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‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’

JESUS OF NAZARETH

From the Sermon on the Mount (St Matthew’s Gospel), 1st century AD


JESUS OF NAZARETH

Born c.4 BC or a little later in Bethlehem, Judaea (Palestine).

The Gospels record episodes from his adult life of preaching, healing, performing miracles, and challenging Jewish religious and political authority, as well as his travels through Galilee and beyond the Jewish world in Tyre and Sidon. On visiting Jerusalem some time between AD 26 and AD 30, where he was feted, he was condemned to death for blasphemy, and a sentence of crucifixion was imposed by the Roman prefect Pontius Pilate.

Died c. AD 26–30 in Palestine. In Christian belief, Jesus’ death was followed by his resurrection.



For many people, The sayings of Jesus as presented in the Sermon on the Mount constitute the essence of Christian teaching. Beyond the Christian faith itself, they have informed basic ethical principles about how human beings should treat one another, and certain passages – including the verses known as the ‘Beatitudes’ (Blessings) and the Lord’s Prayer – have often become ingrained at childhood. Some Christian thinkers and biblical scholars view the sermon as a collection of discrete sayings gathered by early Christian writers, rather than a speech delivered on a particular occasion.

In historical terms, Jesus was born in Roman-ruled Palestine, under a puppet Jewish regime, at the end of the 1st century BC or early in the 1st century AD. He grew up in Nazareth and became an itinerant preacher in North Palestine for three years, during which time he gathered many followers who were attracted by his interpretation of Jewish law and the miracles ascribed to him. His criticism of Jewish religious leaders and warnings of the imminence of God’s rule replacing human rule provoked opposition from the Jewish and Roman establishments, leading to his death by crucifixion.

The four Gospels (meaning ‘Good News’) of the New Testament recount Jesus’ life and teachings, and are credited to four of his disciples: Matthew (which contains the Sermon on the Mount), Mark, Luke and John. They portray Jesus as living a life without material security or family support, often mixing with the poor and society’s outcasts, and constantly teaching that he would be rejected by the authorities, persecuted, suffer and die in order to fulfil God’s purpose. The Gospel writers vary in details, but all claim that Jesus rose from the dead and appeared to them on the same day, in fulfilment of Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah, the ‘Son of God’.

The historical Jesus has been variously viewed among non-Christians as a moral reformer, political revolutionary, Palestinian peasant, and charismatic rabbi. To Christians he might be all these things, but above all he was a prophet with a unique relationship with God, evidenced at his divine birth, whose death and resurrection delivered salvation to mankind.

The Christian movement quickly spread throughout the Mediterranean and was savagely suppressed in the 1st century AD by the Roman emperors Claudius and Nero. By the end of the century Jewish authorities in Palestine had adopted policies aimed at sharply differentiating Christians from Jews. But a world religion had been born, one that would underpin the development of Western society and culture.

MATTHEW 5, VERSES 3–11 (‘The Beatitudes’)

Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.

Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God.

Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness’ sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake.

MATTHEW 6, VERSES 9–13 (‘The Lord’s Prayer’)

After this manner therefore pray ye:

Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil:

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen.
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‘Turn then your face towards the Sacred Mosque’

THE PROPHET MOHAMMED

From the Surah al-Baqarah (Qu’ran), 7th century AD


THE PROPHET MOHAMMED

Born in 570, in Mecca, western Arabia. Orphaned at a young age, Mohammed was brought up by his grandfather and uncle.

At 25 he married a wealthy widow, Khadijah, and became a merchant in her business. In 610 Mohammed reported a vision of the Angel Gabriel who transmitted to him the first of many divine revelations, which he began to disseminate, attracting followers as well as opponents. In 619, the ‘year of sorrows’, his wife and uncle died, and his revelations reached their most intense phase. He escaped persecution, going north to Medina in 622 and establishing a loyal following there; subsequent years saw violent clashes with the Meccan nonbelievers. In 629 he undertook the first Haj (pilgrimage) to Mecca, but after a truce with Mecca broke down he led his forces to capture the city in 630.

Died 632 in Medina. Around 650, the third caliph, Uthman, ordered the creation of an authoritative Qu’ran.



For Muslims, The Qu’ran (or Koran) contains the words of Allah (God) as revealed to the Prophet Mohammed early in the 7th century AD. They were written down in a canonical version some years after Mohammed’s death, producing an Arabic text that has since not varied. The Qu’ran, together with the hadith (the life and teachings of Mohammed), form the twin pillars of Islam. As such, they have been hugely influential in structuring Muslim societies and the lives of individual believers, from the unification of the Arab tribes in the 7th century to the present day.

