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For Mary





If you wou’d not be forgotten
As soon as you are dead and rotten,
Either write things worth reading,
Or do things worth the writing.

—Benjamin Franklin
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Introduction
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THE AMERICAN READER aims to put its readers into direct contact with the words that inspired, enraged, delighted, chastened, or comforted Americans in days gone by. Gathered here are the classic speeches, poems, arguments, and songs that illuminate—with wit, eloquence, or sharp words—significant aspects of American life.

When I first assembled this collection, the imagined audience of The American Reader was a group of family or friends, sharing with each other a favorite poem or discovering for the first time a stirring speech. In fact, I received numerous letters from readers who told me that they did employ the book in this fashion and that they shared it with their children before bedtime or after dinner. Many teachers, particularly those who teach American history and literature in the fifth, eighth, and eleventh grades used the book in their classrooms, finding it valuable as a supplement to their assigned texts. A prominent educator wrote to say that he received it as a Christmas present and kept it at his bedside, reading a different selection every night; he claimed that like potato chips, “You can’t stop with just one.”

In choosing the contents, I was guided by a principle that Robert Frost described in the introduction to his collected poetry, speaking of a poem: “Read it a hundred times; it will forever keep its freshness as a petal keeps its fragrance. It can never lose its sense of a meaning that once unfolded by surprise as it went.” I looked for entries that almost everyone once seemed to know or still does know, words that have resonated in the national consciousness, words that have a timeless quality for the listener and reader. I looked for entries that in their time were widely discussed, that possess literary quality even now, and that deserve to be remembered by future generations.

There is one large difference between this edition and the first edition of The American Reader, which was published in 1991. The first edition included a selection of several pieces written after 1970. At the time, I said that I was taking a chance on recent works, trying to identify those that “speak to the age of which they are part.” In this revised edition, I am exercising my prerogative as editor and eliminating that section. In effect, I am acknowledging that I have not—after extensive searching—found poems, essays, speeches, or songs written during the past thirty years that both match the literary quality of the earlier selections and resonate in the national consciousness as they do. It seems to me—and I may be wrong—that cultural authenticity is harder to find than in the past. We tend now to turn to social scientists rather than poets and songwriters to express and understand our concerns, and they tend not to write in literary style.

Songs were once shared by children, parents, grandparents, and entire communities; popular songs like George M. Cohan’s “Over There,” Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America,” and Woody Guthrie’s “This Land Is Your Land” were sung by young and old alike, played often on the radio, and remained as part of our national memory for many years. They don’t write them like that anymore. The popular songs of recent years have short lives; they were written mainly for teenagers, with lyrics that are neither important nor memorable. Indeed, the lyrics of some popular music appear to be intended to offend or degrade some group of people. Rather than bringing communities together, the popular music of our time seems calculated to segment people by age and race.

The poetry of recent years is not as alienating as popular music but I have found no entry that can justly stand alongside the writings of John Greenleaf Whittier, Walt Whitman, Langston Hughes, and Robert Frost. American schools used to put great emphasis on recitations, and students memorized the poems they loved best. Certainly millions of young Americans memorized “‘Shoot, if you must, this old gray head/But spare your country’s flag,’ she said,” from “Barbara Frietchie.” Or declaimed with pride the sonorous lines from Emma Lazarus’s “The New Colossus” that are emblazoned on the Statue of Liberty: “Give me your tired, your poor,/Your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free,/The wretched refuse of your teeming shore./Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, / I lift my lamp beside the golden door!” And was there a boy or girl who did not know “… there is no joy in Mudville; /Mighty Casey has struck out”? Perhaps in another generation, another editor will find poetry that has the same popular appeal, the same emotional connection with readers. But at the present time, I am unable to identify any contemporary poems that are known and loved by large numbers of ordinary Americans.

With few exceptions, the political speeches of the recent past seem to me to be singularly devoid of lasting significance. There have been no public declarations that approach the dignified cadences of Abraham Lincoln or Frederick Douglass; there have been no individual statements on public policy that attain the moral integrity of Learned Hand on “The Spirit of Liberty” or Margaret Chase Smith disassociating herself from the depredations of Senator Joseph McCarthy. Our presidents in the closing decades of the twentieth century were known more for their slogans, sound “bites,” and off-the-cuff remarks than for the kinds of speeches that once spoke directly to the American public’s hopes and concerns and resonated in its collective memory.

