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					[image: Amelia Fowler works to restore the original Star Spangled Banner in 1914. The flag was made in 1813 by Mary Pickersgill, and flew over Fort McHenry in Baltimore Harbor during the War of 1812. After the flag survived an all night bombardment by British forces, the flag inspired Francis Scott Key to write the poem Defense of Fort McHenry. Later poem would be set to music and become the U.S. national anthem, The Star Spangled Banner.]
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					“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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			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. As reflected in the source notes at the end of the book, 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.

			We also urge readers who are intrigued by the issues raised in the book to engage with the works cited in the source notes and in the bibliography; it’s our hope that The 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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				“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
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			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—a new thing under the sun, founded on an idea, not on brute strength—we, in Paine’s stirring prose, had it in our power to begin the world over again. And that enterprise, an endless odyssey, 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, whispers from the American pageant. They are glimpses and glimmers from our common story, a story of promises made and broken, of reform and reaction—a story fundamentally shaped by the perennial struggle between what Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature” and our worst impulses. That’s the stuff of the story of the past, which, as William Faulkner observed, is never dead; it isn’t even past. Nor is history a fairy tale or a bedtime lullaby. There was never a once-upon-a-time and there will never be a happily-ever-after. There is, though, the wonderfully American drama of seeking to ensure that hope can overcome fear, that light can triumph over darkness, that we can open our arms rather than clench our fists.

			And through it all, through all the years of strife, we’ve been shaped not only by our words and our deeds but 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.” George Washington, for one, understood something of this. In his General Orders to the Continental Army for Wednesday, June 4, 1777—long years of war lay in front of him and of his men—he wrote, “Nothing is more agreeable, and ornamental, than good music; every officer, for the credit of his corps, should take care to provide it.”

			From Lexington and Concord to Fort Sumter, from Seneca Falls to Selma, from Normandy to Vietnam to 9/11, the American story can seem straightforward. The truth, however, is vastly more complex, and 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, calls on those better angels, and fights for better days. What, really, could be more patriotic than that? What, in the end, could be more American?

			
			To Jefferson himself, the author of our Founding prose hymn, music offered a window into human nature. In his literary commonplace book, Jefferson transcribed these lines from a version of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice:

			
				The Man who has not Music in his Soul,

				Or is not touch’d with Concord of sweet Sounds,

				Is fit for Treasons, Stratagems, & Spoils,

				The Motions of his Mind are dull as Night,

				And his Affections dark as Erebus:

				Let no such Man be trusted.

			

			Henry David Thoreau once wrote, “When I hear music, I fear no danger. I am invulnerable. I see no foe. I am related to the earliest times, and to the latest.”

			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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				“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
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			NIGHT WAS ABOUT to fall. 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 which had like to have brought me to the ground, 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, including an honorary degree from the College of New Jersey (later Princeton University). “From infancy,” Dickinson had written, “I was taught to love liberty and humanity.”

			To him and to many of his readers, taxation without representation—including duties on Madeira—was intolerable. “A free people,” Dickinson had written, “can never be too quick in observing, nor too firm in opposing, the beginnings of alterations…respecting institutions formed for their security.” It was essential, he wrote, to guard against the “servitude” that could be “slipped upon us” by new laws and their vigorous enforcement.

			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. “I have long since renounced poetry, but as indifferent songs are very powerful on certain occasions, I venture to invoke the deserted muses.” 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. Citing the example of Jean-François-Paul de Gondi, Cardinal de Retz, a wily seventeenth-century French cardinal and adventurer, he wrote: “Cardinal de Retz always enforced his political operations by songs. I wish our attempt may be useful.”