Among the revelations is God’s instruction concerning the qiblah, the direction in which Mohammed and his followers should pray, and which accounts for the practice of Muslims facing towards Mecca when at prayer. The Qu’ran is divided into surahs (verse-sections), and this passage occurs in the Surah al-Baqarah (‘The Cow’), Verse 2 (144–50).

The historical background to the passage relates to the year 622, when Mohammed and his followers fled the hostility of the unconverted Meccans to establish themselves in the northern city of Medina, a relocation known to Muslims as the hegira (or hijra). Medina also contained other religious groups – Jews, Nazarenes and Christians – who all offered their prayers towards Jerusalem, a city central to their beliefs. There were also worshippers in Medina who would turn towards the Ka’aba (literally ‘cube’), an ancient religious shrine and site of pilgrimage in Mecca. Mohammed at first offered his prayers towards Jerusalem; but he felt drawn towards offering his prayers towards the Ka’aba, the house that his ancestors and the prophets Abraham and Ishmael had rebuilt many centuries before, but which now housed idols. He was troubled by this impulse until Allah directed him to do so. The Ka’aba is now at the centre of Mecca’s mosque complex.

As the verses suggest, Islam is not an entirely separate belief system from the Judeo-Christian tradition. It embraces much from those faiths, and Mohammed referred to himself as the ‘seal of the prophets’, the last of a long line including Moses and Jesus. Abraham represented a supreme example of godly humility because he had submitted to the will of God in offering to sacrifice his son to Him. And ‘Islam’ itself means ‘submission to the will of God’.

INDEED WE SEE THE TURNING OF YOUR FACE TO HEAVEN, so We shall surely turn you to a qiblah [prayer direction] which you shall like; turn then your face towards the Sacred Mosque, and wherever you are, turn your face towards it, and those who have been given the Book [Scriptures, i.e. Jews and Christians] most surely know that it is the truth from their Lord; and Allah is not at all heedless of what they do.

And even if you bring to those who have been given the Book every sign they would not follow your qiblah, nor can you be a follower of their qiblah, neither are they the followers of each other’s qiblah, and if you follow their desires after the knowledge that has come to you, then you shall most surely be among the unjust.

Those whom We have given the Book recognize him as they recognize their sons, and a party of them most surely conceal the truth while they know (it).

The truth is from your Lord, therefore you should not be of the doubters.

And every one has a direction to which he should turn, therefore hasten to (do) good works; wherever you are, Allah will bring you all together; surely Allah has power over all things.

And from whatsoever place you come forth, turn your face towards the Sacred Mosque; and surely it is the very truth from your Lord, and Allah is not at all heedless of what you do.

And from whatsoever place you come forth, turn your face towards the Sacred Mosque; and wherever you are turn your faces towards it, so that people shall have no accusation against you, except such of them as are unjust; so do not fear them, and fear Me, that I may complete My favour on you and that you may walk on the right course.
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‘I have the heart and stomach of a king’

QUEEN ELIZABETH I

Speech to encourage the English militia at Tilbury, 8 August 1588


QUEEN ELIZABETH I

Born 7 September 1533 in Greenwich, England, the daughter of Henry VIII and his second wife, Anne Boleyn.

Succeeded to the throne in 1558, following the reigns of her younger Protestant half-brother Edward VI (1549–53) and elder Catholic half-sister Mary I (1553–58). Elizabeth’s reign saw the entrenchment of the Church of England, increasing strictures on Catholics, and assistance to Dutch rebels and French Huguenots. The birth of professional playhouses saw the rise of Shakespeare, and sea-going adventurers established the American colony of Virginia, named after the ‘Virgin Queen’. In 1587, she reluctantly authorized the execution of her relative Mary Queen of Scots, for complicity in plots, and in 1588 she gave a rousing speech to troops defending England against the Spanish Armada. Having never married or borne children, she was the last Tudor monarch, the throne passing to Mary Queen of Scots’ Protestant son, James.

Died 24 March 1603 at Richmond Palace, England.



By popular tradition, the reign of Elizabeth I is regarded as a golden age of English history. To a large extent, this is attributable to the flourishing of culture and the beginnings of a maritime empire that took place during the reign. But the queen contributed to her myth by, among other things, her defiance of the mighty Spanish Empire, and in particular for the rousing speech she is recorded as giving when Spain threatened invasion.

By 1588, Anglo-Spanish hostility had reached a peak. Elizabeth’s 30-year-old reign had cemented Henry VIII’s break from Rome, and the Church of England had moved increasingly towards Protestant practices. In 1570, Pope Pius V excommunicated Elizabeth, an act that technically delegitimized her as queen in the eyes of Catholics. Fear of Spanish-backed Catholic schemes to topple Elizabeth became intense, and in the 1580s plots, real and imagined, were revealed. In 1583, the Spanish Ambassador left England for good.

