouse and church repaired, improved defenses, and drilled the men into an effective fighting unit. What he had not counted on was that with every new supply ship came more settlers who not only used up the supplies, but who were constantly engaged in dissent and infighting. In the spring of 1609, Smith laid down the law, repeating a biblical injunction, “He that will not work shall not eat.” He also broke from the tradition of “commons” and large, single-grain-barrel distributions in a socialist system, and instituted a system of privately owned land. This proved absolutely crucial, and was the third pillar of American exceptionalism—namely, the development of private property with written titles and deeds. The Plymouth colonists would go through the same process, from collectivism to a form of capitalism, but in much less time.

			Smith continued the “frenemy” approach to the Powhatan, and on yet another occasion was saved from an ambush by Pocahontas. Then came some defections by some of the new arrivals to a location near the Indians. Smith threatened to hang any more “runners.” Smith was summoned back to England to answer charges from John Ratcliffe for some of his more extreme actions. Cleared, Smith returned to Jamestown in 1615. It was a different place. Lord De La Warr, who had arrived in 1609, had turned it into a bustling settlement, but the Powhatan Indians remained a threat. A war broke out in 1622 (John Rolfe, who had made a name for himself in the colony and married Pocahontas in 1614, died in this attack, though it wasn’t clear if he died of wounds or natural causes). By then, Smith, back in England, proceeded to try to generate support for another expedition.

			A new group, known as Separatists, longed for land where they could have religious freedom. John Smith offered his services to the company. The Pilgrims had never personally met Smith but knew all about him. They needed Smith’s knowledge and expertise, and bought his charts. When considering some new place to move to from Leyden, Holland, the Separatists (as the Pilgrims were called) read Smith’s 1614 report “Fish and Furres,” of the “goodnesse and greatness of these spacious Tracts of land.” Nevertheless, in the end, they selected another professional soldier, Myles Standish.

			Smith, frustrated that he was not back in the New World, continued to publish his histories and maps of Virginia. Smith’s death in 1631 went without notice in Plymouth, which had their own troubles.

			William Bradford

			After Henry VIII took control of the English Catholic Church to convert it into the Church of England, a number of religious people grew concerned that the church had just traded one corrupt organization for another. Some (“Puritans”) wanted to “purify” the Anglican Church from within—not an easy task when even stating that was your intention could land you in jail. A Puritan subgroup of “Separatists” (later, “Pilgrims”) were convinced they could not remain in England and practice their faith. They had little interest in Jamestown itself but gleaned that the Virginia colony might provide cover for their own patent in the New World. John Carver, who would be the first governor of the Plymouth, negotiated with Sir Edwin Sandys for land in Virginia.

			Sandys could hardly believe his luck. Here the London/Virginia Company had struggled mightily to get settlers to cross the Atlantic, and now Carver approached him with a group already formed, asking him to help them get there! However, the Jamestown colonists were Anglicans—the exact people the Separatists were trying to, well…separate from. They wanted self-government, not top-down control from London. It took two years for Carver to extract a patent to land north of Jamestown. Operating still from the Separatist refuge in Holland, Carver had to travel in secret and hide his identity to take possession of the patent in England. Unfortunately, the Separatists had no money for the actual trip. While in Holland, they had transformed from English farmers to shopkeepers and artisans, and had (as interlopers) barely made ends meet. In fact, the London Company actually offered not only to give them land in New England but also to provide warships to accompany them, before Thomas Weston entered the scene. He urged them to reject the London Company’s offer, saying he would finance the trip on one condition: the Separatists bring along up to fifty “Strangers,” that is, people whom Weston chose for their skills: carpenters, weavers, and tanners.

			Yet it was late in the season, and the Pilgrims were out of practice as farmers. Not until August did two vessels, the Mayflower and the Speedwell, set sail. The two ships barely got three hundred miles before the Speedwell developed leaks and had to head to port.

			William Bradford, one of the leaders, already feared the passengers’ mood, especially now that they were down one vessel. And more time was lost as the Speedwell and the Mayflower had to switch some passengers who wanted to go home with those who wanted to forge ahead. One of those who stayed—a friend of Bradford’s—was Myles Standish, who was not one of the Pilgrims but a professional soldier and five years Bradford’s elder. Conflicts between the passengers and the ship’s crew developed. Bradford found one new friend, though: John Alden, a cooper who took care of the water barrels.