In this age of instantaneous mass communications, words do not seem to be as precious as they once were. We seem to be overwhelmed by information and by a superfluity of words without meaning. Songs have become commodities, written for quick sale and turnover, not as vehicles for communal expression, inspiration and amusement. Politicians seldom speak without reference to focus groups or pollsters to learn what people want to hear; fearful of making a mistake, they use talking points or a text prepared by consultants and writers. Pollsters tell us what we think before we have had a chance to make up our minds; marketing experts divine what we want before we have lost interest in what we already have. This is an age of disposable ideas, of politics-as-entertainment, of a popular culture that celebrates violence and sensationalism and that is made for the instant, not for the ages. In an age like this, it is daunting to find entries for a book whose purpose is to identify classic speeches, poems, arguments and songs, the words that became an enduring part of American culture and that deserve to be recalled, even recited out loud.

As choices were made first in 1990 and then again in 2000, the guiding principle for selection of entries was suggested by these questions: Which short pieces should we seek to remember as a nation? What should a reader look for at this time in our nation’s history? Who should be added to the pantheon of oft-heard American voices? The voices that I added expanded the pantheon to include men and women, and people of different backgrounds. In my search, I discovered speakers and writers who should be read and heard because of their eloquence and because of the light that they shine on the past and present. I make no claim that these are the only pieces that should be remembered. I could easily have produced several volumes, rather than only one. The number of impassioned speeches, moving poems, eloquent essays, and wonderful songs in the American past is far greater than any one volume could encompass. And of course there are many wonderful literary selections that are not included because they were not written by native or transplanted Americans (like the song “Amazing Grace” and certain well-loved poems). Readers who want more can easily find more in the library, in other anthologies, and in original collections of an author’s complete work. The purpose here is not to exclude, but to compile in one convenient place the pieces that have moved Americans and deserve to be remembered and reread.

This collection does not represent every memorable event in American history; some events did not inspire either great oratory or memorable songs. Nor does it represent every major voice; I did not include, for example, those who preached disunion or hatred toward others.

In shaping this collection, I was mindful of the best school readers of the nineteenth century, like the McGuffey’s Readers and the Sanders’ Readers. Compiled as anthologies, they were the kind of book that families saved and savored. In a similar spirit, this collection offers its readers a respite from the bland and the banal. It contains ample doses of principled rhetoric, angry demands, joyous verse, and uplifting sentiment. Although the longer pieces had to be condensed, the words belong to the original speaker. They have not been homogenized or pasteurized for contemporary consumption.

Almost every piece can be read aloud with pleasure. Most of them, at least those written before the mid-twentieth century, were written to be declaimed. Poems and songs, of course, are meant to be recited or sung aloud, not just read silently. Poetry works best when it is spoken and heard. Young people don’t read much poetry today; they seldom hear it read out loud or recite it themselves. Most of the poems that they read in school lack the pounding rhythm and the decided rhyme that causes a poem to become a permanent tenant in one’s brain.

Almost no one memorizes anything anymore; our nation’s pedagogical leaders long ago decided that this was an abomination and an infringement on the rights of childhood. Yet, of course, there are many who do memorize commercial jingles or baseball statistics or the comparative prices of consumer goods. But there is something wonderful about having a poem or a song or the rhetorical crest of a grand speech available for instant recall. When beautiful speeches and poems are memorized, they remain with you as a lifelong resource. Words that are learned “by heart” become one’s personal treasure, available when needed. In some curious way, they are committed to “memory” but stored lovingly in the “heart.” Certain things are a pleasure to memorize, a pleasure that one may own and enjoy forever. (How well I recall tramping around the perimeter of Lake Waban in Wellesley, Massachusetts, reciting the haunting words of Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “Spring and Fall to a Young Child,” a poem not included here because it is not of American origin.)

It has become commonplace to say that books and the other elements of a verbal culture are passé now that advanced technology defines our means of communications. Of course, this is fairly ridiculous because even advanced telecommunications requires letters and words to transmit messages and ideas. It is most certainly convenient to communicate electronically with friends and businesses, but there is no evidence that icons will replace written language. If anything, knowledge of language and the need for accuracy of expression have become even more important than ever.

Some think that reading, too, is obsolete, but book sales seem to be higher than ever, and the newest technologies still depend on reading, writing, and thinking with verbal symbols. Will books survive? I surely hope so, as they are far more pleasant and user-friendly than a blinking screen.

It is true that some people—and what appears to be growing numbers of young people, schooled to appreciate only what is contemporary—live entirely in the present, uninterested in and oblivious to anything that happened before today, indifferent to any words except those they hear in movies, videos, the radio, and television.

But reading is not about to disappear. Despite the ease and immediacy of the electronic media, written language will continue to be indispensable for intelligent communication. Those who cannot use it will find themselves manipulated and directed by those who can. Those who only listen and watch will be at the mercy of those who read, those who write scripts, program computers, interpret news, and extract meaning from the past. No matter how powerful and omnipresent the technology of the future, we will still rely on the power of words and ideas. Those who command them will be enabled to affect the world. Those who cannot will find themselves excluded not only from jobs and opportunities, but from all those experiences that allow us to reflect on the significance of our lives.

