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			A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			I have long wondered how and by whom the story of United States nationhood was created. Nearly a decade ago I wrote a book, American Nations: A History of the Eleven Rival Regional Cultures of North America, that argued there was never one America but several, with distinctions dating back to the differences between the various North American colonial projects and the swaths of the continent each settled in the decades and centuries that followed. I knew that these regional cultures—Greater New England, Greater Appalachia, the Tidewater, the Deep South, and so on—had their own ethnographic, religious, political, and philosophical characteristics and that most had rallied together in response to an external threat: Britain’s attempt to systemize, homogenize, and consolidate its empire. At its birth, nobody seemed quite sure what the United States was. A treaty organization? A federation of sovereign nations? A nation-state in waiting? I was also aware that these questions persisted as late as the 1830s, and that the lack of answers threatened the survival of this new entity, whatever it was.

			In Union I set out to write a book that would reveal how the story of a shared nationhood was devised, disseminated, and ultimately upheld. What I discovered in the course of my research was an intellectual battle of the highest possible stakes that spanned a century and ultimately helped explain a great deal about the age in which we now live. I have told this story through the lives of five people who made themselves standard-bearers as well as lightning rods in this struggle for the hearts and minds of millions.

			The battle was initially fought between two vainglorious men who had been professional acquaintances and partisan allies—one a Harvard-educated New England preacher’s son, the other a mostly self-educated South Carolinian torn in his loyalties between aristocratic Charleston and the crude and dangerous Deep Southern frontier. One believed we were a nation founded upon shared, God-given ideals, the other that we were an alliance of sovereign nations defined by blood and built on inequity. They were both unexpectedly challenged by a fugitive slave from the Maryland Tidewater, who denounced their arguments from the greatest stages in the land and from the pages of his immensely popular books. The conflict would not be settled until the 1910s, after terrorist campaigns and a war that killed hundreds of thousands, when a Deep Southern president vanquished his ideological opponents and united the federation under an ethnonationalist vision of the American identity. Even then, one of his closest friends, perhaps the most famous American scholar of his age, was laying the groundwork for a later revolution. This book tells their story.

			At this writing our Republic faces existential dangers not unlike those of the 1820s, when the federation was sharply divided along regional lines and its members uncertain of what, if anything, held it together. The paths Union’s principal characters fought over remain before us, and the survival of the United States is at stake in the choices we make about which one to follow.

			Freeport, Maine

			December 2019

		

	
		
			ONE

			

			The enemy’s forces were surrounded, artillery raining down on them from three sides, their backs to the river, huddled in fortifications from which there was no escape. All through the night and into the morning, French and rebel cannonballs blasted the town’s hewn-log defenses, propelling wooden shrapnel through flesh and bone. Shells tore through buildings, buried men in their trenches, and scattered severed limbs across muddy streets. Within the collapsing walls, food was scarce, even though the commander had already expelled all the fugitive slaves who had sought shelter beneath his flag, the Union Jack.1

			Then a red-coated drummer appeared at the top of the parapet. His arms began moving rapidly as he beat on his instrument. The soldiers of the besieging armies couldn’t hear the drumroll over the din of artillery, but when a British officer appeared beside him, holding a white handkerchief above his head, the meaning was clear enough. The cannon stopped firing, the last clouds of smoke slowly rose into the sky, and the beat of the drum could be heard, signaling a desire to parley. The British officer and the drummer—the latter still broadcasting the request for a truce—stepped down from the defenses and walked slowly toward the American lines. A Continental officer ran up to greet his British counterpart and fastened a handkerchief over his eyes. He sent the drummer back over the parapet to Yorktown and led the blindfolded officer to meet General George Washington.2

			After a solemn night beneath a clear sky “decorated with ten thousand stars,” Lord Cornwallis negotiated his surrender. The day after that, October 19, 1781, his seven-thousand-man army marched out of the shattered Virginia port between rows of French and Continental troops, their regimental flags furled, the drummers playing “Welcome Brother Debtor,” a tune associated with imprisonment. They laid their rifles in heaps at the rebels’ feet.

			The war for American independence was at an end. But what now?

			

			•   •   •

			THIRTEEN OF BRITAIN’S seventeen mainland North American colonies had won independence, having banded together to face a common threat to their respective political institutions, traditions, and liberties. They had created a joint military command, the Continental Army, and a sort-of treaty organization, “The United States of America,” under the Articles of Confederation. Each of these American states was sovereign and independent, having agreed only to delegate defense, foreign trade, and foreign policy duties to their shared body, the Congress, which had fled from place to place during the conflict. Nobody really knew what this United States was or what it should become or even if it should continue to exist at all.

			These new states’ citizens didn’t think of themselves as “Americans,” except in the sense that French, German, and Spanish people might have considered themselves “Europeans.” If asked what country they were from, the soldiers who now occupied Yorktown would have said “Massachusetts” or “Virginia,” “Pennsylvania” or “South Carolina.” For years to come, newspaper editors across the former colonies would refer to the new collective not as a nation but as a “league” or as the “American states” or “Confederated America,” unsure of what it was or how long it might last.3

			The ethno-cultural landscape—with all its implications for nationhood—was even more complex. The descendants of English Puritans dominated most of New England and upstate New York; those of Southern English gentry and their indentured servants and slaves populated the Chesapeake country; those of the English slave planters of Barbados controlled life in the Deep Southern lowlands. The legacy of the Dutch colony of New Netherland had shaped the development of the area around New York City, while that of William Penn’s Quakers had begat an ethnic and religious mosaic (with a German plurality) up and down the Delaware Valley. The backcountry was overwhelmingly Scots-Irish, in constant friction with the coastal societies that usually governed it. If a nation can be described as a people with a sense of common culture, history, and belonging, there were, in effect, a half dozen of them within these “United States,” and outside New England there wasn’t a single state that wasn’t divided between two or, in the case of Maryland and Pennsylvania, three of them.4

			In the run-up to the war, one of the biggest arguments against leaving the Empire had been that a shared British identity was one of the few things keeping the colonies at peace with one another. In 1764 one anonymous letter to the editor of the New York Mercury warned that if the colonies achieved independence, “the disputes amongst ourselves would throw us into all the confusion, and bring on us all the calamities usually attendant on civil wars.”5 In Maryland Reverend Jonathan Boucher warned New Englanders would become “the Goths and Vandals of America,” conquering their neighbors.6 The Founding Father John Dickinson of Pennsylvania predicted that an independent British North America would collapse into “a multitude of Commonwealths, Crimes, and Calamities—centuries of mutual Jealousies, Hatreds, Wars and Devastations, until at last the exhausted Provinces shall sink into Slavery under the yoke of some fortunate conqueror.” Leaving Britain, he added, was tantamount to “destroying a house before we have got another, in winter, with a small family.”7