			After sixty-six days, on November 10, 1620, the coast of New England came into view. Thanksgiving ensued. “Being thus arrived in a good harbor and brought safe to land, they fell upon their knees, and blessed the God of heaven,” one recorded. After sailing along the coastline to find the most desirable spot for a settlement…they sat. Suddenly, they confronted the issue of governance. After all, they were a mixed bag of true believers and Strangers. It is thought William Brewster drafted a document that would serve as an agreement and a sort of constitution, Leaders would be selected by a vote of the people—all the people, including the Strangers. Everyone would agree to be governed in this “body politick.”

			Neither Bradford nor the colonists realized that they had essentially established the first constitution in the New World, saying:

			We…do by these presents solemnly and mutually in the presence of God, and one of another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civill body politick…and by vertue hearof [sic] to enacte, constitute, and frame such just and equall laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions, & offices…as shall be thought most meete and convenient for the general good of the Colonie, unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.

			They chose Carver as their governor. With the crafting of a governing document, the Plymouth colonists—before they even set foot on land—had planted two of the four pillars of American exceptionalism—a Christian, mostly Protestant religious foundation, and a civil structure of common “bottom-up” law where people selected their own rulers. And with that, the next day sixteen men hopped into a boat to scout. On November 13, 1620, a party went ashore.

			They also found corn. Given their late arrival in the season, that indeed was good news. They returned in excitement to the Mayflower. Yet they still had not found a completely suitable site that provided good defense and fresh water. Then Indians appeared, and a small skirmish broke out. Bradford wrote that “not any one of them were either hurte, or hitt.” Bradford was then confronted with heartbreaking news. While he had been scouting, his wife, Dorothy, drowned. To this day, no one knows if she fell overboard by accident or jumped in despondency. Confronted with the bleak New England landscape, she became more depressed and lonely, especially as she had to leave their son in England.

			After much prayer, and more searching for the proper settlement spot, the men of the colony went ashore on Christmas Day, 1620, and began to cut, saw, and build. At times, sickness was so bad that only six or seven colonists were available for work. It wasn’t until one month later, January 21, 1621, that the full complement of women and kids came ashore. Bradford counted heads, and found that of the “hundred persons [in the company] scarcely fifty remain, the living scarce able to bury the dead.” Those were Jamestown-level ratios: four entire families gone in that winter alone.

			Meanwhile, they were being watched by Indians—and the settlers knew it. But they continued working until on March 16, 1621, a “certain Indian came boldly amongst them [those working]” and even went right up to the common house. The Pilgrims were stunned: The Indian spoke to them in broken English! This would be Samoset, who had spoken to English sea captains and explained that the Pawtuxet Indians had died of disease. He was of the Wampanoags.

			For some time, Samoset stayed in the settlement and dispensed information about other tribes, the land, and so on. He left once, only to return on a trading mission; left again with gifts (which were, to the colonists, not “trinkets” but valuable accessories they could not replace). He returned yet again, this time with Chief Massasoit. Each suspicious of the other, the Pilgrims had to leave a hostage with the Indians while Massasoit entered the settlement. Once in, he and Carver negotiated a settlement that became the longest-kept peace treaty with natives in American history.

			Another English-speaking Indian arrived, Squanto, who had been a slave to Spanish friars, then went to England, and somehow gained his freedom. When he returned to America, he was the last of the Pawtuxets. He instructed the settlers on the new seed corn they found, showed them how to make netted traps for fish, and pointed out natural foods around the Pilgrims that was not deadly. Bradford observed, “fish and fowl we have great abundance; fresh cod in the summer is but coarse meat with us; our bay is full of lobsters…[and] we can take a hogs head o eels in a night….”

			The Mayflower returned to England on April 5, 1621, and not long after that Carver died. A thirty-two-year-old William Bradford was elected governor. By the summer, the colony began to prosper as the Pilgrims learned the land better with each passing day. Bradford took over new negotiations with other Indian tribes, handled the finances, and dealt with the Separatists back in England. Most of all, when fall came, the Pilgrims had abundance “and had all things good and plenty.” The 142 settlers held their famous Thanksgiving meal, in which they invited the Indians—ninety of whom showed up—to thank God for their survival and prosperity.

			Then came news that Massasoit was dying. The Pilgrims visited, prayed for him, and he recovered, saying, “Now I see the English are my friends and love me.”