			Dickinson’s 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 not in the staid language of the political press but in the more universal and stirring genre of music. “The Liberty Song” quickly spread. “The music began at high noon,” The Boston Evening-Post reported of a Sunday, August 14, 1768, gathering, “performed on various instruments, joined with voices; and concluding with the universally admired American Song of Liberty, the grandeur of its sentiment, and the easy flow of its numbers, together with an exquisite harmony of sound, afforded sublime entertainments to a numerous audience, fraught with a noble ardor in the cause of freedom.” To John Adams, Dickinson had done something wondrous. “This,” Adams remarked of the song, “is cultivating the sensations of freedom.”

			Dickinson’s composition, Kenneth Silverman, a scholar of American Revolutionary culture, observed, “became not so much useful as indispensable….It enabled people to experience directly the idea of strength in unity, by enacting it in boisterous choral singing….By wedding the current political arguments to music, Dickinson knew, he drew on emotional resources that the words alone could not muster.”

			
			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” playing in our heads as we glance over a John Trumbull painting in a textbook. 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 the final verse. 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:

				
					“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’s lyrics provide a moral call to action, putting the political arguments of the hour in a more universal way, which is what music can do. You may not have pored over his Letters from a Farmer, but you could hear this song, and see—hear—what he was saying. And then you might just believe, with him, that the emerging American cause was worth the fight.

				—TIM MCGRAW

			
			

			—

			
			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.

			The decision to declare independence was taken neither lightly nor quickly. The colonists had been long locked in a struggle for power and for control with London. In 1769, the Anglo-Irish statesman Edmund Burke articulated the dynamic developing between Britain and America. “The Americans have made a discovery, or think they have made one, that we mean to oppress them,” Burke said. “We have made a discovery, or think we have made one, that they intend to rise in rebellion….We know not how to advance; they know not how to retreat.”

			The Seven Years’ War has only the tiniest of places, if any place at all, in the popular American imagination of the twenty-first century, but the conflict, partly fought in North America as the French and Indian War, was immensely significant in creating the conditions for the Revolution. A British hero of the war, General James Wolfe, who died in arms in Quebec at the Plains of Abraham, gave the colonies what a nineteenth-century scholar of music called the “earliest American soldier-song which became broadly popular.” According to legend, on the eve of battle, Wolfe sang:

			
				The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,

				And all that beauty, all that wealth ere gave,

				Await alike the inevitable hour;

				The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

			

			The moonlit waters of the St. Lawrence River supposedly inspired a second verse:

			
				How stands the glass around!

				For shame ye take no care, my boys;

				How stands the glass around!

				
				Let wine and mirth abound

				The trumpet sounds,

				The colors, they are flying, boys.
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					Parliament’s imposition of the Stamp Act—a tax on paper goods—provoked colonial resistance and helped create revolutionary sentiment.

				
			
			That was the romantic legacy of the Seven Years’ War. The hard reality of it was another matter. In the wake of the British victory, given the expense of maintaining a global empire, London believed the colonies should bear more of the cost for protecting the British dominions—costs that included helping to pay for about ten thousand British troops stationed in North America. Armies that could liberate and protect, the people of British North America knew, could also conquer and subjugate. And, as the British statesman George Grenville, who served as prime minister from 1763 to 1765, reasonably noted, “All men wish not to be taxed.”

			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.

			

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

				
			
			

			—

			TAUNTINGLY, A BRITISH brigade under Lord Percy played “Yankee Doodle” as Tory and rebel forces prepared to clash at Lexington and Concord on Wednesday, April 19, 1775. “In the Spring of 1775,” the Boston-born Tory jurist Peter Oliver wrote, “the War began to redden.” Delineating between “the King’s Troops” and the rebelling “armed Rabble,” Oliver described the raw nature of combat at Lexington and Concord. “Many were the instances of the British soldiers’ great humanity in protecting the aged, the women & the children from injury; notwithstanding the great provocation they had to a general slaughter.” Oliver reported this scene: “There was a remarkable Heroine, who stood at a house door firing at the King’s Troops, there being men within who loaded guns for her to fire. She was desired to withdraw, but she answered only by insults from her own mouth, & by balls from the mouths of her muskets. This brought on her own death, & the deaths of those who were within doors.”