			Wartime regional divisions were so profound that, in 1778, the British secret agent Paul Wentworth reported there would be not one American Republic, but three: an “eastern republic of Independents in church and state,” a “middle republic of toleration in church and state,” and a “southern . . . mixed government copied nearly from Great Britain.” The differences between them, Wentworth argued, were greater than those between the nations of Europe. Even after the war the London papers reported that “the States consider themselves thirteen independent provinces, subject to no other control than their own assemblies. The authority of Congress, to which they submitted but from necessity during the war they have now almost generally thrown off.” Edward Bancroft, a postwar British spy, predicted the American confederation would surely splinter, leaving only the “question whether we shall have thirteen separate states in alliance or whether New England, the middle, and the southern states will form three new Confederations.”8

			One thing was clear to the confederation’s elites in the aftermath of the war: Unless a more formidable union could be negotiated, the United States would soon fall apart. “I . . . predict the worst consequences from a half-starved, limping government, that appears to be always moving upon crutches and tottering at every step,” Washington wrote in 1784, and added in 1786: “I do not conceive we can long exist as a nation without having lodged somewhere a power which will pervade the whole union in as energetic a manner as the authority of the different state governments extends over the several states.”9 Everyone realized, Jefferson would later recall, that “these separate independencies, like the petty States of Greece, would be eternally at war with each other.”10

			The Constitutional Convention of 1787 was called in response to this growing crisis and yielded a legalistic remedy: a stronger federal government constrained by elaborate checks and balances between its monarchical, aristocratic, democratic, and priestly components—the presidency, Senate, House, and Supreme Court—and vis-à-vis the states themselves, which arguably remained sovereign little nations. The whole point was to ensure no one block of colonies—no one regional culture—would be able to force its will on the others. The word “nation” was conspicuously absent from the constitution that was drafted.

			The United States of America came into being as a contractual agreement, a means to an end for the parties involved. No one thought they had created a nation-state of the sort that Holland or Prussia or post-Revolutionary France was, and that central Europe’s Romantic thinkers hoped the states of the German Confederation might one day become. Its people lacked a shared history, religion, or ethnicity. They didn’t speak a unique language all their own. They hadn’t occupied the continent long enough to imagine it as a mythic homeland, a place their people had dwelled in since time immemorial, and they’d killed or supplanted those people who did have the right to make such a claim. They lacked a common political heritage apart from the imperial ties against which they had just revolted, and they had no shared story of who they were and what their purpose was. In short, they had none of the practical or ideological foundations of a nation-state.11

			The United States was a state in search of nationhood, a country in search of a story of its origins, identity, and purpose. It needed to find these things if it was to survive.

			

			•   •   •

			FOR A TIME the ad hoc remedy to this problem was to define American identity in terms of participation in the shared struggle of the American Revolution. Washington, commander in chief and founding president, was venerated almost as a monarch until his death in 1799, then promptly promoted to demigod: the father of the nation, the mythic lawgiver, a man of perfect virtue, wisdom, and morals whom “Americans” might strive to emulate. Parson Mason Weems, a hustler-cum-historian, invented stories to buttress this image and disseminated them at considerable profit in pamphlets and, later, his book-length Life of George Washington. Washington’s birthday was made a public holiday. His remains were treated as sacred relics, their resting place fought over between Virginia (which held them) and the U.S. Congress, which had appropriated money to house them in a purpose-built D.C. shrine. Virginia won.12

			But the beatification of Washington and his wartime supporting cast—Henry Knox, Nathan Hale, Ethan Allen, the Marquis de Lafayette—only worked as a placeholder for a national narrative for as long as 1776 remained in living memory. By the 1810s the Revolutionary soldiers and Founding Fathers began dying off, leaving a growing void where the country’s sense of national identity should have been. Backcountry settlers in the Appalachian uplands had rebelled against the authority of the governments of Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and the United States in the early 1790s. New Englanders considered seceding from the federation during the War of 1812, and the governor of Massachusetts had conspired with British officials to frustrate the federal war effort.

			The federation’s leaders began panicking. Senators slapped a tariff on the British books they feared were brainwashing Americans in their own schools and libraries.13 Noah Webster toiled away at compiling an “American” dictionary with distinctive words and spelling conventions in an effort to create a “national” language because, as he put it, “America should have her own, distinct from all the world.”14 The intellectuals who wrote for the leading journal of the era, The North American Review, lamented that the United States couldn’t produce a history of its own—a story of itself and its origins—because its component states couldn’t agree on what it should say. “It will be at best but a combination of distinct histories,” one lamented, “which subsequent events only show the propriety of uniting in a single narrative.” If new adhesives weren’t developed, if someone didn’t fashion a compelling story of what America was, the young Union was expected to fall apart.15

			This is the story of the struggle to create that national story and, with it, an American nationhood. It is told through the eyes of the primary combatants themselves: three men born in very different circumstances at the dawn of the nineteenth century who would develop three competing answers to the United States’ existential questions; and two who came of age in the aftermath of the Civil War and witnessed the triumph of one vision over the other in the second decade of a new century. It’s the story of how the peoples of the United States answered those great existential questions of nationhood: Where did we come from? Who are we? Where are we going?

			I end the story at the point when a broad consensus on how to answer these questions was finally achieved. It’s a struggle that takes the better part of a century, a period in which we see the federation radically transformed—geographically, technologically, economically, and philosophically—into an industrial empire capable of dominating the world. This consensus was by no means final, but its contours make this a sobering and cautionary tale for readers today.

		

	
		
			TWO

			

			In the late summer of 1813, on the outskirts of one of the federation’s largest towns, a dusty stagecoach arrived, carrying as one of its passengers a short, thin, wide-eyed boy with close-cropped hair. He looked awkward, shy, and unsure of himself, standing amid the rumbling oxcarts and boisterous street peddlers. He looked around to get his bearings, which wasn’t easy, as he was nearsighted. His new school turned out to be right in front of him, just over a low, unpainted wooden fence abutting the west side of the square.

			Harvard College looked bigger than his old boarding school, which had just a single building. This school contained six brick and granite structures clustered together on the far side of the messy college yard, where great piles of firewood surrounded a large hole in the ground where workmen were digging the foundations for a new building. Beyond, to the north and east, was what one student would describe as “an indefinite extent of wild pasture and whortleberry swamp, the depths of which were rarely penetrated by the most adventurous freshman.”