Particularly irksome to Spain was the fact that Elizabeth’s regime had offered economic and then outright military support to the Dutch rebels fighting for independence in what was then the Spanish Netherlands. And in the Caribbean and Atlantic, English privateers – government-backed pirates – were harrying ships conveying treasure from the Spanish colonies back to the motherland. In 1587 a fleet commanded by Sir Francis Drake famously ‘singed the king of Spain’s beard’ when it destroyed more than 24 of Philip II’s ships in the port of Cadiz. That was the last straw for Philip, and by early 1588 the English authorities learned that he was planning a huge armada of vessels to invade England.

England was rendered particularly vulnerable in continental politics by the fact that in France’s long-running religious wars, the Catholic faction currently had the upper hand. At the end of May, over 130 Spanish ships and as many as 18,000 men, commanded by the Duke of Medina Sidonia, set sail from Spain to rendezvous with land forces under the Duke of Parma near Calais. On 28–9 July, the English commander, Lord Howard of Effingham, ordered English fireships to attack the Spanish fleet off the French coast, resulting in the so-called ‘Battle of Gravelines’. Much of the armada then dispersed towards the North Sea, eventually rounding Scotland; but it encountered gales and shipwrecks off Ireland, and few ships or men made it back to Spain. Peace with Spain was several years off, but never again would Spain be able to threaten England with such a show of force.

On 8 August, though, the English could not know that the danger of invasion was diminishing. On that day, Elizabeth travelled to the hastily assembled militia at Tilbury, on the Thames Estuary, where she gave her memorable speech to inspire them in defence of their homeland and their monarch.

MY LOVING PEOPLE,

We have been persuaded by some that are careful of our safety, to take heed how we commit ourselves to armed multitudes, for fear of treachery; but I assure you I do not desire to live to distrust my faithful and loving people. Let tyrants fear, I have always so behaved myself that, under God, I have placed my chiefest strength and safeguard in the loyal hearts and good-will of my subjects; and therefore I am come amongst you, as you see, at this time, not for my recreation and disport, but being resolved, in the midst and heat of the battle, to live and die amongst you all; to lay down for my God, and for my kingdom, and my people, my honour and my blood, even in the dust.

I know I have the body but of a weak and feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too, and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders of my realm; to which rather than any dishonour shall grow by me, I myself will take up arms, I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of every one of your virtues in the field. I know already, for your forwardness you have deserved rewards and crowns; and We do assure you in the word of a prince, they shall be duly paid you. In the mean time, my lieutenant general shall be in my stead, that whom never prince commanded a more noble or worthy subject; not doubting but by your obedience to my general, by your concord in the camp, and your valour in the field, we shall shortly have a famous victory over those enemies of my God, of my kingdom, and of my people.
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‘I go from a corruptible to an incorruptible crown’

KING CHARLES I

Speech on the scaffold, 30 January 1649


KING CHARLES I

Born 19 November 1600 in Fife, Scotland, the son of James VI and I (of Scotland and England respectively).

He acceded to the throne in 1625, and married Princess Henrietta Maria of France the same year. Quarrels with Parliaments – over finance, over his advisers, over church practices – provoked him to rule without calling Parliament between 1629 and 1640. In 1642, civil war erupted, with Parliament’s supporters pitted against the king’s. After renewed outbreak of war, 1647–8, army commanders and the Rump Parliament of radical Independent MPs procured a trial of Charles for high treason.

Executed 30 January 1649, in London.



On 30 January 1649, Charles I – King of England, Scotland and Ireland – having been found guilty of ‘high treason and other high crimes’, ascended the scaffold outside the Banqueting House in Whitehall, London, to face the executioner’s axe. This act of regicide, which much of Europe regarded with horror, concluded a reign that had torn the kingdom apart in civil war since 1642. His death would also mean a temporary end to that ‘kingdom’, for Britain then entered the uncharted waters of 11 years of government without a monarch.

Charles l’s reign encountered problems from the start. His marriage to a French Catholic princess, Henrietta Maria, was unpopular with the more rigorously Protestant of his subjects, and he was soon at odds with a largely Puritan Parliament over money. Charles adhered to a belief in the Divine Right of Kings – that they answered to God for their actions, not to their subjects. He regarded Parliament as using its leverage over royal finance to coerce him into granting it greater influence over his policies and the make-up of his government. A struggle developed in which each side considered that the other was encroaching on its rights and freedoms. To add to the combustible mix, Charles’s High Church Protestantism, especially as it developed under Archbishop Laud, aroused considerable opposition from those who wanted a simpler church.