			Bradford’s biggest challenge had involved food. The Pilgrims arrived as socialists—that is, they shared everything, with everyone working for the general good. No private property existed, only the “commons.” Like Smith in Jamestown had before him, Bradford embarked on a bold new concept: private property. He distributed acres to each household. Elected governor again and again, Bradford governed for thirty years. Perhaps the biggest threat lay in the new colony of Puritans who were not Separatists, who settled in Massachusetts Bay to the north. Instead, new arrivals began to adopt Pilgrim ways. Bradford interacted frequently with the Puritan leader Jonathan Winthrop, whose fire ignited the First Great Awakening.

			Bradford had given all, including a wife, to the Plymouth colony. He died in May 1657, his passing noted by the great preacher Cotton Mather. Now, however, others arrived on the scene who would seek to rectify those “sundrie and notorious sins” of all the Massachusetts area.

		

	
		
			(1700–1760)

			The Soul-Savers

			Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards

			Another wave of Puritans followed the Pilgrims, this body led by John Winthrop. This wave contained two of the greatest preachers in American history, started the Great Awakening, and refocused their colonies from mere survival to soul-saving. Like the Pilgrims, the Massachusetts Bay Puritans were deeply concerned about religious freedom, and many regarded the Plymouth Separatists as quitters and deserters. Part of the Puritan ethic, some thought, was to essentially “grin and bear it,” to tolerate the evils of the world as a badge of virtue. Nevertheless, the Crown placed increasing burdens on the Puritans in England, forcing more to leave.

			Cotton Mather

			A minister named John Cotton preached the farewell sermon to this new group of travelers when the Massachusetts Bay Colony set sail in 1630. Three years later, he joined the colony there and became a prominent minister. Another well-known minister, Increase Mather, had studied in England and returned to America in 1661. He developed a reputation as a powerful minister, and his son, Cotton Mather, would become a leader in the Puritan spiritual awakening in North America.

			Increase tended a flock in Massachusetts from the famous North Church in Boston. Cotton grew concerned about prophecies his father had of God striking New England for its sinfulness, most of which involved native American attacks, and one of which finally came true with King Philip’s War (1675–78), which began to wind down with the death of the Indian chief Philip (whose Indian name was Metacom) in 1676. Although Increase feared the Indians would burn his house, in fact it was a fire started by accident that accomplished the destruction, in the process burning up about eighty of Increase’s books, though he saved some, including the manuscript copy of William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation.

			Cotton was the subject of many prayers by Increase: His overall health was poor, and he suffered from a stutter that appeared in the 1670s, though he learned to write before he ever attended school and his earliest spoken words were prayers. Young Cotton knew he was being groomed for a life in the pulpit, and he worked diligently to correct his stammer. This included slowing his speech and drawing words out, a process that enhanced his overall communication and perfect diction. At age sixteen, he was admitted to the body of North Church and preached his first public sermon on August 22, 1680. Word spread, and the congregation attempted to slip him in as the pastor of North Church by offering Increase the presidency of Harvard.

			As Cotton waited for his opportunity to pastor a church, he engaged in deep introspection, constantly worried that he would fall prey to the “cursed Pride, the sin of young Ministers.” His assessments of himself reflected torment. He cursed himself a “poor, broken, sorry despicable Vessel,” “a rotten Stump,” “feeble and worthless,” and “miserably defective.” He also sought God diligently, moving from regular, formal prayer to what he called “ejaculatory prayers,” or spontaneous prayer. (Silverman, The Life and Times of Cotton Mather, 29.) Modern Christians would think nothing of this, and one of his famous successors, Smith Wigglesworth, once said he never prayed more than twenty minutes—but he never went twenty minutes without praying. Finally, beginning in 1684, Cotton Mather preached at the North Church for four years and was ordained in 1685.

			Nevertheless, Cotton still struggled with deep torment about his own worthiness for salvation. At one point, after his marriage to Abigail Phillips in 1686, he went through months of doubt about his faith. Already, many in the Puritan congregations had noticed a “falling away” of younger men. Established ministers would say they had not experienced grace; in terms of formal signs of faith, fewer were taking communion and being baptized.

			Overlaying this spiritual warfare came new attempts by the king and the Church of England to assert control over the Massachusetts misfits. This took the form of a new governor unelected by the colony, named Edmund Andros, who arrived in 1686. Suddenly, the earlier concerns of William Bradford and John Winthrop about spiritual freedom took on new urgency. It became increasingly obvious to all that there was a connection between the spiritual and the political. Andros abolished the Assembly, limited town meetings to one a year, and implemented other rules that, to the Massachusetts Puritans, smacked of tyranny.