			Facing the Yard across Harvard Square and Peabody Street was a row of wooden houses, and George Bancroft may have seen his future professors and classmates coming and going from their doorsteps. An unlucky few were lodged in the one dwelling reputedly haunted by a woman whose husband had murdered her there in the previous century. Fortunately Bancroft’s lodgings were a block away. He picked up his modest baggage and made his way to the home of sea captain Luther Dana, probably accompanied by his roommate, Stephen Salisbury, a childhood friend from his hometown of Worcester, forty miles to the west. There he was shown to the ground-floor room where he would spend his first year in Cambridge.1

			Some twelve-year-olds would have been intimidated. Harvard was already the preeminent higher education institution in the country. The 177-year-old institution had cultivated New England’s intellectual and clerical leadership for generations, drawing students from elite families over the entire length of the Eastern Seaboard.

			But young George Bancroft was not easily cowed. It was not because he was part of the Massachusetts upper class, the so-called Boston Brahmins. His parents, who lived in a farmhouse on the edge of Worcester, struggled to support thirteen children and George’s sickly grandmother who would live to be ninety-seven. His mother, Lucretia, whose wealthy Tory parents had lost everything in the Revolution, dutifully followed the advice of Count Rumford, the author of thrifty New England self-help booklets like “On the Management of Fire and the Economy of Fuel” and “Of Food, and Particularly of Feeding the Poor,” with its advice on the preparation of “Indian corn,” macaroni, potatoes, and “the cheapest soup that can be made.” “I learn’d many cheap dishes and made them satisfactory to my family,” she would later recall. “I always did it with my own hands, they as cheerful and satisfied as if it was a dainty.” George, the Bancrofts’ eighth child, had attended Phillips Exeter Academy on a full scholarship. Harvard was awarding him one, too, both because he had graduated first in his class and also because everyone there knew his father.2

			Aaron Bancroft was deeply immersed in the intellectual life of post-Puritan New England. The son and grandson of orthodox Calvinist deacons, he had attended Harvard during the Revolution, with excused absences to fight as a volunteer at the Battles of Lexington and Bunker Hill. He had become a prominent preacher despite holding unorthodox theological views, ideas he would pass on to his cerebral fourth son.3

			From the beginnings of the Puritan migration in the 1630s, New Englanders had believed they were a chosen people, tasked by God to create a more perfect society on Earth, a “city upon a hill” to guide humanity. If they all did what God demanded, they would be rewarded; if any member failed in that task, they might all be punished, so individual behavior and the shaping of children’s morals were everyone’s business, and public institutions—meetinghouses, public schools, boards of selectmen, Harvard itself—were tasked with creating, maintaining, and protecting their utopian society. They believed God had charged them to propagate his will and to spread it across the Earth. Much was expected of individuals, but their interests were secondary to the success of the Yankees’ collective mission. Hereditary nobility, landed aristocrats, bishops, kings—the pillars of established authority in the English and, later, British empires to which they belonged—were threats to this mission.4

			Aaron Bancroft accepted all of these beliefs, but he rejected the orthodox Calvinist view that humans were inherently depraved and that their fates were predestined: that God had already decided if individuals were damned, and there was nothing they could do in their lifetimes to alter this fact. Instead, Reverend Bancroft believed that God had given humans the ability to discern right from wrong and that they could improve their moral selves through reason and conscience to achieve salvation. “He considered reason as a primary and universal revelation of God to men of all nations and all ages,” George would later say of him. “He was sure of the necessary harmony between reason and true religion, and he did not scruple to reject whatever seemed to him plainly in contradiction with it.”5

			Like most other New England intellectuals with such views, Aaron Bancroft became a Unitarian and later would be the founding president of the American Unitarian Association. During George’s childhood, Unitarianism spread like wildfire through New England’s political, intellectual, and business elite. Unitarians governed the publishing houses, the literary journals, the Athenæum in Boston, and Harvard itself. Through this network, Aaron published and distributed his sermons widely—John Adams praised them as “a chain of diamonds set in links of gold”—as well as his magnum opus, The Life of George Washington, a widely read biography released when George was seven.

			This legacy—reason bound to religiosity, a passion for shaping the mind through words and letters, a faith in humankind—was passed down to young George, who would hold it close for the rest of his very long life.

			It also opened the doors of Exeter and Harvard to the boy, who intended to follow his father’s path and become a minister.

			

			•   •   •

			FOR ALL OF ITS PRESTIGE, George did not find Harvard so different from Exeter. Indeed, by later standards, the college was little more than a glorified boarding school.

			Most parents sent their teenage boys there not to train them for a particular profession but to keep them out of trouble. The college offered a solution to adolescent temptation, sin, and wickedness in the form of an unrelenting schedule of compulsory classes, lectures, meals, and homework, all overseen by stern, morally upstanding tutors and professors, many of them trained ministers. There were no academic departments, just a single curriculum consisting of thirty-three scheduled subjects that every student took in the same order during their four years of study. Most of these “subjects” were actually an intensive study of one or two texts, with instruction given during four-hour-long recitation sessions. Church services were mandatory, with stiff fines for anyone who was tardy, absent, or, most worryingly, engaged in “indecent or irreverent behaviour.” Students were forbidden to travel to Boston—accessible via an eleven-seat stagecoach that made the six-mile round trip from Harvard Square only twice a day—except for Saturday afternoons, and they had to be back by eight that evening so as to pass the Puritan Sabbath eve in the required way: quietly in one’s dimly lit dorm room. Tutors patrolled the grounds at night, looking for transgressors.6

			Many of George’s 301 fellow undergraduates found ways to rebel.

			Some spent their Saturday afternoons in Boston taverns or whorehouses. Others sought admittance into one of the undergraduates’ covert clubs—the Hasty Pudding, Porcellian, or Pierian—where they cooked, drank, played sports or musical instruments, discussed books and newspapers and indulged in all sorts of other unsupervised and, therefore, illicit activities. They organized elaborate pranks, and shared famous past exploits with one another, like how the breakfast water in the dining hall had been tampered with one morning in 1791, causing the disruption of the annual commencement ceremonies when more than a hundred undergraduates simultaneously vomited on their parents, teachers, and peers. They lit bonfires and barrels of pitch in Harvard Yard, or wrote insulting messages to teachers, affixed them to cannonballs, and dropped them from the rooftops as their intended recipients approached. Occasionally they simply rioted, throwing bread, crockery, or buckets of ink and water at one another.7

			George did not participate in these high jinks. While his roommate and other boys took dance lessons, skated on ponds, frolicked in Boston or at the tiny tavern on Fresh Pond, George focused on his studies and obeyed the rules. He befriended his teachers and President John Kirkland, who occasionally invited him to his house for dinner. Reverend Andrews Norton, who oversaw the library, taught biblical criticism, and was known as the “Unitarian pope,” became a confidant and mentor. George’s freshman-year Latin instructor, nineteen-year-old Edward Everett, would become a lifelong friend and role model, plowing a path that would lead George to see places and do things his father would never have dreamed of. Fellow students considered George a dull teacher’s pet and mockingly referred to him as “Doctor Bancroft.”