The words here collected reveal an integral part of the dynamic of American life. In a democratic society, the power of persuasion is a necessary ingredient of social change, but it is also a necessary ingredient of the traditions by which we live. As our society has evolved, articulate men and women have emerged to advocate, argue, debate, demand, laugh, and celebrate. Much of what they said and did has relevance for partisans of democratic ideas throughout the world. As we get to know the history of our society and hear the voices of those who created our energetic, complex, pluralistic, and humane culture, we will better understand ourselves and our times.

[image: ]

In preparing this book, I incurred many personal debts. I owe my deepest gratitude to Eileen Sclan, my assistant, and to those who helped her: Mary Greenfield, Thalassa Curtis, Indira Mehta, Kelly Walsh, and Adam Brightman. In the original incarnation of the book, I was aided by Carol Cohen and Mary Kay Linge of HarperCollins. I thank Lynn Chu of Writers’ Representatives and Sally Kim of HarperCollins for bringing the revised edition to fruition.

Diane Ravitch Brooklyn, New York
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THE MAYFLOWER COMPACT


We whose names are underwritten … doe by these presents solemnly & mutualy in the presence of God, and one of another, covenant & combine our selves togeather into a civill body politick.




The settling of America began with an idea. The idea was that the citizens of a society could join freely and agree to govern themselves by making laws for the common good.

On November 11, 1620, after sixty-six days at sea, the sailing ship Mayflower approached land. On board were 102 passengers. Their destination was the area at the mouth of the Hudson River, but because of rough seas they missed their goal and anchored in what is now Provincetown Harbor off Cape Cod. Since it was late autumn, they decided to make their landing there rather than to sail on. And since they were no longer in the territory for which they had a patent, they signed a covenant before they landed in order to establish a basis for self-government by which all of them were bound.

About a third of the passengers were members of an English separatist congregation that had earlier fled to Leyden, the Netherlands, in search of religious freedom. The entire group of English colonists was later called the Pilgrims. The colonists had negotiated an agreement with the Virginia Company of London that gave them the right to locate wherever they chose in that company’s vast holdings and to govern themselves.

Forty-one of the male passengers signed the covenant aboard ship. In what was later known as the Mayflower Compact, the signers pledged to create a body politic that would be based on the consent of the governed and ruled by law. And they further agreed to submit to the laws framed by the new body politic.

The compact was signed by every head of a family, every adult bachelor, and most of the hired manservants aboard the Mayflower. It was signed both by separatists and non-separatists. Women were not asked to sign, since they did not have political rights.

On the day after Christmas, the 102 settlers disembarked at what is now Plymouth, Massachusetts. Those who had signed the compact became the governing body of the Plymouth colony, with the power to elect officers, pass laws, and admit new voting members. The covenant entered into on that November day on a ship at anchor in the wilderness harbor established the basis for self-government and the rule of law in the new land.
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In the name of God Amen. We whose names are underwriten, the loyall subjects of our dread soveraigne Lord King James by the grace of God, of great Britaine, Franc, & Ireland king, defender of the faith, &c.

Haveing undertaken, for the glorie of God, and advancements of the Christian faith and honour of our king & countrie, a voyage to plant the first colonie in the Northerne parts of Virginia, doe by these presents solemnly & mutualy in the presence of God, and one of another, covenant & combine our selves togeather into a civill body politick; for our better ordering, & preservation & furtherance of the ends aforesaid; and by vertue hearof to enacte, constitute, and frame shuch just & equall lawes, ordinances, Acts, constitutions, & offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meete & convenient for the generall good of the Colonie: unto which we promise all due submission and obedience.

In witness whereof we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cap-Codd the •11• of November, in the year the raigne of our soveraigne Lord King James of England, France & Ireland, the eighteenth and of Scotland the fiftie fourth. An°: Dom. 1620.


WILLIAM BRADFORD
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THE LANDING


They had now no freinds to wellcome them, nor inns to entertaine or refresh their weatherbeaten bodys, no houses or much less townes to repaire too, to seeke for succoure.