			As the congregations feared, it didn’t take Andros long to invade their own sanctums. He ordered Cotton Mather to publicly read in the North Church a proclamation for the royal birth of a possible Catholic Ruler of New England (King James’s son, a Catholic). Mather had intercepted letters from Andros displaying his hostility toward New England and its inhabitants (“a perverse people,” he called them). Unsurprisingly, Andros ordered Cotton Mather’s arrest, though a friend of the family got it quashed. That only brought new orders for his arrest. Fortunately for Mather, William of Orange and his wife, Mary, had landed in England, greeted by Parliament and crowned monarchs (in the first ever coronation by laity instead of clergy, marking an epic change in the presumption of power). The new Protestant rulers meant Andros’s reign of terror was over. Mather called it “The Mystery of Providence” in a sermon. Still, the arrest warrant had not been repealed, and four days before he had to turn himself in, the people of Boston took up arms against Andros. Later it was learned that church leaders had led the revolt.

			Whether Mather actually participated in drafting a “Declaration of the Gentlemen, Merchants and Inhabitants of Boston…,” he absolutely approved. He also advised caution against the country people, and for Boston’s leaders to prevent an all-out “insurrection.” Mather played peacemaker, trying to defuse the growing crowds that wanted Andros in jail (or worse). When he spoke to the convention that met on May 22, 1689, he brought people to tears in the name of peace. The king recalled Andros and others to answer complaints against them.

			Already Cotton Mather’s life had illustrated two major realities of the new Americans. First, they were serious about their faith. They crossed an ocean because of it, carefully crafted local government to preserve it, and warily watched others who might impinge on it. Second, they believed in common law with bottom-up governance. When Andros became too dictatorial, they rebelled. Already, in 1676, Virginia had seen a full-scale secular revolt by Nathaniel Bacon Jr. over the failure of the Crown to provide defense against the native tribes. So, the concept of bottom-up revolution was being planted in Americans a full century before the Revolution itself.

			Mather was unfairly linked as an agitator in the Salem witch trials after going to meet one of the accused in an earlier 1692 incident in Salem. He hoped to cause the accused to repent. (She did not.) Modern historians simply cannot grasp the fact that people in the 1600s absolutely believed in the spirit world and believed demons and witches were real. Mather, of course, preached against them. What minister would not? At various times, Mather whipsawed back and forth between compassion for the accused, dividing witches into different groups based on the level of their involvement, and ultimately rendering a “the law is the law” conclusion that has not stood him well in history.

			Mather believed his flock was living in the end times, and that the appearances of witches only confirmed that Christ was coming. At about the same time, a new problem arose in the church, namely the fact that a great number of individuals—especially after the witch issues—wanted to baptize their children as a safeguard against demonic activity, but who could not obviously go through the rigorous kind of “soul review” required of church members. Increase Mather had opposed granting them any formal status, but Cotton thought otherwise, and in 1693 the first baptism of a child under the “Half-Way Covenant” occurred. This permitted baptism and partial church membership but not access to communion or voting in church affairs. Nevertheless, Cotton grew concerned that they had not experienced “grace,” or the full repentance process. Simultaneously, the witch trials ended as the new court changed the admission standards for “spectral evidence”—that is, admissions of spiritual activity in trying to seduce Christians.

			Due to the loss of a newborn child, Cotton steadily prayed directly to God for specific matters, even to the point of praying to angels. That, in turn, solicited sharp spiritual rebukes from others. As Mather entertained angels, he also increasingly moved toward a reconciliation with the Church of England. In 1699, he wrote a piece on “Independency,” where he advocated church councils—not the congregations—serve as an oversight body for doctrine. He championed tests for ministerial candidates, argued for clerical associations, and even called for a merger with English Presbyterians. These exhortations had one unintended effect: They calmed concerns within the English government about insurrectionist forces in North America. But they also opened up the door to apostasy, which Mather dealt with in the formation of new churches. He recorded those battles in his book, Magnalia Christi Americana, a history of New England. Arguably, this was the first American history book.

			Throughout his life, Mather remained powerful and influential, becoming more tolerant of others’ views. He knew John Winthrop of Connecticut, whom he called “a Friend, who is better to me than a Brother,” and whom he praised as a leading Christian philosopher.