			He excelled at what was then Harvard’s most important subject, the now-forgotten discipline of “moral philosophy.” This encompassed what we would today call psychology, sociology, economics, political science, and metaphysics—a comprehensive examination of human nature and how it could be perfected by rationally aligning itself with God’s discernible plan. In such studies George discovered the intellectual foundations of his father’s worldview: that faith and reason were compatible, that scientific investigation could reveal God’s plan, and that ethical self-improvement and discipline would enable men to hasten it along. Harvard’s Unitarian clergymen “tried to teach the means of leading a virtuous, useful, unselfish life, which they held to be sufficient for salvation,” the historian Henry Adams would later write. “For them, difficulties might be ignored; doubts were waste of thought. . . . Boston had solved the Universe.”8

			

			•   •   •

			GEORGE GRADUATED at the top of the class in 1817, was elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and was given the honor of delivering the English-language oration at the commencement ceremonies. His address was entitled “On the Dignity and Utility of the Philosophy of the Human Mind” and concluded with fulsome praise for those who chose the life of the intellectual, as he intended to do himself. “The man who has been introduced to the wonders and glories and pleasures of intellect feels himself elevated above the common sphere of mankind,” the sixteen-year-old said. “He lives in an upper world and contemplates with calm indifference the labours of ordinary men, as of inferior beings, like the majestick eagle, who, heedless of the croakings of the ravens below, rises on his ample wing, ‘Sailing with supreme dominion through the Azure deep of air.’”

			President Kirkland didn’t offer him supreme dominion, but he did help the earnest teen secure a scholarship to continue his studies for another six months so that he could earn a master’s degree in theology, the next step toward becoming a minister. Some of Bancroft’s classmates were going on to earn degrees at Harvard’s new law and medical schools—the latter was buying cadavers from questionable suppliers in New York as local authorities had recently clamped down on grave robbers—or were entering business. Even if he’d wanted to follow such professional paths, he lacked the money and connections to do so. The ministry was what Kirkland, Professor Norton, and his parents all expected of him, and at a time when sermons were one of the main ways of shaping public opinion, the profession suited Bancroft’s intellectual aspirations. He watched as Edward Everett took the pulpit of Brattle Street Church, New England’s most prestigious perch, and electrified Boston’s elite with daring feats of oratory. (“All his speech was music, and with such variety and invention that the ear was never tired,” reported an area schoolboy named Ralph Waldo Emerson.) Bancroft had reason to hope he might one day do the same, maybe even at Brattle Street. “The plan of life, which I have adopted, indicates very clearly that I must become, either an instructor at the University, or a clergyman, or set up a high school,” he told Kirkland. “There may be no need of me at Cambridge; it may be either disagreeable or impracticable to found an honourable school; I may expect, therefore, that I am to become a preacher.”9

			But as Bancroft practiced preaching and made his way through texts for aspiring divines in the shortening days of December 1817, Kirkland surprised him with a request to help him save Harvard.

			Throughout his seven years as president, Kirkland had been trying to pull his tradition-bound college into the nineteenth century. The school’s teaching methods were outdated and discouraged the very sort of intellectual inquiry its Unitarian trustees championed. Faculty morale was low. Professors were poorly paid, had no opportunities to do research or scholarship, and were expected to spend every waking hour surveilling and disciplining the students, dodging the occasional cannonball along the way. Kirkland—a charming, gentlemanly Harvard-trained Unitarian minister—was painfully aware that the universities of Europe put all of America’s tiny colleges to shame, and he longed to adopt their reason-based, scientific approach to research and inquiry, their seminar-like teaching methods, their panoply of subject-specific academic departments offering advanced courses of study that led to a proper doctoral degree. He knew that if Harvard was to achieve this goal, it would need faculty who had been immersed in the German intellectual milieu and who could replicate the aspects of it that could serve the college’s mission and bring higher learning to North America. With the financial backing of like-minded trustees, Kirkland sought to send an elite cadre of recent Harvard graduates to earn their doctorates in the Old World, hoping that on their return they could spark a New England renaissance at the Yard.

			Everett, the golden boy of his generation, had been Kirkland’s first emissary. Kirkland had lured Brattle Street’s star preacher back to Cambridge with an endowed professorship and a two-year, all-expenses-paid trip to earn his doctorate at one of Germany’s most prestigious universities. In April 1815 Everett and George Ticknor, Harvard’s prospective languages professor, had departed for Göttingen’s Georgia Augusta University. The tutor Joseph Cogswell, later to be appointed professor of geology and mineralogy, joined them the following year. All three were impressed with what they found there. (“What a mortifying distance there is between a European and an American scholar,” Ticknor reported. “We do not even know the process by which a man is to be made one [and I expect] two or three generations at least must pass away before we make the discovery and succeed in the experiment.”) They urged Kirkland to send more Harvard men in their footsteps as soon as possible.10

			Kirkland, surveying the Yard, chose Bancroft. The hard part would be convincing the earnest young man to agree to the proposition. A PhD wasn’t necessary to pursue a ministerial career, and Aaron Bancroft feared his son might be corrupted by Germany’s notoriously liberal social and theological environment, where the authorship of the Bible itself was dissected as if it were merely another piece of literature.

			A former U.S. president dissuaded Bancroft as well. As he pondered his decision in the spring of 1818, Professor Andrews Norton invited him along on a trip to Quincy to visit John Adams. The eighty-two-year-old received them cordially in his parlor, where Mrs. Adams presided over tea and a shifting cast of grandchildren. Norton introduced Adams to his seventeen-year-old companion and mentioned the young man would soon be studying at a German university. “With a frankness which did not at all clash with the welcome of my reception,” Bancroft later recalled, “the venerable man broke out in somewhat abrupt and very decisive words against educating young Americans in European schools, insisting, and from a certain point of view very correctly, that a home education is the best for an American.”11

			It was, in the end, George’s father’s decision, and Reverend Bancroft placed his faith in a wealthy and worldly friend, George Cabot, a Revolutionary-era privateer who had nearly led New England to secede from the Union during the War of 1812. “Mr. Cabot emphatically advised that the offer should be accepted,” George later recalled. “His opinion was positive and clear; he had no doubt about it.”12

		

	
		
			THREE

			

			Nine hundred miles to the south, Bancroft’s future intellectual rival, William Gilmore Simms, was also concluding his college studies, but under very different circumstances.