William Bradford (1590–1657) was among the 102 Pilgrims who sailed on the Mayflower, his History of Plimouth Plantation provides the most complete account of the formative years of the settlement, including the circumstances of the Mayflower Compact. Bradford was elected governor of Plymouth Colony in 1621 and was reelected to that office almost every year from 1622 to 1656. He began writing the History of Plimouth Plantation in 1630 and completed it in 1651. His description of the hard life facing the Pilgrims when they first arrived on shore is a classic of American literature.
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B eing thus arrived in a good harbor and brought safe to land, they fell upon their knees and blessed the God of heaven, who had brought them over the vast and furious ocean, and delivered them from all the periles and miseries therof, againe to set their feete on the firme and stable earth, their proper elemente. And no marvell if they were thus joyefull, seeing wise Seneca was so affected with sailing a few miles on the coast of his owne Italy; as he affirmed, that he had rather remaine twentie years on his way by land, then pass by sea to any place in a short time; so tedious and dreadfull was the same unto him.

But hear I cannot but stay and make a pause, and stand half amased at this poore peoples presente condition; and so I thinke will the reader too, when he well considers the same. Being thus passed the vast ocean, and a sea of troubles before in their preparation (as may be remembred by that which wente before), they had now no freinds to wellcome them, nor inns to entertaine or refresh their weatherbeaten bodys, no houses or much less townes to repaire too, to seeke for succoure. It is recorded in scripture as a mercie to the apostle and his shipwraked company, that the barbarians shewed them no smale kindnes in refreshing them, but these savage barbarians, when they mette with them, (as after will appeare) were readier to fill their sids full of arrows then otherwise. And for the season it was winter, and they that know the winters of that cuntrie know them to be sharp and violent, and subjecte to cruell and feirce stormes, deangerous to travill to known places, much more to serch an unknown coast. Besids, what could they see but a hidious and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and willd men? and what multituds ther might be of them they knew not. Nether could they, as it were, goe up to the tope of Pisgah, to vew from this willderness a more goodly cuntrie to feed their hops; for which way soever they turnd their eys (save upward to the heavens) they could have little solace or content in respecte of any outward objects. For summer being done, all things stand upon them with a wetherbeaten face; and the whole countrie, full of woods and thickets, represented a wild and savage heiw. If they looked behind them, ther was the mighty ocean which they had passed, and was now as a maine barr and goulfe to seperate them from all the civil parts of the world. If it be said they had a ship to sucour them, it is trew; but what heard they daly from the master and company? but that with speede they should looke out a place with their shallop, wher they would be at some near distance; for the season was shuch as he would not stirr from thence till a safe harbor was discovered by them wher they would be, and he might goe without danger; and that victells consumed apace, but he must and would keepe sufficient for them selves and their returne. Yea, it was muttered by some, that if they gott not a place in time, they would turne them and their goods ashore and leave them. Let it also be considered what weake hopes of supply and succoure they left behinde them, that might bear up their minds in this sade condition and trialls they were under; and they could not but be very smale. It is true, indeed, the affections and love of their brethren at Leyden was cordiall and entire towards them, but they had litle power to help them, or them selves; and how the case stode betweene them and the marchants at their coming away, hath allready been declared. What could now sustaine them but the spirite of God and his grace?


BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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POOR RICHARD’S ALMANACK


Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790) was one of the most remarkable Americans who ever lived. Author, printer, statesman, diplomat, educator, inventor, philosopher, humorist, entrepreneur, shopkeeper, civic leader, scientist, autodidact, public servant, national hero, Franklin tried a variety of careers and succeeded brilliantly at all of them. His almanacs, published in Philadelphia as the work of a fictional Richard Saunders (and thus “Poor Richard”), appeared annually from 1733 until 1758. They were immensely popular among the colonists; typically they contained calendars, weather predictions, advice, recipes, and much other useful knowledge. Poor Richard’s proverbs, adages, and maxims were sometimes original, sometimes not; they were a popular vehicle for Franklin’s pragmatic, tolerant, cheerful wit and philosophy.

Following is a selection from among the hundreds of sayings and commentaries by “Poor Richard.”
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The poor have little, beggars none, the rich too much, enough not one.

He that lies down with Dogs, shall rise up with fleas.

Men and melons are hard to know.

Take this remark from Richard poor and lame, Whate’er’s begun in anger ends in shame.

No man e’er was glorious, who was not laborious.

All things are easy to Industry,

All things are difficult to Sloth.

Would you persuade, speak of Interest, not of Reason.

Teach your child to hold his tongue, he’ll learn fast enough to speak.

He that cannot obey, cannot command.

The magistrate should obey the Laws, the People should obey the magistrate.

He that waits upon a Fortune, is never sure of a Dinner.

A learned blockhead is a greater blockhead than an ignorant one.

Keep thy shop, and thy shop will keep thee.

Three may keep a secret if two of them are dead.

Early to bed and early to rise, makes a man healthy wealthy and wise.

To be humble to Superiors is Duty, to Equals Courtesy, to Inferiors Nobleness.

If you know how to spend less than you get, you have the Philosophers-Stone.