			It was Mather who laid the groundwork for the revival that was to follow, the Great Awakening. He published relentlessly, he rewrote psalms to remove the poetry but to get closer to the intent, and he penned songs. He struggled with debt and with constant court battles. When he died in 1728, Cotton Mather had, in many ways, become the First Preacher of New England, often called America’s first evangelical minister. Jonathan Edwards, who would usher in the new revival, stood on Cotton Mather’s shoulders.

			Jonathan Edwards

			If Cotton Mather prepared the battlefield of souls by sowing, his spiritual successor, Jonathan Edwards, did the reaping. All along, Plymouth—then Massachusetts Bay Colony, with its Puritans led by John Winthrop—had established a much deeper level of Christian practice than had Jamestown. The Puritans were Calvinists, by which was meant that God was supreme and that man did nothing to effect salvation. (This would clash with other views that man had to accept God’s grace, indicating human action.)

			New England was awash in Puritanism and several less-approved strains. But the good news was that in early New England there was plenty of land, and if one didn’t like the religious tone of the community, moving was always an option. The region was also still quite British. With the exception of a few skirmishes the Mathers had with local British administrators, no one even remotely considered independence an option at that time.

			Edwards was born October 5, 1703, in Connecticut, almost a century after William Bradford’s Pilgrims went ashore in Plymouth. His father, Timothy, was a minister and tutor, and was as much an aristocrat in his community as anyone could be.

			Influenced by Mather, Timothy Edwards had a reputation as a “revival” preacher—though the term then contrasted to modern images of Billy Graham (or less-upstanding caricatures, such as Jonas Nightengale in the film Leap of Faith). Jonathan learned from his father that a preacher could not shy away from calling out sin. How deep one got into the social and theological weeds, however, was another matter.

			Edwards attended Yale in 1716. He was well read, steeped in John Locke as well as general scientific material. Virtually all ministers at that time studied science, so as to better unite the material and spiritual worlds. Indeed, for Edwards, his scientific searching actually caused many of his doubts about faith to subside. His faith was Calvinist, meaning he placed almost all elements of salvation in God’s hands—hence the notion of the “elect” being those whom God “predestined” to be saved. Calvinism, as the Puritans preached it, allowed for infant baptism but restricted communion to full members of the church. Ordained a minister at Northampton Church in 1727, Edwards accepted his task was as a scholar-pastor. Edwards’s real coming-out party was his sermon preached on July 8, 1731, in Boston called “God Glorified in the Work of Redemption….”

			Partly because of the strictures of Calvinism, it should surprise no one that neither Cotton Mather nor Jonathan Edwards could ever seem to relax in their salvation, always essentially questioning their worthiness. Like Mather, he kept a sort of scorecard in his diary of daily evidence of God’s grace, so he could rest assured he could rest in Heaven. Yet he was careful not to read too much into any success or failure. Edwards also became a loner, distancing himself from his fellow students at Yale and grappling with the calling of the Holy Spirit in his personal life.

			New England’s spiritual condition was deteriorating—or so thought many leading preachers. Anglicanism had raised its head in other colonies. The Catholic Maryland colony was planted in 1632. Arminianism—the exact opposite of narrow Calvinism, which said that because of God’s love, essentially, all were saved—surfaced repeatedly as a doctrine. In part, the impetus for evangelism and revival was driven by concerns about competing theologies. Nevertheless, it was what Edwards was made for. Revival spread throughout the Connecticut River Valley and into New Jersey. During those revivals, Edwards met the famous preacher George Whitefield—who had read Edwards’s work—and Edwards facilitated Whitefield’s preaching tour. There arose a rift between the two over the role of “impressions” or “impulses”—namely, the role of emotion and feelings that led to a spiritual utterance. It concerned Edwards that anyone could point to intense spiritual experiences as being from God—essentially removing the ministers from the equation. When Whitefield left the region, Edwards did a form of cleanup duty in a series of sermons warning against a reliance on enthusiasm of feelings. It was no surprise, then, that Whitefield and Benjamin Franklin became close personal friends, more so than Edwards and Whitefield.

			In 1741, Edwards preached his most famous sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” His speaking style was quiet—not theatrical, like Whitefield’s—but powerful. This Great Awakening, as historians later termed it, solved the ongoing problem of who was and wasn’t saved by sheer numbers. As more people attended services and (based on previous policies of baptism only as the defining act of becoming a church member) began to take communion, gradually they all became viewed as true believers, not subject to any additional questioning about the purity of their doctrines. Once again, entire towns were filled with believers.