			The College of Charleston, which twelve-year-old Simms had been attending for two years, was the oldest higher education institution in his native South Carolina. It was also, quite possibly, the worst in the Union.

			It had been chartered by the legislature in 1785, and despite being granted a nine-acre campus in South Carolina’s greatest city and showered with donations from patriotic plantation owners, only six students had received a bachelor’s degree there by 1794. Most graduates were poorly read fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds who had followed a curriculum akin to that of a grammar school, only with less supervision. “The moral habits of many of the students were considerably depraved; of some of them shockingly so,” one later reported. In a vote of confidence the college headmaster sent his own children to Harvard and Yale instead. By 1803 the school had squandered its endowment and sold off most of its campus to pay off debts. By 1811 it had become a public nuisance, with derelict buildings and pupils running amok and sometimes killing passersby with stones. “It was a cage of every unclean bird,” an alumnus later recalled. “I look back with horror to my boyish days spent there.”1

			By the time William Gilmore Simms enrolled in 1816, the trustees had given up. Most of the institution’s buildings were being rented out to tenants, reducing the college to a trio of loosely affiliated grammar schools operating without the assistance or oversight of the board. “Experience has shown that Charleston does not yet supply a sufficient number of youths who [are competent to] receive all the advantages of a collegiate education,” they concluded.2

			The state’s anti-intellectual culture was largely responsible for the state of its education system, a fact Simms would bemoan for the rest of his life. South Carolina’s founding settlers had been planters from the English colony of Barbados, members of a slaveholding oligarchy infamous throughout the Empire for immorality, arrogance, and the excessive display of wealth. In the early 1670s, as land on their island ran short, some had come to the subtropical lowlands of the future Palmetto State seeking to duplicate the West Indian slave society they’d left behind, with its gang-labor system and disenfranchised white laboring class propping up a sumptuous fortified capital of pastel town houses and crushed seashell streets. Until the eighteenth century the colony was simply referred to as “Carolina in the West Indies,” and by the time Simms was finishing his studies, its people had spread their culture across the lowlands of Georgia and the southernmost part of North Carolina, and were pressing on into new territory in the Mississippi and Alabama country.

			The oligarchy, which despite the American Revolution maintained ironclad control over Deep Southern political, legal, and business affairs, had little interest in public education. They hired private tutors for their own children, and sent their sons to English boarding schools and universities. South Carolina didn’t create a statewide public school system until 1811, and outside of Charleston it existed primarily on paper. As late as 1850 only 16 percent of South Carolina’s white children were attending school, compared to more than 90 percent of Maine’s. The enslaved black majority wasn’t allowed to read at all. Lacking demand, colonial South Carolina had only two higher education institutions, the College of Charleston and South Carolina College in Columbia, the state’s capital. As a bright and bookish child without the means or connections to study elsewhere, Simms had to make do with the paltry education his native city could provide.3

			

			•   •   •

			
			SIMMS’S SHORT LIFE had already had its fill of tragedy and upheaval.

			He was born on April 17, 1806, the namesake son of a Charleston tavern and grocery owner. His older brother, John, died seven months after William’s birth, a few weeks before turning two. Ten weeks later his mother, Harriet Singleton Simms, bled to death giving birth to another baby boy, who expired two days later. The three were buried beside the children’s grandfather in St. Michael’s cemetery. Her family inscribed on her tombstone: “Happy the babe who privileged by fate, to shorter labor and a lighter weight; Received but yesterday the gift of breath, ordered tomorrow to return to death.” It was all too much for William’s father, whose hair reportedly turned white within a week. His business, which was on King Street at the heart of the city, promptly failed. Proclaiming Charleston “a place of tombs,” the elder Simms left William with his grieving mother-in-law and disappeared into the wilds of Tennessee. At age two, William was effectively an orphan.4

			The boy, bright but sickly, was raised by his grandmother, who was forty-five and twice widowed when he came to live with her. Jane Miller Singleton Gates, he would later recall, was “a stern though affectionate parent,” who embraced the adage that children should hear everything and say nothing and “taught me the first great lesson without which we learn none—obedience.” The two were nonetheless close, and he took great pleasure in the incredible family stories she told him. Her father-in-law, Thomas Singleton, a Virginian who came to South Carolina in the 1760s, became the Johnny Appleseed of tobacco, touring the backcountry to advise settlers how to plant and cure the valuable plant and sell them copies of his pamphlet, A Treatise on the Culture of Tobacco. (“To these instructions in a great measure,” the Charleston City Gazette later declared, “is owing the flourishing state the culture of this great staple of Carolina is now in.”) During the two-year British siege of Revolutionary Charleston, she told her wide-eyed grandson, Thomas had kept a live baboon in his basement, which he dressed in a military uniform and named for the British commandant Colonel Nisbet Balfour; “Strut, Balfour, strut!” he would order the primate. He spent the last three years of the war as a British hostage aboard a sweltering prison hulk in St. Augustine, Florida. Simms’s grandmother had herself helped other patriots escape the besieged city by rowing them across the Ashley River to safety. Her husband, John Singleton, had fought in the backcountry, which descended into a messy civil war between Loyalist and patriot neighbors, with terrible atrocities committed by both sides. Decades later, these accounts would make their way into some of Simms’s blockbuster novels.5

			He was a lonely child. “I grew hard in consequence, hard, perhaps, of manner; but with a heart craving love beyond all other possessions,” he later confided to a friend. “My mind was of a very uncompromising sort, my temper exceedingly earnest and impassioned and my pride, springing, perhaps, something from the feeling of isolation in which I found myself at an early age—without father or mother, brother or indeed, kindred of any kind,” he told another. When other children played joyfully, he would be filled with sadness. “Sickness, and suffering, and solitude crouched o’er my cradle,” he recalled. When healthy, he would go on long walks to brood among the ruins of abandoned forts and batteries or would listen to the fireside tales of the dozens of cotton and tobacco wagoners from all across the Southern frontier who camped in the yard behind the Bull’s Head Tavern at the end of journeys. Sometimes members of the Catawba tribe would travel to Charleston from their reservation in the northernmost part of their state to barter skins and handmade cooking pots. They, too, would find a place in the books he would later write, books a young nation in search of itself would eagerly read.6