In 1629 Charles dissolved Parliament and ruled without it for 11 years, attempting to raise money by other means. Conflict in Scotland in 1637 (when Charles attempted to impose bishops on the presbyterian church), and later in the North of England and Ireland, forced him to recall Parliament. Tensions came to a head in 1642. Fleeing the largely pro-Parliamentary London, the king raised his standard at Nottingham on 22 August. The complex civil war, sometimes called the War of the Three Kingdoms (for it played out in Scotland and Ireland too), had begun. Their causes remain much debated.

Although Charles was brave, sincere, deeply religious, a loyal husband and father, and a great patron of the arts, he was also reserved, inflexible, politically deceitful, overconfident and a poor strategist. By 1647, his Royalist supporters were overwhelmed and he was in captivity. It appeared as though negotiations with Parliament might proceed, but divisions within Parliament and between Parliament and the army complicated the situation. In the event, Charles escaped and conflict broke out again, until defeat of his Scottish backers at the Battle of Preston in 1648 ended his hopes of victory. To Oliver Cromwell, who, with Sir Thomas Fairfax, had directed Parliament’s New Model Army, Charles was ‘the grand author of our troubles’, who could now not be trusted to negotiate in good faith. In December 1648, the army purged Parliament of its conciliatory majority, leaving a more radical rump of Independents, who agreed to put the king on trial.

It was an entirely novel scenario. Charles refused to accept the legal basis of either the court or the case against him, and therefore refused to defend himself against the charges. But the verdict was not in doubt. Ten days after the trial began, the names of 60 signatories (including Cromwell) appeared on the king’s death warrant, and the following day the sentence was carried out. It is said that Charles wore two shirts, so that he should not be seen to tremble in the cold, lest anyone should think he was afraid.

His valedictory speech was entirely typical of his character and convictions. It was brave and resolute, but also betrayed little sense of the impact of his actions. He affirmed that it was a king’s obligation to ensure the security of his subjects’ ‘life and goods’ through maintaining the laws of the land, but repeated that ‘a subject and a sovereign are clean different things’, and subjects should not aspire to have a role in governing. Paradoxically, he presented himself – a king – as a ‘martyr of the people’; in his eyes, he was paying the price for resisting a form of martial law. Strange though those words may seem, there was a prophetic element in them, as power was passing swiftly from Parliament to Cromwell and the army.

I SHALL BE VERY LITTLE HEARD OF ANYBODY HERE . . . Indeed, I could hold my peace very well, if I did not think that holding my peace would make some men think that I did submit to the guilt, as well as to the punishment: but I think it is my duty to God first, and to my country, for to clear myself both as an honest man, and a good King and a good Christian.

I shall begin first with my innocency. In troth I think it not very needful for me to insist upon this, for all the world knows that I never did begin a war with the two Houses of Parliament, and I call God to witness, to whom I must shortly make an account, that I never did intend for to incroach upon their privileges, they began upon me, it is the militia they began upon, they confess that the militia was mine, but they thought it fit for to have it from me.

God forbid that I should be so ill a Christian, as not to say that God’s judgements are just upon me: many times he does pay justice by an unjust sentence, that is ordinary: I will only say this, that an unjust sentence that I suffered to take effect, is punished now by an unjust sentence upon me, that is, so far I have said, to show you that I am an innocent man.

Now for to show you that I am a good Christian: I hope there is a good man that will bear me witness, that I have forgiven all the world, and even those in particular that have been the chief causers of my death: who they are, God knows, I do not desire to know, I pray God forgive them.

But this is not all, my charity must go farther, I wish that they may repent, for indeed they have committed a great sin in that particular: I pray God with St Stephen, that this be not laid to their charge, nay, not only so, but that they may take the right way to the peace of the kingdom, for my charity commands me not only to forgive particular men, but my charity commands me to endeavour to the last gasp the peace of the kingdom …

. . . For the people: and truly I desire their liberty and freedom as much as any body whomsoever, but I must tell you, that their liberty and their freedom consists in having of government; those laws, by which their life and their goods may be most their own.

It is not for having share in government (Sir) that is nothing pertaining to them; a subject and a sovereign are clean different things, and therefore until they do that, I mean, that you do put the people in that liberty as I say, certainly they will never enjoy themselves. Sirs, it was for this that now I am come here: if I would have given way to an arbitrary way, for to have all laws changed according to the power of the sword, I needed not to have come here, and therefore I tell you (and I pray God it be not laid to your charge) that I am the martyr of the people.

In troth Sirs, I shall not hold you much longer, for I will only say thus to you, that in truth I could have desired some little time longer, because I would have put then that I have said in a little more order, and a little better digested than I have done, and therefore I hope you will excuse me.

I have delivered my conscience, I pray God that you do take those courses that are best for the good of the kingdom, and your own salvations.