Fish & Visitors stink in 3 days.

He that has neither fools, whores nor beggars among his kindred, is the son of a thunder gust.

Diligence is the Mother of Good-Luck.

He that lives upon Hope, dies farting.

Do not do that which you would not have known.

Wealth is not his that has it, but his that enjoys it.

Now I’ve a sheep and a cow, every body bids me good morrow.

God helps them that help themselves.

Don’t throw stones at your neighbours, if your own windows are glass.

Force shites upon Reason’s Back.

Creditors have better memories than debtors.

God heals, and the Doctor takes the Fees.

The greatest monarch on the proudest throne, is oblig’d to sit upon his own arse.

The nearest way to come at glory, is to do that for conscience which we do for glory.

The noblest question in the world is, What Good may I do in it?

If you wou’d not be forgotten As soon as you are dead and rotten, Either write things worth reading, or do things worth the writing.

Sell not virtue to purchase wealth, nor Liberty to purchase power.

The ancients tell us what is best; but we must learn of the moderns what is fittest.

Drive thy Business, let not that drive thee.

Each year one vicious habit rooted out, In time might make the worst Man good throughout.

Wink at small faults; remember thou has great ones.

Eat to please thyself, but dress to please others.

He that pays for Work before it’s done, has but a pennyworth for twopence.

Historians relate, not so much what is done, as what they would have believed.

Let thy Child’s first lesson be Obedience, and the second maybe what thou wilt.

Blessed is he that expects nothing, for he shall never be disappointed.

If thou injurest Conscience, it will have its Revenge on thee.

Hear no ill of a Friend, nor speak any of an Enemy.

Pay what you owe, and you’ll know what’s your own.

Proclaim not all thou knowest, all thou owest, all thou hast, nor all thou canst.

To bear other Peoples Afflictions, every one has Courage enough, and to spare.

Happy that nation, fortunate that age, whose history is not diverting.

A wolf eats sheep but now and then, Ten Thousands are devour’d by Men.

Man’s tongue is soft, and bone doth lack; Yet a stroke therewith may break a man’s back.

Fear to do ill, and you need fear nought else.

Lend money to an Enemy, and thou’lt gain him, to a Friend and thou’lt lose him.

Learn of the skilful: He that teaches himself, hath a fool for his master.

Let thy discontents be thy Secrets;—if the world knows them, ’twill despise thee and increase them.

At 20 years of age the Will reigns; at 30 the Wit; at 40 the Judgment.

He that hath a Trade, hath an Estate.

Have you somewhat to do to-morrow; do it today.

Men differ daily, about things which are subject to Sense, is it likely then they should agree about things invisible.

Speak with contempt of none, from slave to king, The meanest Bee hath, and will use, a sting.

Tart Words make no Friends: a spoonful of honey will catch more flies than a Gallon of Vinegar.

Make haste slowly.

Beware of little Expences, a small Leak will sink a great ship.

No gains without pains.

Many complain of their Memory, few of their judgment.

When the Well’s dry, we know the Worth of Water.

Good Sense is a Thing all need, few have, and none think they want.

There is no Man so bad, but he secretly respects the Good.

A good example is the best sermon.

He that won’t be counsell’d, can’t be help’d.

A Mob’s a Monster; Heads enough, but no Brains.

Life with Fools consists in Drinking; With the wise Man, Living’s Thinking.

Drink does not drown Care, but waters it, and makes it grow faster.

Genius without education is like Silver in the Mine.

Little Strokes, Fell great Oaks

What signifies knowing the Names, if you know not the Nature of Things.

Glass, China, and Reputation, are easily crack’d, and never well mended.

The Golden Age never was the present Age.

Old Boys have their Playthings as well as young Ones; the Difference is only in the Price.

Haste makes Waste.

Love your Neighbour; yet don’t pull down your Hedge.

A Child thinks 20 Shillings and 20 Years can scarce ever be spent.

Being ignorant is not so much a Shame, as being unwilling to learn.

One To-day is worth two To-Morrows.

Work as if you were to live 100 years, Pray as if you were to die To-morrow.




BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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LIST OF VIRTUES


Benjamin Franklin started writing his autobiography in 1771 and continued it until just before his death in 1790. In it, he described “the bold and arduous project of arriving at moral perfection.” He drew up a list of the virtues, made a book in which each page represented a virtue, divided the page into columns for each of the days of the week, and recorded daily whether he had committed any faults. He eventually concluded that though he never “arrived at the perfection I had been so ambitious of obtaining, but fell far short of it, yet I was, by the endeavour, a better and a happier man than I otherwise should have been if I had not attempted it.”
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1. TEMPERATURE.

Eat not to dullness; drink not to elevation.