			Though his grandmother constantly fretted and economized, their material circumstances were actually quite stable. From his maternal grandfather, young Simms had inherited two houses in Charleston, one of which they rented out, and as many as twenty-five slaves, presumably among them Thomas Singleton’s “faithful negro boy Cato,” whom Thomas in his will asked “to be kindly treated and kept in memory of me.”* Jane hired out many of these slaves for income but, according to Simms, badly mismanaged his own inheritance. She “hoarded so religiously, as to withhold the appropriations necessary to my education,” he complained, rendering it “wretchedly neglected.”7

			He watched the sons of the Charleston elite drill with private tutors or board the sailing vessels that would whisk them away to Exeter and Eton, Cambridge, Massachusetts, or Cambridge, England. Instead, Simms attended the public elementary school where his favorite instructor was the “old Irishman” who taught him to read and write. “He was the best, and he knew little,” Simms later said. The other teachers, unsupervised and ignorant, showed up only two days out of five, and none could teach him arithmetic. “The teachers were generally worthless in morals and as ignorant as worthless,” he added. “The whole system . . . was worthless and scoundrelly.” Fortunately he was often too sick to attend classes and could direct his own studies at home. “I got books, devoured them—books of all kinds without order or discrimination, and probably in this way, acquired a thousand times more than I could have done under the ordinary school advantages.” He often read late into the night, concealing his flickering bedroom candle behind a large dried goods box, and “soon emptied all the bookshelves of my acquaintances.”8

			

			•   •   •

			IN THE SPRING OF 1816, months before he was to begin studies at the College of Charleston, his grandmother received a letter from the far side of the vast young Mississippi Territory, which then included what is now Alabama. It was from William’s father.

			William Sr., his brother, John, and their respective slaves were farming frontier land near the Pearl River hamlet of Columbia, he wrote. He wanted his son to join him, and for the boy’s grandmother to escort the ten-year-old—by boat, stagecoach, and horseback—from the genteel port where he’d spent his whole life to an unknown land beyond the borders of the civilized world. Jane refused.9

			One day that summer, while William was walking down the street, a stranger seized him. William screamed and kicked as the man—a rough-looking fellow in his early fifties with a northern Irish accent and what Simms thought a very ugly appearance—tried to drag him away. The man claimed to be his uncle and said he was taking him to his father. William’s shrieks drew the attention of his neighbors and grandmother, who stopped the kidnapping. In the aftermath the would-be abductor was able to prove he was indeed James Simms, younger brother of William Simms Sr., whose signature was on a document that James carried that granted him power of attorney in any effort to recover the boy. Jane stood her ground. Not long thereafter, she and her grandson were in court, defendants in William Sr.’s custody suit.10

			The case was spectacular. Simms’s uncle retained Benjamin Cudworth Yancey, former law partner of John C. Calhoun and chairman of the state legislature’s judiciary committee. Simms’s grandmother hired the legislator Robert Hayne, a future South Carolina House Speaker, attorney general, governor, and U.S. senator, and John S. Richardson, the sitting attorney general. The case was heard by an associate justice of the state’s highest trial court, the nearly deaf sixty-two-year-old Elihu Hall Bay, who had a terrible stammer. “His respect for female character often led him into error, where a woman was a party,” the state appeals court chief justice John Belton O’Neall would later say of him. “Such a mistake in favor of the weak and lovely never soiled deeply the ermine of justice.” After hearing Jane’s plea that she was the only parent William had ever known, Justice Bay made another unusual ruling: He would let the boy decide.11

			The choice Simms faced was between all that he knew—his native city with its elegant town houses; its theaters, taverns, and slave market; a harbor of ships weighing anchor for the great cities of the Atlantic world; and shelves of books waiting to transport him to ancient Athens and Rome—and the southwestern frontier, a rough, dangerous, dynamic world of pioneers and ruffians, Indian warriors, and intra-imperial skirmishes known to him only from the tales of Bull’s Head Tavern wagoners. On one hand there was the grandmother who had stood by him, on the other a father he’d never met and who had abandoned him as an infant. Simms would second-guess and agonize over this decision for the rest of his life.

			“I declared my wish to remain with my Grandmother, and the rights of the father were set aside—I think now improperly, and as I now believe, to my irretrievable injury in many respects,” he would recall. “Had I gone with my father, I should have shown less feeling, but more world wisdom.”12

			

			•   •   •

			SHORTLY THEREAFTER Simms entered the College of Charleston. He read the classics and studied Latin, French, German, Spanish, and Italian. He was introduced to science and chemistry, which intrigued him enough to consider practicing medicine. “I grew apace in some things,” he would say, “backwards in others.” In his spare time he penned verses about the recently concluded War of 1812’s “most spirited events . . . particularly which took place on the ocean.”

			In 1818, as George Bancroft sailed for Göttingen, William Gilmore Simms, future first man of letters of the American South, finished his formal schooling at the age of twelve. He would later observe, “My education was accordingly almost wholly nominal.”13 His postgraduate travels took him only a few blocks away, to a Charleston apothecary’s shop, to begin an apprenticeship as a lowly pharmaceutical chemist.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			

			Earlier that year, six hundred miles north of Charleston and four hundred miles southwest of Cambridge, near the twisting, slow-moving brown waters of Tuckahoe Creek on the Maryland portion of the Delmarva Peninsula, a boy was born. He never knew his own birthday, but late in life he learned that it was sometime in February in the year 1818. He also never knew his birthplace, though it was likely either on the farm of tenant farmer Perry Steward or twelve miles to the south, at his grandparents’ log cabin, tucked in a crook of the Tuckahoe, a two-mile walk across low, flat land from the hamlet of Hillsboro.1

			His name was Freddy Bailey—Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey—and between the ages of one and six he lived with his grandparents, Isaac and Betsy Bailey, and an assortment of cousins and siblings. Isaac earned his wages as a plowman and sawyer on nearby farms, while Betsy minded the children and was sought after for her expertise in the making of fish nets, the planting of potatoes, and the delivery of babies. Freddy and the other kids played in the yard, the river, and the mud, imitating the sounds of farm animals. They ran wild through reeds and dirt roads to gawk at the bustling activity at the nearby Lee’s Mill, where farmers came to grind their corn and children came to fish in the millpond. At night, after filling their bellies with cornmeal mush scooped from a tray with empty oyster shells, they climbed a ladder to sleep on a platform set in the rafters.2

			It wasn’t until Freddy was four or five that he learned his grandparents’ cabin wasn’t actually theirs. Someone the adults called the Old Master—a man they spoke of in ominous and fearful tones—owned it, as well as the land it sat on. Most surprisingly for young Freddy, he also discovered that this mysterious figure owned his grandmother, all the other children and their mothers, and even Freddy’s mother—and Freddy, too. When you turn six years old, his grandparents told him, the Old Master will call for you, and you will go and live with him, and never return.3

			There was something called slavery, Freddy Bailey was learning, with growing fear and sorrow in his heart, and he was one of the enslaved.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			

			On the evening of August 14, 1818, just as the light began to fade, the stagecoach lurched and swayed over the crest of a hill and into the Leine Valley, presenting George Bancroft with his first view of Göttingen, the university town that would be his home for the next two years.