. . . In troth Sirs, my conscience in religion I think is very well known to all the world, and therefore I declare before you all, that I die a Christian, according to the profession of the Church of England, as I found it left me by my father, and this honest man I think will witness it.

. . . I have a good cause, and a gracious God on my side . . . I go from a corruptible to an incorruptible crown; where no disturbance can be, no disturbance in the world.
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‘In the name of God, go!’

OLIVER CROMWELL

Speech dismissing the Rump Parliament, 20 April 1653


OLIVER CROMWELL

Born 25 April 1599 in Huntingdon, England.

Cromwell became a Member of Parliament in 1628 and on the outbreak of civil war he emerged as a highly competent cavalry commander. He was largely responsible for the victory at Marston Moor (1644). With Sir Thomas Fairfax, he reorganized Parliamentary forces into the New Model Army and won the important Battle of Naseby (1645). He was one of the first signatories of Charles I’s death warrant in 1649, and by now the most powerful figure in the country. He spent much of 1649–51 suppressing rebellion in Ireland, Scotland and at the Battle of Worcester (1651). The next seven years of his ‘commonwealth’ regime saw war at sea with the Dutch and Spanish, reforms to improve Irish and Scottish political representation (though parliaments were intermittent), the readmittance of Jews to England, and attempts at religious toleration. In 1657 he refused the crown, preferring his title ‘Lord Protector of England, Scotland and Ireland’.

Died 3 September 1658 in London. In 1661 his body was exhumed after the restoration of Charles II, and strung up.



In 1653, Britain was four years into its experiment with a military-republican government, following the years of civil war in the 1640s and the trial and execution of the Stuart king, Charles I. Since the later 1640s, the pivotal figure in the country’s politics had been Oliver Cromwell. An East Anglian gentleman-farmer and Puritan convert, Cromwell emerged as the Parliamentary cause’s military leader of distinction. His skill had proved decisive in defeating the Royalists, and his political arm-twisting helped ensure the ‘cruel necessity’ (as he put it) of executing Charles I in January 1649.

Despite the king’s death, the new ‘commonwealth’ remained vulnerable. In 1649 Cromwell led his troops to victory over pro-Stuart Catholics in Ireland, but not without earning an enduring reputation for unnecessary ferocity. In 1650, he defeated Scottish rebels. Most significantly, he vanquished the combined Scottish-English Royalists supporting Prince Charles’s attempt to claim his father’s throne, at the Battle of Worcester in 1651.

In the absence of traditional hierarchies of church and state, it now fell to Cromwell to impose order but also to balance the interests of a fragmenting country. The position of Parliament remained difficult. Ostensibly, the civil wars had been fought to protect the rights of Parliament. But Parliament itself was beset by disagreements, and the emergence of the New Model Army as the most powerful entity in the land complicated matters. Already, in December 1649, soldiers under Colonel Pride had purged the Long Parliament (sitting since 1640) of members not deemed radical enough, leaving a Rump Parliament of about 60 members more conducive to the army’s agenda. But tensions remained, and in 1653 Cromwell’s patience gave way in spectacular style.

On 20 April, Cromwell attended Westminster Hall as members of the Rump Parliament commenced a third reading of bill about rights for particular categories of electors, contravening an agreement with the army that this would not happen. His patience snapped, as he harangued the ‘factious’ members as ‘a pack of mercenary wretches’ and ‘sordid prostitutes’, who, in his view, had grown ‘intolerably odious to the whole nation’. Summoning soldiers to remove the mace (the ‘shining bauble’) from the chamber – the symbol of Parliament’s authority – Cromwell concluded his lambasting by ordering the MPs: ‘In the name of God, go!’ It was a phrase that would echo down the ages. It was used again, devastatingly, against Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain in May 1940 just before his resignation.

A new Parliament, the so-called Barebones Parliament of 140 appointees, was called but soon dismissed. Cromwell’s chief instrument of authority became his council of state, and later he accepted the title of ‘lord protector’, a quasi-royal status. The Cromwellian years remained paradoxical, for although the methods of governing were experimental and often authoritarian, the reforms and goals were sometimes relatively liberal, for example in readmitting Jews into the country and striving for religious toleration. But the centre could not hold in the absence of its figurehead. When Cromwell died in 1657, his designated successor – his son Richard – failed to exert authority. In 1660 it was another military commander, General Monk, who engineered the return of the monarchy in the shape of Charles II.