2. SILENCE.

Speak not but what may benefit others or yourself; avoid trifling conversation.

3. ORDER.

Let all your things have their places; let each part of your business have its time.

4. RESOLUTION.

Resolve to perform what you ought; perform without fail what you resolve.

5. FRUGALITY.

Make no expense but to do good to others or yourself; i.e., waste nothing.

6. INDUSTRY.

Lose no time; be always employ’d in something useful; cut off all unnecessary actions.

7. SINCERITY.

Use no hurtful deceit; think innocently and justly, and, if you speak, speak accordingly.

8. JUSTICE.

Wrong none by doing injuries, or omitting the benefits that are your duty.

9. MODERATION.

Avoid extreams; forbear resenting injuries so much as you think they deserve.

10. CLEANLINESS.

Tolerate no uncleanliness in body, cloaths, or habitation.

11. TRANQUILLITY.

Be not disturbed at trifles, or at accidents common or unavoidable.

12. CHASTITY.

Rarely use venery but for health or offspring, never to dulness, weakness, or the injury of your own or another’s peace or reputation.

13. HUMILITY.

Imitate Jesus and Socrates.




ANDREW HAMILTON
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DEFENSE OF FREEDOM OF THE PRESS


The loss of liberty to a generous mind is worse than death.



In 1733, John Peter Zenger began publishing The New York Weekly Journal, which criticized the policies of the colonial governor. A year later, Zenger was arrested for seditious libel. He languished in jail for ten months, until his trial in August 1735. His attorney, Andrew Hamilton, argued that the articles in Zenger’s journal could not be libelous because they were true; he further insisted, against the settled precedent, that the jury and not the judge should decide the truth of the printed statements. The jurors acquitted Zenger, persuaded by Hamilton that the charges against the royal governor were true. It was a signal victory for freedom of the press in the English colonies.

At the time of Zenger’s trial, Andrew Hamilton (c. 1676-1741) was one of the most famous lawyers in the colonies. Born in Scotland, he had migrated to Virginia as an indentured servant shortly before 1700. He taught school, studied for admission to the bar, and served in the Maryland Assembly. After studying law in London, he settled in Philadelphia, where he became a prominent attorney.
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May it please your honors, I agree with Mr. Attorney [Richard Bradley] that government is a sacred thing, but I differ very widely from him when he would insinuate that the just complaints of a number of men, who suffer under a bad administration, is libeling that administration. Had I believed that to be law, I should not have given the court the trouble of hearing anything that I could say in this cause….

There is heresy in law as well as in religion, and both have changed very much; and we well know that it is not two centuries ago that a man would have burned as a heretic for owning such opinions in matters of religion as are publicly written and printed at this day. They were fallible men, it seems, and we take the liberty, not only to differ from them in religious opinion, but to condemn them and their opinions too; and I must presume that in taking these freedoms in thinking and speaking about matters of faith or religion, we are in the right; for, though it is said there are very great liberties of this kind taken in New York, yet I have heard of no information preferred by Mr. Attorney for any offenses of this sort. From which I think it is pretty clear that in New York a man may make very free with his God, but he must take special care what he says of his Governor. It is agreed upon by all men that this is a reign of liberty, and while men keep within the bounds of truth, I hope they may with safety both speak and write their sentiments of the conduct of men of power; I mean of that part of their conduct only which affects the liberty or property of the people under their administration; were this to be denied, then the next step may make them slaves. For what notions can be entertained of slavery beyond that of suffering the greatest injuries and oppressions without the liberty of complaining; or if they do, to be destroyed, body and estate, for so doing?

It is said, and insisted upon by Mr. Attorney, that government is a sacred thing; that it is to be supported and reverenced; it is government that protects our persons and estates; that prevents treasons, murders, robberies, riots, and all the train of evils that overturn kingdoms and states and ruin particular persons; and if those in the administration, especially the supreme magistrates, must have all their conduct censured by private men, government cannot subsist. This is called a licentiousness not to be tolerated. It is said that it brings the rulers of the people into contempt so that their authority is not regarded, and so that in the end the laws cannot be put in execution. These, I say, and such as these, are the general topics insisted upon by men in power and their advocates. But I wish it might be considered at the same time how often it has happened that the abuse of power has been the primary cause of these evils, and that it was the injustice and oppression of these great men which has commonly brought them into contempt with the people. The craft and art of such men are great, and who that is the least acquainted with history or with law can be ignorant of the specious pretenses which have often been made use of by men in power to introduce arbitrary rule and destroy the liberties of a free people….