			It was a peaceful-looking city, its half-timbered buildings tightly packed within the circular mold of medieval walls that had been torn down half a century earlier, and a sight for a weary traveler’s eyes. Bancroft and his traveling companion, Frederic Hedge, the twelve-year-old son of one of his Harvard professors, had spent twenty-two pleasant days crossing the Atlantic to Amsterdam, followed by eight uncomfortable ones riding in a seemingly interminable chain of stagecoaches. They had crawled across the Netherlands, Western Prussia, and the northern Electorate of Hesse, changing horses and carriages every few hours at village inns and frequently stopping at tollbooths and customs posts. “Travelling in the public coaches of Germany,” Bancroft concluded, “would learn any one to bear a lingering disease without a shrug or a sigh.” Now they had finally arrived at their destination, looking down upon ancient church spires and the buildings of Georgia Augusta University, the center of higher learning in Germany. “The dews of the night were gracefully receiving the heat of a warm summer’s day and the meek twilight only increased the effect of the delightful vale which surrounded me,” a rapt Bancroft wrote the next day. “It was a lovely eve.”1

			Göttingen was unusually quiet that evening. Authorities of the Kingdom of Hannover, of which Göttingen was a part, had recently dispatched 150 hussars to restore peace after violent street clashes and then ordered the expulsion of hundreds of students, including virtually all of the non-Hannoverians studying there. For days Bancroft and Hedge had overheard their fellow passengers speaking of “blood and war” in the city, and so were relieved to find its narrow streets calm and patrolled by soldiers.2

			The riots pointed to the unsettled state of the “Germany” in which the two young Americans had just arrived. In the early nineteenth century, Germany was a region, not a nation-state. For hundreds of years the German-speaking peoples of Europe formed a majority of the population in more than three hundred independent kingdoms, principalities, duchies and grand duchies, counties, lordships and baronies, free cities, and independent abbeys spread across Central Europe, not to mention the Archduchy of Austria, which was itself the core of a vast multiethnic empire extending over much of East-Central Europe and into the Balkans. While Bancroft was at Harvard, Napoleon Bonaparte’s empire had collapsed, and the map of Europe had suddenly been redrawn, with most of the German states, Prussia, and the Austrian crown lands agreeing to band together in a new German Confederation, a loose interstate alliance with a shared parliament that oversaw collective defense and diplomacy. This arrangement had obvious parallels with that of the young United States: a weak association whose component states considered themselves sovereign and commanded the primary loyalties of their citizens. Some thinkers argued that Germans were an extended family, sharing customs, values, and proclivities and should therefore become a united national state like France; others feared that such a plan would destroy liberty, diversity, and the peace of Europe. Bancroft would be undertaking his graduate studies within this giant laboratory of nationalism, where history-changing experiments in nation building were under way, many of them conducted by the very men under whom he studied.3

			The student exodus had left open a wide choice of housing to the young American, allowing him to rent a desirable two-room apartment on Gotmarstrasse, just a block from the market square at the city center, where his landlord served breakfasts of coffee and brown bread. The city was better off without the disorderly students, Bancroft remarked in a letter to President Kirkland, adding that it had been “too full and could well spare the abundance.” He deposited young Frederic Hedge with a tutor in a nearby village, introduced himself to most of his professors, and explored his new surroundings with enthusiasm.4

			Göttingen was a medieval town of ten thousand inhabitants with clean and well-paved streets, Bancroft discovered, but it offered few distractions from study. Its prominent buildings—from the astronomical observatory at the edge of town to the hospital, churches, and university at its center—were plain and straightforward. Many of the houses were simple frame-and-plaster structures, and a number of the rest had obviously been constructed from stones scavenged from long-lost watchtowers. There was a single private literary club and a number of houses offering cheap meals to students, who ate quickly and in silence, hunkered down with caps on their heads. The ruins of the town walls were now capped with a raised public walkway lined with shade trees. Though he found this promenade beautiful, Bancroft did not like taking his evening strolls there because of the “swarms” of romancing young people. (“Decency is not much regarded by them, nay indecency is often outraged,” he complained to an American friend, before quoting the ancient Roman poet Catullus: “Quod indignum est, omnes pusilli et semitarii moechi.” (“They don’t deserve this, all these puny little alleyway fornicators.”)5

			He had a much more favorable impression of the university itself. In 1818 it was considered the finest university in Christendom, if not the most Christian of universities. Founded in 1737, it had emerged as a center of the German Enlightenment and exemplified the Central European academic ethos of Wissenschaft, a quest to discover new knowledge rather than the propagation of tradition and established truths. Compared to those of Harvard, its scholars had a remarkable degree of intellectual freedom to probe, question, challenge, teach, and debate almost everything but the actions and policies of the current leaders of the Kingdom of Hannover. Beneath the university library’s vaulted, cathedral-like ceilings were shelved more than two hundred thousand volumes, a collection more than thirteen times the size of the one Bancroft had access to at Harvard. Forty full professors and thirty trained instructors provided lectures and directed largely independent study across the breadth of scholarship, from medicine to philosophy, politics to classics, Hebrew to Arabic. “I have come to the pure fountains of wisdom, that I may drink of her unpolluted waters and be refreshed,” Bancroft giddily wrote Andrews Norton before matriculating.6

			As he plunged into a demanding schedule, studying and attending classes from five in the morning to eleven at night, he was amazed by the university’s obsession with punctuality. When the town clock struck the top of the hour, the city’s empty streets were suddenly flooded with students rushing to the next class with portfolios under their arms. Each professor would begin and end exactly on time, often stopping his remarks mid-sentence. In the period between classes, the probing discussions of books, objects, paintings, and historical documents was like nothing Bancroft had experienced. “The darkest portions of history become almost transparent when reason and acuteness are united with German perseverance,” he wrote Kirkland. “It is admirable to see with what calmness and patience every author is read, every manuscript collected, every work perused which can be useful, be it dull or interesting, the work of genius or stupidity, to see how the most trifling coins and medals, the ruins of art and even the decay of nature is made to bear upon the investigated subject.” Teachers not only knew their material, they knew how to teach it effectively, engaging Bancroft and his classmates in provocative discussions and assignments.7