IT IS HIGH TIME FOR ME to put an end to your sitting in this place, which you have dishonoured by your contempt of all virtue, and defiled by your practice of every vice; ye are a factious crew, and enemies to all good government; ye are a pack of mercenary wretches, and would like Esau sell your country for a mess of potage, and like Judas betray your God for a few pieces of money; is there a single virtue now remaining amongst you? Is there one vice you do not possess? Ye have no more religion than my horse; gold is your God; which of you have not barter’d your conscience for bribes? Is there a man amongst you that has the least care for the good of the Commonwealth? Ye sordid prostitutes have you not defil’d this sacred place, and turn’d the Lord’s temple into a den of thieves, by your immoral principles and wicked practices? Ye are grown intolerably odious to the whole nation; you were deputed here by the people to get grievances redress’d, are yourselves become the greatest grievance. Your country therefore calls upon me to cleanse this Augean stable,* by putting a final period to your iniquitous proceedings in this House; and which by God’s help, and the strength he has given me, I am now come to do; I command ye therefore, upon the peril of your lives, to depart immediately out of this place; go, get you out! Make haste! Ye venal slaves be gone! Go! Take away that shining bauble there, and lock up the doors. In the name of God, go!

*In Greek mythology, cleaning out the stables of King Augeas of Elis was Hercules’ sixth labour.
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‘A passionate attachment of one nation for another produces a variety of evils’

GEORGE WASHINGTON

Presidential farewell address, 17 September 1796


GEORGE WASHINGTON

Born 22 February 1732 in Bridges Creek, Virginia.

Joined the Virginia militia, and by 1755 was commanding it in the French and Indian War. Returned to manage his recently inherited estates at Mount Vernon, 1759–75, where he married and became a leading figure in colonial politics, taking up the complaints of landowners against the British authorities. He represented Virginia in the Continental Congresses in 1774–5, and on the outbreak of the Revolutionary War became commander of the new Continental Army. Initial success at Boston was followed by defeat at the Battle of Long Island; he took the British by surprise at Trenton and Princeton, but then lost Philadelphia. His victory at Yorktown, in 1781, led to British surrender and American independence. After some years at Mount Vernon, he chaired the Philadelphia convention that produced the American Constitution, and at the end of April 1789 he was elected as the first US president by unanimous vote of the Electoral College. He served for two terms, and retired to Mount Vernon.

Died 14 December 1799 in Virginia.



As the first president of the United States, and the commander of the Continental Army that won its independence, George Washington holds a unique place in American history. He served two terms as president, and could have stood for re-election, for at that time there was no restriction on how long a president could serve. But he chose not to, and on 17 September 1796 he delivered his carefully thought-out farewell address, which was printed for the public to read two days later. It became a landmark document of US principles, widely popularized, and for many years afterwards it received an annual airing in Congress.

The speech contained two main thrusts. First, as the head of state of a young nation created in the heat of revolution, Washington stressed the need for unity among the states, parties and citizens that comprised the Union. He stressed the values, religion and culture that were common to all. (He was not, of course, addressing African American slaves or Native American ‘Indians’ – he was rather speaking to those of European extraction, the citizenry.) In Washington’s view, for the United States to survive and prosper, the word ‘United’ had to be sacrosanct, over and above any other internal debate or disagreement. It was a message to both political parties, the Federalists and Thomas Jefferson’s Republicans.

A large part of the speech was devoted to foreign affairs. In Washington’s view, it was essential for the United States to remain aloof from systems of alliances and to avoid favouring one foreign country over another. He was speaking at a time when Europe was being convulsed by the French Revolution’s aftermath and Napoleon was sweeping through Italy. Closer to home, the United States remained sandwiched between British Canada and the territories still under Franco-Spanish sway. On the one hand, and despite the American Revolution, many in the United States felt culturally British and were inclined to support Britain, and this view was predominant among the Federalists. However, others – particularly among the Republicans – felt drawn to French republican ideals, and of course France had aided the American independence struggle. Instead, Washington proposed a kind of principled neutrality. It would become a tenet of American foreign policy up until the 20th century.

From his own long experience, Washington had good reasons for the advice he gave. He saw early action in the French and Indian War (1754–63), the bloodiest American war of the 18th century. That war was the North American aspect of a wider conflict – the Seven Years War – in which the British finally overcame the French in the struggle for supremacy in colonial North America. Indeed, some historians have called that war the first ‘world’ war. Washington served in it with bravery, revealing his natural military talents.

He was able to spend his time rather more peacefully in the 1760s and early 1770s, attending to wealthy estates he’d inherited around Mount Vernon and becoming politically active in the Virginia House of Burgesses. He became a Virginia representative at the Continental Congresses held in 1774 and 1775 to express colonists’ dissatisfaction at British policies. When dissatisfaction turned into war, Washington was the natural candidate to lead the hastily put together Continental Army.

What Americans call the ‘Revolutionary War’, and what the British call the ‘American War of Independence’, was in many respects a form of civil war, pitting pro-independence colonists against loyalist colonists. But it too became internationalized, once France intervened in 1778 on the side of the revolutionaries. Washington’s eventual triumph over the British General Cornwallis at Yorktown, Virginia, in 1781, came at the end of a hard-fought struggle, in which the Continental Army had at one point appeared shattered. Indeed, in winter 1777–8 but for Washington’s qualities as leader, the revolutionary cause might have been lost.