			So it would go for the duration of the war. Scholars now believe about a fifth of white colonists remained loyal to Great Britain—a formidable number that ensured the Revolution would have the feel and the features of a civil war. For loyalists, the Revolution was, in the words of Captain John Ferdinand Dalziel Smyth, an officer of the Queen’s Rangers, the “most wicked rebellion against the best of kings, and the most free and mildest of governments.” In a song attributed to Smyth, “The Rebels,” the loyalists dismissed the “mock-patriot” Americans as “Yankees” who were “all in the wrong”:

			
			Ye brave, honest subjects, who dare to be loyal,

				And have stood the brunt of every trial,

				Of hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns:

				Come listen awhile, and I’ll sing you a song;

				I’ll show you, those Yankees are all in the wrong,

				Who, with blustering look and most awkward gait,

				’Gainst their lawful sovereign dare for to prate,

				With their hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns.

				The arch-rebels, barefooted tatterdemalions,

				In baseness exceed all other rebellions,

				With their hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns.

				To rend the empire, the most infamous lies,

				Their mock-patriot Congress, do always devise;

				Independence, like the first rebels, they claim,

				But their plots will be damned in the annals of fame,

				With their hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns.

				Forgetting the mercies of Great Britain’s King,

				Who saved their forefathers’ necks from the string;

				With their hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns.

				They renounce allegiance and take up their arms,

				Assemble together like hornets in swarms,

				So dirty their backs, and so wretched their show,

				That carrion-crow follows wherever they go,

				With their hunting-shirts, and rifle-guns.

			

			These lyrics came from a broader view among loyalists that the patriots fell far below what the Tories saw as the civilized standard of the king’s forces. Reporting on the military action at Lexington and Concord, the loyalist Peter Oliver wrote, “Two of the British troops, at fewest, were scalped, & one of them before he was dead. Let Patriots roar as loud as they please about the barbarity of an Indian scalping knife; but let him know that an Indian savage strikes the deadly blow before he takes off the scalp. It was reserved for a New England savage, only, to take it off while his brother was alive.” After the battle, Jefferson observed, “A frenzy of revenge seems to have seized all ranks of people.” In a private letter, the painter John Singleton Copley wrote, “The flame of civil war is now broke out in America, and I have not the least doubt it will rage with a violence equal to what it has ever done in any other country at any time.”

			
			Still, 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—hopes further crushed by an October speech of the king’s in which he said the rebellion was “manifestly carried on for the purpose of establishing an independent Empire.” He also accused the colonists of insincerity and subterfuge, claiming that the Americans “meant only to amuse, by…the strongest protestations of loyalty to me, whilst they were preparing for a general revolt.”

			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. Hope of a reconciliation with London, perhaps brought on by a change of ministry, had long been pyrrhic and was now more widely seen as irrational.

			
			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 first, ordering the Continental Army to muster its brigades to hear the cadences of the declaration as they marched to war. Given that the “Honorable the Continental Congress, impelled by the dictates of duty, policy and necessity, [had] been pleased to dissolve the Connection which subsisted between this Country, and Great Britain, and to declare the United Colonies of North America, free and independent states,” Washington wrote in his General Orders for Tuesday, July 9, 1776, “the several brigades are to be drawn up this evening on their respective Parades, at six o’clock, when the declaration of Congress, shewing the grounds & reasons of this measure, is to be read with an audible voice.” The words would, Washington believed, fuel the men’s morale and sense of mission. “The General hopes this important Event will serve as a fresh incentive to every officer, and soldier, to act with Fidelity and Courage, as knowing that now the peace and safety of his Country depends (under God) solely on the success of our arms,” he wrote, “and that he is now in the service of a State, possessed of sufficient power to reward his merit, and advance him to the highest Honors of a free Country.”