			He was, however, horrified by everyone’s decidedly un-Yankee behavior. People greeted one another with kisses, regardless of gender or state of hygiene. Students were wild, noisy, slovenly dressed, careless in their deportment, and reeking of body odor. Instructors used the Lord’s name in vain—“Ach, allmächtiger Gott; Gott im Himmel; ach, der Herr Jesus” echoed through the streets and lecture halls—and most of them didn’t appear to attend church. Professors were “for the most part ill bred,” Bancroft reported, and didn’t even try to assume the manners, bearing, and dignity of proper gentlemen. They spoke informally, used obscenities, told crude jokes, and appeared to have little interest in shaping society, upholding culture, or achieving fame. Instead most treated scholarship as a vocation, “cultivated simply because one can get a living by it,” which was anathema to all the values Bancroft had learned from his Unitarian father and alma mater. “I had expected to find in the learned something venerable and great,” he complained, adding that it was hard to “honour them for their erudition without despising them for their vulgarity and their meanness.”8

			His adviser, Johann Eichhorn, was a typical example. Although Eichhorn was friendly, cheerful, and extremely hardworking, Bancroft was troubled by his lack of social graces. “Of dignity in his deportment, or loftiness and elevation of manners he has not the slightest conception and this defect can be perceived in almost all his actions and words,” he told Norton. “He is always in good spirits and very merry, but his mirth is often ill timed and his stature destitute of delicacy.”

			Bancroft had been warned about Eichhorn’s blasphemous approach to biblical criticism, which held that the Bible was the work of humans, that the miracles it recounted were ancient people’s renderings of misunderstood natural phenomena, and that many parts of it hadn’t actually been written by their purported authors. Bancroft never forgave his adviser after he spoke “so obscenely” about the second chapter of Genesis—which describes God creating Eden, Adam, and Eve—that it forever spoiled the passages for him.9 But Eichhorn did open Bancroft’s eyes to the importance of evidence-based inquiry, and his theories about the operation of human societies resonated with the young New Englander. Eichhorn was one of the first historical theorists to view human societies as organisms that, once born, grew and developed according to their own character, an idea that would later frame Bancroft’s worldview.

			More influential in Bancroft’s intellectual development was Professor Arnold Heeren, who taught classical studies, and whose work on ancient Greece would be the focus of Bancroft’s doctoral thesis. From the beginning of civilization, Professor Heeren taught, the growth and development of human peoples had been influenced by a combination of the intrinsic qualities of their “race” and their environmental, geographic, and historical experiences. The European race was self-evidently the greatest, he noted, because it alone had developed laudatory conventions like monogamous marriage, the abolition of slavery, and the constitutional protection of individual liberties. However, it had not always been so: China and the East had once had their day, developing great inventions and elaborate states before the scepter of human leadership passed to the West. But while it might appear from present circumstances that Europeans were intrinsically superior, he cautioned, this didn’t “prove an absolute want of capacity in our darker fellow men.” Indeed, as Heeren had written in his Reflections on the Politics of Ancient Greece, “We will welcome the age, which shall contradict experience in this point, and which shall exhibit to us cultivated nations of negroes.” Bancroft was so fascinated with this text, which used the Greek city-states as a foundation for understanding the organic evolution of human nations, that he would later be the first to translate and publish it in English. Unlike Heeren, however, he believed the torch of history was already passing from European to North American hands.10

			For two years, Bancroft toiled away at his studies with only a few interruptions: dinner with his professors, fencing lessons, a hiking trip to the Harz Mountains during his second summer vacation, and a disappointing visit to the aged Goethe. (He “would rather take for his heroine a prostitute or a profligate, than give birth to that purity of thought and loftiness of soul, which it is the peculiar duty of the poet to raise,” Bancroft sniffed.) From excursions to Weimar, Prussia, Saxony, and Austrian-controlled Bohemia—marked by frequent customs stops along arbitrary state boundaries—and conversations with his fellow students, he came to acknowledge the disadvantages of Germany’s fractured political arrangements, but also appreciate the Germans’ sense of having a common culture, which provided the underpinning for a potential German nation. On the intellectual front, he accepted that the Germans had many worthy innovations and ideas, but concluded many of them would only see fruition among Americans, who had the necessary piety and moral compass. “It is refreshing to see what man can do though labouring under the most unfavorable circumstances, and to think how ably all good literature would thrive if [one] could transplant it to America,” he observed. “If we could graft it on a healthy tree, if we would unite it with a high moral feeling, if learning would only go to school with religion.” When he returned home, he intended to do just that.11

			The Germans, for their part, were intrigued with Bancroft and his fellow Americans, and opened their homes, salons, and clubs to them. Their hosts, Bancroft soon learned, imagined the American frontier to be an Edenic state of nature, an exotic place where civilization and barbarism rubbed shoulders in a “pre-Adamic” world of innocence. At social events they peppered him with questions about Native Americans, a people on whom Bancroft had probably never laid eyes. The questions could be silly—at dinner parties, one local luminary liked to try to provoke American guests by conflating indigenous practices with European-American ones—but through their eyes, Bancroft found himself also looking at his native country as a tabula rasa where God’s plans could freely unfold.12

			His own patriotism remained unabated. On July 4, 1820, a few months before receiving his doctorate, he and the handful of other Americans in Göttingen gathered to celebrate Independence Day. Bancroft delivered a rousing speech for the occasion that revealed his view of his country’s strengths and weaknesses vis-à-vis those of Europe. He called for a dozen toasts, to President James Monroe, to the flag, and to George Washington, but also to America’s literary prospects (“May riches bow to wisdom”), to her literary institutions (“May they ever be nurseries of enlightened patriots”), to her role as an asylum for oppressed peoples (“May her benevolence not prove her poison”), and to the speedy abolition of slavery (“May our country learn to practice at home this sublime lesson she has taught the world”). His speech contrasted the arbitrary tyranny of the German princes with the glorious safeguards of the Constitution America’s Founding Fathers had created. “The book of time lay open before them. They could there read the fates of nations . . . see the courses which other statesmen had steered and grow wise by the lessons time gave them,” he asserted. “They could see the rocks on which other nations had split, and learn to guide the American ship gaily

			

			•   •   •
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