			The ongoing issue of communion for non-church members continued to trouble Edwards and divide his congregation as late as 1749. It affected his congregation, whose growth came to a screeching halt for several years in the mid-1740s. Eventually, Edwards found himself out of touch with his membership and was voted out of the pulpit. He left Northampton for Stockbridge, Massachusetts. He also threw himself into missions to the Indians. He assumed the presidency of the College of New Jersey (Princeton University) in 1758.

			In March of that year, following a smallpox vaccination, Edwards died. He left behind the New Light Calvinist movement, whose members included Samuel Hopkins and Jonathan Edwards Jr. Not only through his preaching and the Great Awakening did Edwards affect the direction and shape of America, but according to religious historian George Marsden, his descendants included “scores of clergymen, thirteen presidents of higher learning, sixty-five professors, and many other persons of notable achievements,” such as publisher Frank Doubleday and writer O. Henry.

			From William Bradford to Cotton Mather to Jonathan Edwards, the religious tone of America was set. While doctrinal matters remained in dispute, the bottom-up congregational structure was firmly planted, making America already different from every other nation on earth. It was a Christian, mostly Protestant religious region. It was time for brilliant colonists to infuse that same level of bottom-up governance into the political system.

			The Settlers and the Soul-Savers had done their part. America had its “pillars” of exceptionalism set. Now it was up to a group of Rebels to make a new nation in the political sphere.

		

	
		
			(1670–1789)

			The Rebels

			Benjamin Franklin and Patrick Henry

			Benjamin Franklin

			The fires of the Great Awakening’s religious spirit had not yet started when Josiah Franklin’s son, Benjamin Franklin, was born on January 17, 1706, in Boston. Indeed, young Franklin spent less time pondering heavenly things and more time working in his father’s candle and soap shop. At age twelve, he was apprenticed to his brother, James, a printer. James’s newspaper, the Courant, appeared in 1721. Its first issue contained a controversial column about smallpox and a new vaccination that Cotton Mather had endorsed. James opposed Mather, but Benjamin somehow stayed out of the fray.

			To say that Benjamin Franklin, even in his formative years, was a special young man is an understatement. The great American historian Frederick Jackson Turner called him the “first great American,” and frontiersman Davy Crockett, whom we will encounter later, carried a copy of The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin with him at all times—even to his death at the Alamo.

			Franklin had already started writing popular columns for his brother’s newspaper (biographer Walter Isaacson called him the “most popular writer in colonial America”). His first stroke of genius came with a literary character he created named “Silence Dogood.” Writing as a “slightly prudish widowed woman from a rural area,” Franklin reached an audience of eager readers. Later, he replicated that approach through his Poor Richard’s Almanack (1732–1758), again writing under a pen name. Franklin, coming from the “iron apron crowd” of “mechanics” (what we would today call “blue collar” employees), easily identified with the common man. His wit, both as Silence Dogood and Poor Richard, soon typified the American genre of humor that involved homespun, “aw shucks,” folksy stories copied and perfected later by Davy Crockett and Franklin’s own literary descendants, Mark Twain and Will Rogers.

			Even as a young man, Franklin hardly resided in the “iron apron” world for long. He traveled to London in 1724; he embarked upon a moral reflection that would lead him to define various rules for living; then he returned to Philadelphia to begin his own print shop. Still writing under a pseudonym, Franklin dispensed marriage and sexual advice. That, of course, emanated from his practical understanding that sex sells, and so did crime.

			Franklin knew of, but did not know, Jonathan Edwards. But he knew the great preacher George Whitefield well. Almost nonstop he published the great preacher’s sermons from his outdoor revivals. Indeed, Franklin covered Whitefield in forty-five issues of the weekly Pennsylvania Gazette. From 1739 to 1774, fully half the books the Franklin printed were from, or about, Whitefield.

			It was good business. Publication of Whitefield’s sermons had far more to do with the Almighty Shilling than with Almighty God. But it did capture a deeper spiritual battle within Franklin, and, no less, early America. Indeed, Franklin biographer Carl Van Doren saw Franklin and Edwards as opposite sides of a new spiritual America, with Edwards pulling Americans to recommit to a more godly lifestyle of sacrifice and purity, while the Enlightenment-oriented Franklin urged the people toward a new world of individual merit, civic virtue, and rational thought. Indeed, Benjamin Franklin personally embodied the expansion of the American spirit from one in which religion dominated everyday life to a worldview equally concerned with politics and political freedom.