			
			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.”
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					John Trumbull’s rendering of the signing of the Declaration of Independence in Philadelphia on Thursday, July 4, 1776.

				
			
			
			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. “Fear is the foundation of most governments,” Adams once wrote, “but it is so sordid and brutal a passion, and renders men in whose breasts it predominates so stupid and miserable, that Americans will not be likely to approve of any political institution which is founded on it.”
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					“All honor to Jefferson,” Lincoln would say of the flawed but brilliant architect of the American promise.

				
			
			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. In 1859, Abraham Lincoln wrote: “All honor to Jefferson—to the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so to embalm it there, that today, and in all coming days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny and oppression.” And in 1963, standing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, Martin Luther King, Jr., would call for justice not as a radical break from American thought but simply as the honest recognition that Jefferson’s words should self-evidently apply to the many, not to the few—that Jefferson had made, as King put it, “a promise that all men—yes, black men as well as white men—would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”

			History, it has been said, is an argument without end. What is clear is that something so many people today take for granted—the creation of the American nation—was, as Wellington was to say of Waterloo, the “nearest run thing you ever saw.” “I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure that it will cost us to maintain this Declaration, and support and defend these States,” Adams wrote Abigail. “Yet through all the gloom I can see the rays of ravishing light and glory. I can see that the end is more than worth all the Means. And that posterity will triumph in that day’s transaction, even although we should rue it, which I trust in God we shall not.” Virtually every aspect of human experience and of human aspiration—money, freedom, love, power, fear, and hope—played a role in the drama of American independence, a drama that unfolds still.
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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 great art of lawgiving consists in balancing the poor against the rich in the legislature, and in constituting the legislative a perfect balance against the executive power, at the same time that no individual or party can become its rival,” John Adams wrote. “The essence of a free government consists in an effectual control of rivalries. 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.”

			
			Americans never fell short in terms of self-regard. “For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill,” the Puritan John Winthrop, who crossed the Atlantic aboard the Arbella, said in his 1630 sermon “A Model of Christian Charity.” “The eyes of all people are upon us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword through the world.” More than three centuries later, John F. Kennedy would cite Winthrop in speaking of America’s destiny, and Ronald Reagan would add a key modifier to Winthrop’s scriptural image and refer, repeatedly and effectively, to the nation as a “shining city upon a hill.”

			American rhetoric and thought has long been rooted in both religion and in reason. Believing Christians were schooled in a language of liberty shaped by ultimate ideas of life beyond time and space. In a January 1776 sermon, Samuel Sherwood, a Connecticut pastor and kinsman of Aaron Burr, compared the American project to that of Israel. “Liberty has been planted here; and the more it is attacked, the more it grows and flourishes. The time is coming and hastening on, when Babylon the great shall fall to rise no more; when all wicked tyrants and oppressors shall be destroyed forever.” A year later, Abraham Keteltas, a former Presbyterian pastor, told a Massachusetts audience that the American cause was “the cause of God,” continuing: “We are contending for the rights of mankind, for the welfare of millions now living, and for the happiness of millions yet unborn….[O]ur cause is not only righteous, but most important: it is God’s own cause: It is the grand cause of the whole human race, and what can be more interesting and glorious. If the principles on which the present civil war is carried on by the American colonies, against the British arms, were universally adopted and practiced upon by mankind, they would turn a vale of tears, into a paradise of God.”

			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,” Sherwood 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—that revolutionary victories were triumphs of right reason against discredited notions of the immutable authority of princes and prelates. 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.”

			America was seen 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. The moment can yield permanent darkness as easily as additional light. These alternatives, in their starkness, define the fullest meaning of crisis in the eighteenth-century American mind. In the fresh dispensation of the new world, events are freighted with an extraordinary double capacity for either good or ill. The stakes are permanently high. Whatever revolutionary Americans do or do not do, they believe that their actions will change the direction of history—possibly forever.” The Revolutionary era thus seemed an existential one, and the new nation believed it had been entrusted with the fate of what George Washington called “the sacred fire of liberty.”