If a libel is understood in the large and unlimited sense urged by Mr. Attorney, there is scarce a writing I know that may not be called a libel, or scarce any person safe from being called to account as a libeler, for Moses, meek as he was, libeled Cain; and who is it that has not libeled the devil? For, according to Mr. Attorney, it is no justification to say one has a bad name. Eachard has libeled our good King William; Burnet has libeled, among many others, King Charles and King James; and Rapin has libeled them all. How must a man speak or write, or what must he hear, read, or sing? Or when must he laugh, so as to be secure from being taken up as a libeler? I sincerely believe that were some persons to go through the streets of New York nowadays and read a part of the Bible, if it were not known to be such, Mr. Attorney, with the help of his innuendoes, would easily turn it into a libel. As for instance: Isaiah 11:16: “The leaders of the people cause them to err, and they that are led by them are destroyed.” But should Mr. Attorney go about to make this a libel, he would read it thus: “The leaders of the people” (innuendo, the Governor and council of New York) “cause them” (innuendo, the people of this province) “to err, and they” (the Governor and council meaning) “are destroyed” (innuendo, are deceived into the loss of their liberty), “which is the worst kind of destruction.” Or if some person should publicly repeat, in a manner not pleasing to his betters, the tenth and the eleventh verses of the fifty-sixth chapter of the same book, there Mr. Attorney would have a large field to display his skill in the artful application of his innuendoes. The words are: “His watchmen are blind, they are ignorant,” etc. “Yea, they are greedy dogs, they can never have enough.” But to make them a libel, there is, according to Mr. Attorney’s doctrine, no more wanting but the aid of his skill in the right adapting his innuendoes….

The loss of liberty to a generous mind is worse than death; and yet we know there have been those in all ages who, for the sakes of preferment or some imaginary honor, have freely lent a helping hand to oppress, nay, to destroy, their country. This brings to my mind that saying of the immortal Brutus, when he looked upon the creatures of Caesar, who were very great men, but by no means good men: “You Romans,” said Brutus, “if yet I may call you so, consider what you are doing; remember that you are assisting Caesar to forge those very chains which one day he will make yourselves wear.” This is what every man that values freedom ought to consider; he should act by judgment and not by affection or self-interest; for where those prevail, no ties of either country or kindred are regarded; as, upon the other hand, the man who loves his country prefers its liberty to all other considerations, well knowing that without liberty life is a misery….

Power may justly be compared to a great river; while kept within its bounds, it is both beautiful and useful, but when it overflows its banks, it is then too impetuous to be stemmed; it bears down all before it, and brings destruction and desolation wherever it comes. If, then, this be the nature of power, let us at least do our duty, and, like wise men who value freedom, use our utmost care to support liberty, the only bulwark against lawless power, which, in all ages, has sacrificed to its wild lust and boundless ambition the blood of the best men that ever lived.

I hope to be pardoned, sir, for my zeal upon this occasion. It is an old and wise caution that “when our neighbor’s house is on fire, we ought to take care of our own.” For though, blessed be God, I live in a government where liberty is well understood and freely enjoyed, yet experience has shown us all (I am sure it has to me) that a bad precedent in one government is soon set up for an authority in another; and therefore I cannot but think it mine and every honest man’s duty that, while we pay all due obedience to men in authority, we ought, at the same time, to be upon our guard against power wherever we apprehend that it may affect ourselves or our fellow subjects.

I am truly very unequal to such an undertaking, on many accounts. And you see I labor under the weight of many years and am borne down with great infirmities of body; yet old and weak as I am, I should think it my duty, if required, to go to the utmost part of the land, where my service could be of any use in assisting to quench the flame of prosecutions upon informations, set on foot by the government to deprive a people of the right of remonstrating, and complaining too, of the arbitrary attempts of men in power. Men who injure and oppress the people under their administration provoke them to cry out and complain, and then make that very complaint the foundation for new oppressions and prosecutions. I wish I could say there were no instances of this kind. But, to conclude, the question before the court, and you, gentlemen of the jury, is not of small nor private concern; it is not the cause of a poor printer, nor of New York alone, which you are now trying. No! It may, in its consequence, affect every free man that lives under a British government on the main continent of America. It is the best cause; it is the cause of liberty; and I make no doubt but your upright conduct, this day, will not only entitle you to the love and esteem of your fellow citizen, but every man who prefers freedom to a life of slavery will bless and honor you as men who have baffled the attempt of tyranny, and, by an impartial and uncorrupt verdict, have laid a noble foundation for securing to ourselves, our posterity, and our neighbors that to which nature and the laws of our country have given us a right—the liberty of both exposing and opposing arbitrary power (in these parts of the world at least) by speaking and writing truth….


JAMES OTIS
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A DEMAND TO LIMIT SEARCH AND SEIZURE


A man’s house is his castle; and whilst be is quiet, he is as well guarded as a prince in his castle.