			The British America in which Franklin grew up was worlds apart from that of John Smith or William Bradford. Now there were thirteen separate colonies, containing everyone from new religious immigrants, such as Quakers and Catholics, to what originally was a prison colony in Georgia. No longer were the majority of settlers arriving for religious freedom, but increasingly for economic opportunity. Over a century, however, Britain had paid such little overall attention to America—a practice historians have called “benign neglect”—that British Americans not only came to see themselves as fully capable of governing themselves; they also began to question their role in the English system, even to the point of questioning taxes.

			In the middle of this spiritual/political tension, Franklin found himself drawn to Whitefield. Perhaps at first it was only a good story, and his stories enhanced sales. Franklin was no born-again Christian. He invited Whitefield to stay at his home but rebuffed the preacher’s attempts to persuade Franklin to an acceptance of Jesus’s salvation. Instead, Franklin rested happily in his own form of Deism.

			As a young man, Franklin had created out of scratch his own typeset for newspapers. His curious mind then turned to other scientific ventures—a famous wood-burning stove (1740s), eyeglasses (1784), and, of course, his famous experiments with electricity (1749–52). Artist Benjamin West immortalized him in his 1805 painting, Franklin Drawing Electricity from the Sky.

			By focusing on such things, Franklin defined American science, which is to say pragmatic, applicable, and relatively inexpensive. He set the tone for a nation of tinkerers. That element of ceaseless innovation propelled the industry of the early Republic to be highly attuned to inputs and improvements by the “leather apron” crowd and, later, to armies of middle managers who constantly introduced marginal improvements to every product made in the country.

			Franklin was no coward, no mere talker. He created a militia company, was elected colonel, and led the group to the frontier to build a line of stockades, though he never saw combat.

			However important Franklin was in all these areas, he experienced his greatest fame as a politician. He laid the groundwork by raising money for a college (later called the University of Pennsylvania). Later, this demonstrated ability to raise money would become necessary for gaining political power. He took a seat in the Pennsylvania Assembly in 1751, as always throwing himself into practical improvements in cleaning, repairing, and providing lights for city streets. Named as one of the two postmasters in America, Franklin entered the job with a detailed plan to improve mail service. The post office lost money for three years while his plan took effect, then was profitable after that.

			Already well versed in relations with the local Indian tribes, Franklin served on diplomatic missions abroad. He always stayed grounded, however, with the understanding that a defensive posture needed to be maintained in a unification of the colonies. When British ministers in 1751 suggested a conference in Albany in 1754, with delegates from all colonies, Franklin saw an opportunity. He proposed, in a letter to a friend, a concept later known as the Albany Plan for an American Union. It was much more than a security arrangement. Franklin suggested a General Council composed of delegates from all the colonies, with taxes paid to a general treasury and a governor appointed by the king. Naturally, Franklin was named one of Pennsylvania’s delegates.

			If Franklin was surprised that the Albany delegates accepted his plan, he did not show it. Delegates sent the plan to the colonial assemblies and also to Parliament for approval. What surprised Franklin was that after all the delegates had approved it, the assemblies did not. Nor did Parliament approve. Later in life, Franklin argued that acceptance of the Albany Plan would have prevented the Revolution.

			In 1757, the Pennsylvania Assembly voted to send Franklin to London to mediate taxation and other burdens. It was his first visit in thirty-three years. There he met Lord Grenville, who headed the privy council, and the Penns, Thomas and Richard, who snubbed his efforts to present grievances, essentially telling Franklin to deal with their lawyer. After a heated exchange, Franklin knew his time as an agent had ended. Indeed, the Penns went around him to respond directly to the Pennsylvania Assembly…through their lawyer.

			Franklin managed minor victories, but his London years revealed to him the growing rift, not just between the Crown and the colonies, but between the British proprietors and the colonists. This showed up in Franklin’s own family, with differences between him and his loyalist son, William, the royal governor of New Jersey.

			When Franklin returned to America, he was immediately elected a member of the Continental Congress—at seventy, by far the oldest. Most had not been born when he first went to work in government. Though often loquacious, especially amplifying his discussions with homespun anecdotes, during his years in England Franklin had developed a powerful self-control that allowed him to simply sit and listen. Ironically, as a result, many patriots thought him a spy.