			The hope was that the United States, with its appreciation of human frailty and its faith in human progress, would keep that flame from flickering out. The enterprise and its stakes were well captured on the occasion of Washington’s inauguration as the first president, in 1789, when a writer in the Gazette of the United States offered these verses:

			
				…see Columbia rise!

				Her Empire prop’d by him who arch’d the Skies!

				Freedom and Independence—Arts, and Peace!

				Shall Crown the Scene till Time and Nature cease.

			

			

			—

			
			YET THE INSTITUTION of the government framed in 1787 did not signal the dawn of a heavenly kingdom on earth. 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 was about eight. Educated by her owners, John and Susanna Wheatley, Phillis Wheatley was precocious and began writing verse at around age twelve. In 1773, in his Address to the Inhabitants of the British Settlements in America, upon Slave-Keeping, Benjamin Rush praised her and her poetry, writing that her “singular genius and accomplishments are such as not only do honor to her sex, but to human nature. Several of her poems have been printed, and read with pleasure by the public.” In a 1775 poem titled “To His Excellency George Washington,” Wheatley introduced the notion of America as what the scholar Thomas J. Steele called a “fully developed personification” of the goddess Columbia:

			
				Celestial choir! enthron’d in realms of light,

				Columbia’s scenes of glorious toils I write.

				While freedom’s cause her anxious breast alarms,

				She flashes dreadful in refulgent arms.

				See mother earth her offspring’s fate bemoan,

				And nations gaze at scenes before unknown!

				See the bright beams of heaven’s revolving light

				Involved in sorrows and the veil of night!…

				Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side,

				Thy ev’ry action let the Goddess guide.

				A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine,

				With gold unfading, Washington! Be thine.

			

			She sent the verses to Washington, then in the field, who read them with gratitude. “I thank you most sincerely for your polite notice of me, in the elegant Lines you enclosed; and however undeserving I may be of such encomium and panegyric, the style and manner exhibit a striking proof of your great poetical Talents,” Washington wrote Wheatley from Cambridge in February 1776. “In honor of which, and as a tribute justly due to you, I would have published the Poem, had I not been apprehensive, that, while I only meant to give the World this new instance of your genius, I might have incurred the imputation of Vanity. This, and nothing else, determined me not to give it place in the public Prints.” (The poem found its way into the Pennsylvania Magazine in any event, after Washington sent it to a friend who arranged its publication.) Washington invited Wheatley to call on him, telling her that he would “be happy to see a person so favourd by the Muses, and to whom nature has been so liberal and beneficent in her dispensations.”
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					Phillis Wheatley’s “Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral,” published in 1773; George Washington praised her “genius,” and Benjamin Rush wrote that her verses “not only do honor to her sex, but to human nature.”

				
			
			A devout Christian, Wheatley broached then-verboten notions of equality. In her “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” she wrote:

			
				Remember, Christians, Negros, black as Cain,

				May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.

			

			
			When she turned her attention to the nation at large, Wheatley wrote of America as a sublime experiment:

			
				Lo! Freedom comes. Th’ prescient Muse foretold,

				All Eyes th’ accomplish’d Prophecy behold:

				Her Port describ’d, “She moves divinely fair,

				Olive and Laurel bind her golden Hair.”

				She, the bright Progeny of Heaven, descends,

				And every Grace her sovereign Step attends;

				For now kind Heaven, indulgent to our Prayer,

				In smiling Peace resolves the Din of War.

				Fix’d in Columbia her illustrious Line,

				And bids in thee her future Councils shine.

				To every Realm her Portals open’d wide,

				Receives from each the full commercial Tide.

				Each Art and Science now with rising Charms

				Th’ expanding Heart with Emulation warms.