It is no wonder that, as president, and with more than his fair share of soldiering behind him, Washington sought to use his office to emphasize the causes of American unity and American avoidance of entanglement in Europe’s squabbles.

FRIENDS AND FELLOW-CITIZENS: the period for a new election of a citizen, to administer the executive government of the United States, being not far distant, and the time actually arrived when your thoughts must be employed in designating the person who is to be clothed with that important trust, it appears to me proper, especially as it may conduce to a more distinct expression of the public voice, that I should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed, to decline being considered among the number of those out of whom a choice is to be made . . .

. . . I have the consolation to believe that, while choice and prudence invite me to quit the political scene, patriotism does not forbid it.

. . . A solicitude for your welfare which cannot end but with my life, and the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me, on an occasion like the present, to offer to your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your frequent review, some sentiments which are the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and which appear to me all-important to the permanency of your felicity as a people.

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every ligament of your hearts, no recommendation of mine is necessary to fortify or confirm the attachment.

The unity of government, which constitutes you one people, is also now dear to you. It is justly so; for it is a main pillar in the edifice of your real independence, the support of your tranquillity at home, your peace abroad; of your safety; of your prosperity; of that very liberty, which you so highly prize . . . Citizens, by birth or choice, of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of American, which belongs to you, in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of patriotism, more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades of difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits and political principles. You have in a common cause fought and triumphed together; the independence and liberty you possess are the work of joint counsels, and joint efforts, of common dangers, sufferings and successes.

But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to your sensibility, are greatly outweighed by those, which apply more immediately to your interest. Here every portion of our country finds the most commanding motives for carefully guarding and preserving the Union of the whole . . . [Y]our Union ought to be considered as a main prop of your liberty, and that the love of the one ought to endear to you the preservation of the other.

. . . Observe good faith and justice towards all nations; cultivate peace and harmony with all. Religion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it be, that good policy does not equally enjoin it? It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great nation, to give to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and benevolence. Who can doubt, that, in the course of time and things, the fruits of such a plan would richly repay any temporary advantages, which might be lost by a steady adherence to it? Can it be, that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a nation with its virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which ennobles human nature. Alas! Is it rendered impossible by its vices?

. . . A passionate attachment of one nation for another produces a variety of evils. Sympathy for the favourite nation, facilitating the illusion of an imaginary common interest, in cases where no real common interest exists, and infusing into one the enmities of the other, betrays the former into a participation in the quarrels and wars of the latter, without adequate inducement or justification. It leads also to concessions to the favourite nation of privileges denied to others, which is apt doubly to injure the nation making the concessions; by unnecessarily parting with what ought to have been retained; and by exciting jealousy, ill-will, and a disposition to retaliate, in the parties from whom equal privileges are withheld. And it gives to ambitious, corrupted or deluded citizens (who devote themselves to the favourite nation) facility to betray or sacrifice the interests of their own country, without odium, sometimes even with popularity; gilding, with the appearances of a virtuous sense of obligation, a commendable deference for public opinion, or a laudable zeal for public good, the base or foolish compliances of ambition, corruption, or infatuation . . . .

. . . Against the insidious wiles of foreign influence (I conjure you to believe me, fellow-citizens,) the jealousy of a free people ought to be constantly awake; since history and experience prove, that foreign influence is one of the most baneful foes of republican government. But that jealousy, to be useful, must be impartial; else it becomes the instrument of the very influence to be avoided, instead of a defence against it. Excessive partiality for one foreign nation, and excessive dislike of another, cause those whom they actuate to see danger only on one side, and serve to veil and even second the arts of influence on the other. Real patriots, who may resist the intrigues of the favourite, are liable to become suspected and odious; while its tools and dupes usurp the applause and confidence of the people, to surrender their interests . . .

The great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign nations, is, in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already formed engagements, let them be fulfilled with perfect good faith. Here let us stop.

Europe has a set of primary interests, which to us have none, or a very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign to our concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves, by artificial ties, in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities.

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course. If we remain one people, under an efficient government, the period is not far off, when we may defy material injury from external annoyance; when we may take such an attitude as will cause the neutrality, we may at any time resolve upon, to be scrupulously respected; when belligerent nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not lightly hazard the giving us provocation; when we may choose peace or war, as our interest, guided by justice, shall counsel.

Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a situation? Why quit our own to stand upon foreign ground? Why, by interweaving our destiny with that of any part of Europe, entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humour or caprice?