			Like fellow patriot John Adams, Franklin came to revolution grudgingly but by July 1775 was all in. As with most things he did, Franklin did not jump onto the independence bandwagon impulsively. He had thought about it, debated it, argued it in his mind, but most important, he had prepared for the eventuality. His 1754 Albany Plan, which never took root, nevertheless proved a model of sorts for his Articles of Confederation and Perpetual Union of July 21, 1775. Named postmaster by the British that same month at a salary of 1,000 British pounds per year, Franklin donated the sum to wounded veterans. Behind the scenes, he worked on designs for American money, plus locations for raw materials to make gunpowder and munitions, and he oversaw a system of underwater obstructions on the Delaware River to impede British ships. Revolution seemed to make the aging Franklin younger. Like Donald Trump in the twenty-first century, he seemed to throw himself into everything. In fact, in a letter he told Josiah Quincy that he doubted he would survive a war.

			In January 1776, Tom Paine, copying Franklin’s common style, wrote Common Sense, which sold an astonishing 120,000 copies. It helped inflame the embers of the independence movement, and by June of that year, Richard Henry Lee introduced a resolution to declare independence from England. Franklin began removing all elements of British government from Pennsylvania. His own son, William, was put on an “enemies” list for his fondness for England.

			Patrick Henry

			Nothing about these early American heroes was predictable. Franklin was already thirty years old when Patrick Henry was born on May 29, 1736. He came to the point Franklin was at through a different route.

			A son of a Scotsman, John Henry—who came to America in 1727 and who had amassed more than 20,000 acres of land within five years—Patrick Henry had a good education and was baptized an Anglican, though he mainly attended the Presbyterian church. There he learned the power of religious dissent. He worked at a store before opening one of his own. His marriage to Sarah Shelton gave him a small farm and six slave boys who were too young to work. Henry ended up working to “feed, clothe, and house them.” Searching for better job opportunities, he went on a mini-tour of Christmas celebrations that landed him on the doorstep of Thomas Jefferson.

			Henry, like almost all other lawyers, learned the law as he went. He studied some, yes, but most of all practiced, drawing up sales documents and, when possible, apprenticing with more established lawyers. He demonstrated his oratorical ability when he successfully argued the “parson’s case,” whereby all members of the parish were required to pay a tax in tobacco for the sustenance of local (Anglican) clergy. At issue was the recent “Twopenny Act” passed by the assembly that allowed locals to pay their church taxes in cash rather than tobacco, whose value had recently soared. In essence, rather than paying their normal amount, the change in tobacco value was the equivalent of requiring modern Americans to pay their taxes in Bitcoin, which had soared to over $300,000 value per coin by 2025. Henry’s courtroom presentation, full of high drama, proved so mesmerizing that the jury returned with an award of one penny for the clergyman plaintiff after deliberations of a mere five minutes.

			Word of Henry’s arguments and rhetoric spread like wildfire. Biographer Harlow Unger said he had an “astonishing—almost frightening gift to move men’s minds.” Almost overnight he amassed 164 new clients, taking on over 550 new cases. An opposing attorney glumly admitted that whenever the young Virginia lawyer rose to speak, “I was obliged to lay down my pen and could not write another word until the speech was finished.” His fame led to his election to the House of Burgesses, a conclave of mostly wealthy Tidewater planters (they held a majority of the 116 seats in the House). Venerated Virginia names such as Lee, Carter, Randolph, and Washington dotted the roll.

			As always, Henry put on no airs. He arrived in plain farmer’s clothes, as befitting a planter who had no slaves and who worked his considerable estate by himself. When Henry rose for his first House speech, a student at William and Mary College, Thomas Jefferson, listened from the doorway. Henry delivered his speech on the last day of the session, when many delegates from the Tidewater had already left. He introduced five resolutions (keeping two more in his pocket) that challenged the notion that Britain could lay taxes on Americans. Only the General Assembly, he argued, could do that. Shouts of “Treason!” rained down, and Henry responded with one of his two most famous lines: “If this be treason, make the most of it!”

			Both Henry and Franklin, who was in London, were absent from the Stamp Act Congress, but Henry’s resolutions generated considerable interest. Jefferson noted, “Mr. Henry gave the first impulse to the ball of the revolution.” It did not take much. When the Stamp Act officially took effect, Americans were primed. All the stamp officers in all colonies had resigned, a day of mourning was observed, the
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