				E’en great Britannia sees with dread Surprize,

				And from the dazzling Splendor turns her Eyes!…

				Auspicious Heaven shall fill with fav’ring Gales,

				Where e’er Columbia spreads her swelling Sails:

				To every Realm shall Peace her Charms display,

				And Heavenly Freedom spread her golden Ray.

			

			Voices of reform and of inclusion and of nobility could be heard, then, but were little heeded.

			

			—

			FROM THE MOMENT everything came together, everything seemed to be falling apart. Initially hailed as a hero, the Cincinnatus of the New World, President Washington soon became a figure of partisan strife as the nation divided into two competing factions—the Federalists, led by Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and Adams, and the Republicans, led by Jefferson and Madison.

			Naïvely, perhaps, the early leaders of the republic had professed a belief that partisanship could be banished from political life. Washington was to warn the country of what he called “the baneful effects of the spirit of party”—a spirit, he said, that was “unfortunately…inseparable from our nature, having its root in the strongest passions of the human mind. It exists under different shapes in all governments, more or less stifled, controlled, or repressed; but, in those of the popular form, it is seen in its greatest rankness, and is truly their worst enemy.”

			
			He knew of what he spoke. His eight years as president were riven with partisan warfare as both sides, believing the other possibly fatal to the American experiment, fought openly and covertly to thwart and even destroy the other. Whether the issue was the country’s relations with England and with France, finance and the distribution of powers, or simply the ceremonial aspects of the presidency itself, Federalists and Republicans engaged in ferocious fighting. Such party battles, Washington wrote in 1796, served “always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against another, foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the government itself through the channels of party passions.”

			In 1798, at an hour of war fever that had led to the passage of the Alien and Sedition Acts—designed by Federalists, in part, to enable them to suppress even legitimate political opposition—the kind of party feeling Washington had deplored was pervasive and defining. England and France were at war, and both nations were pressuring the United States to join the fight. Republicans in particular were anxious to support, or at least not actively oppose, the French, who were then in the midst of their own revolution. “The prospect of a rupture with France was exceedingly offensive to the portion of the people who espoused her cause,” the Philadelphia lawyer and judge Joseph Hopkinson wrote of the summer of 1798, “and the violence of the spirit of party has never risen higher, I think not so high, in our country, as it did at that time upon that question.”

			The politics of the moment found expression in song. The Federalist ode “Adams and Liberty,” by Robert Treat Paine, Jr., was published in 1798 and was sung to the tune of “To Anacreon in Heaven,” an old English club song, as a way for the president’s supporters to claim that they, not the Jeffersonian Republicans, were the true Americans:

			
			Ye sons of Columbia, who bravely have fought,

				For those rights, which unstained from your Sires had descended,

				May you long taste the blessings your valour has brought,

				And your sons reap the soil which their fathers defended.

				’Mid the reign of mild peace, May your nation increase,

				With the glory of Rome, and the wisdom of Greece;

				And ne’er may the sons of Columbia be slaves,

				While the earth bears a plant, or the sea rolls its waves…

				Let Fame to the world sound America’s voice;

				No intrigue can her sons from their government sever;

				Her pride is her Adams; His laws are her choice,

				And shall flourish, till Liberty slumber for ever.

				Then unite, heart and hand,

				Like Leonidas’ band,

				And swear to the God of the ocean and land;

				That ne’er shall the sons of Columbia be slaves,

				While the earth bears a plant, or the sea rolls its waves.

			

			Nevertheless, Jefferson defeated Adams in the presidential election of 1800, a victory heralded by Jeffersonians as a restoration of the principles of 1776. (Campaigns to make America great again have a long history.) In this partisan view, the heavy Federalist hand was lifted, and what Jefferson had called “the reign of witches” was coming to an end. In his inaugural address on Wednesday, March 4, 1801, the new president spoke of comity amid controversy. “All…will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to violate would be oppression,” Jefferson said. “Let us
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