It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world; so far, I mean, as we are now at liberty to do it; for let me not be understood as capable of patronizing infidelity to existing engagements. I hold the maxim no less applicable to public than to private affairs, that honesty is always the best policy . . . Taking care always to keep ourselves, by suitable establishments, on a respectable defensive posture, we may safely trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergencies.

. . . Though, in reviewing the incidents of my administration, I am unconscious of intentional error, I am nevertheless too sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have committed many errors. Whatever they may be, I fervently beseech the Almighty to avert or mitigate the evils to which they may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope, that my country will never cease to view them with indulgence; and that, after forty-five years of my life dedicated to its service with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions of rest.

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love towards it, which is so natural to a man, who views it in the native soil of himself and his progenitors for several generations; I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat, in which I promise myself to realize, without alloy, the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my fellow-citizens, the benign influence of good laws under a free government, the ever favourite object of my heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labours and dangers.
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‘We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists’

THOMAS JEFFERSON

Presidential inaugural address, 4 March 1801


THOMAS JEFFERSON

Born 13 April 1743 into a well-established Virginia family. At William and Mary College, Williamsburg, he revealed the natural scholarship that he displayed all through life.

He became involved in Virginia politics, attending the second Continental Congress in 1776 and drafting the Declaration of Independence. He was a diplomat in France (1784–9) and then US secretary of state until 1794. He became vice-president to John Adams in 1796, and then served as president from 1801 to 1809, during which time the country was considerably enlarged through the ‘Louisiana Purchase’ of French-held territory. In later years he founded the University of Virginia and designed his Virginian house of Monticello, both long-cherished projects. Jefferson wrote his own epitaph for his gravestone: ‘Here was buried Thomas Jefferson, author of the Declaration of American Independence, of the statute of Virginia for religious freedom, and father of the University of Virginia.’

Died 4 July 1826.



The Virginian-Born Thomas Jefferson was no natural public speaker. But that was one of the few talents that this republican genius, who drafted the Declaration of Independence in 1776, did not possess. Neither did his disinclination for oratory damage his political career, for in 1801 he was chosen as the United States’ third president. For this occasion he did deliver a memorable address, brimming with his own kind of intellectual sparkle, generosity of spirit, humility and idealism about America’s path. It was a bravura beginning for his two-term presidency.

Jefferson interwove his strongly held beliefs about liberty, equality and America’s future with promises to serve the whole nation, not just his natural supporters. In the past, he had established something of a reputation as a partisan figure. He spent the years 1784–9 in Paris on diplomatic service, mostly as the United States’ Minister to France. There, he was able to observe at first hand the events leading to the French Revolution, which he welcomed. His French sojourn influenced his ideas on equality and democracy, and encouraged his Francophilia and republican idealism. When President Washington recalled him to become his secretary of state, Jefferson soon became leader of one of the emerging political groupings, the Republicans, who stressed individual liberty, decentralization, and who tended to be pro-French. It was, though, a minority position within the government; most of his colleagues supported the Federalist position, which stressed the Union, and which tended to be pro-British in international affairs. Jefferson resigned and he temporarily withdrew from political life in 1794.

In 1801, Jefferson gave his inaugural speech against a background of political wrangling at home and bloody turmoil abroad, as Europe underwent the chaos of the Napoleonic Wars. He sought to unify, mollify and invigorate. He contrasted the golden opportunities presented by America’s ‘rising nation, spread over a wide and fruitful land’ with the ‘exterminating havoc of one quarter of the globe’, and expressed his desire that the United States should maintain its neutrality – as the country’s first president, Washington, had argued. He expressed his trust in the ability of citizens to govern themselves – that it could produce the ‘strongest government on earth’ – and mocked those who might imagine there existed ‘angels in the forms of kings to govern’. He affirmed that protecting the rights of minorities was an obligation on the part of the majority. Importantly, in stressing the rights of the US states that made up the Union, as well as the role of the federal government in protecting the Union as a whole at home and abroad, he sought to bring both sides of the political debate together. In this way he could claim, in the speech’s most famous phrase, ‘We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists.’

FRIENDS AND FELLOW-CITIZENS: Called upon to undertake the duties of the first executive office of our country, I avail myself of the presence of that portion of my fellow-citizens which is here assembled to express my grateful thanks for the favour with which they have been pleased to look toward me, to declare a sincere consciousness that the task is above my talents, and that I approach it with those anxious and awful presentiments which the greatness of the charge and the weakness of my powers so justly inspire. A rising nation, spread over a wide and fruitful land, traversing all the seas with the rich productions of their industry, engaged in commerce with nations who feel power and forget right, advancing rapidly to destinies beyond the reach of mortal eye – when I contemplate these transcendent objects, and see the honour, the happiness
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