James Otis (1725–1783) began his career as a lawyer in Boston in 1750. Ten years later, he was the king’s advocate general of the vice-admiralty court when the British government empowered customs officials to search any house for smuggled goods. Rather than supervise these orders, Otis resigned his position and, in February 1761, argued in court against these “writs of assistance.” Since there were no legal grounds on which to oppose the writs, Otis eloquently insisted that they trampled on the people’s liberty. John Adams, then a young man of twenty-five, attended the proceedings and later wrote that Otis was “a flame of fire!…American independence was there and then born; the seeds of patriots and heroes were then and there sown. Then and there was the first scene of the first act of opposition to the arbitrary claims of Great Britain.” Although Otis lost the case, the British government withdrew the writs of assistance.

Otis became a leading political activist after these events. In May 1761, Otis was elected to the legislature of Massachusetts and was chosen as speaker of the house in 1766; however, the royal governor of the province blocked his selection as speaker. For years, his speeches and writings circulated widely throughout the colonies, and he was frequently quoted and frequently denounced in the British Parliament. The phrase “Taxation without representation is tyranny” is usually attributed to him. Otis’s career ended suddenly in 1769, when a blow to his head by a British officer left him insane.
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May it please your honors, I was desired by one of the court to look into the books, and consider the question now before them concerning writs of assistance. I have, accordingly, considered it, and now appear not only in obedience to your order, but likewise in behalf of the inhabitants of this town, who have presented another petition, and out of regard to the liberties of the subject. And I take this opportunity to declare that, whether under a fee or not (for in such a cause as this I despise a fee), I will to my dying day oppose with all the powers and faculties God has given me all such instruments of slavery, on the one hand, and villainy, on the other, as this writ of assistance is.

It appears to me the worst instrument of arbitrary power, the most destructive of English liberty and the fundamental principles of law, that ever was found in an English lawbook. I must, therefore, beg your honors’ patience and attention to the whole range of an argument, that may, perhaps, appear uncommon in many things, as well as to points of learning that are more remote and unusual: that the whole tendency of my design may the more easily be perceived, the conclusions better descend, and the force of them be better felt. I shall not think much of my pains in this cause, as I engaged in it from principle. I was solicited to argue this cause as Advocate General; and because I would not, I have been charged with desertion from my office. To this charge I can give a very sufficient answer. I renounced that office, and I argue this cause from the same principle; and I argue it with the greater pleasure, as it is in favor of British liberty, at a time when we hear the greatest monarch upon earth declaring from his throne that he glories in the name of Briton, and that the privileges of his people are dearer to him than the most valuable prerogatives of his crown; and as it is in opposition to a kind of power the exercise of which, in former periods of history, cost one king of England his head and another his throne….

Your honors will find in the old books concerning the office of a justice of the peace precedents of general warrants to search suspected houses. But in more modern books you will find only special warrants to search such and such houses, specially named, in which the complainant has before sworn that he suspects his goods are concealed; and will find it adjudged that special warrants only are legal. In the same manner I rely on it that the writ prayed for in this petition, being general, is illegal. It is a power that places the liberty of every man in the hands of every petty officer. I say I admit that special writs of assistance, to search special places, may be granted to certain persons on oath; but I deny that the writ now prayed for can be granted, for I beg leave to make some observations on the writ itself, before I proceed to other acts of Parliament. In the first place, the writ is universal, being directed “to all and singular justices, sheriffs, constables, and all other officers and subjects” so that, in short, it is directed to every subject in the king’s dominions. Everyone with this writ may be a tyrant; if this commission be legal, a tyrant in a legal manner, also, may control, imprison, or murder anyone within the realm. In the next place, it is perpetual; there is no return. A man is accountable to no person for his doings. Every man may reign secure in his petty tyranny, and spread terror and desolation around him, until the trump of the archangel shall excite different emotions in his soul. In the third place, a person with this writ, in the daytime, may enter all houses, shops, etc., at will, and command all to assist him. Fourthly, by this writ, not only deputies, etc., but even their menial servants, are allowed to lord it over us. What is this but to have the curse of Canaan with a witness on us; to be the servant of servants, the most despicable of God’s creation? Now, one of the most essential branches of English liberty is the freedom of one’s house. A man’s house is his castle; and whilst he is quiet, he is as well guarded as a prince in his castle. This writ, if it should be declared legal, would totally annihilate this privilege. Customhouse officers may enter our houses when they please; we are commanded to permit their entry. Their menial servants may enter, may break locks, bars, and everything in their way; and whether they break through malice or revenge, no man, no court, can inquire. Bare suspicion without oath is sufficient. This wanton exercise of this power is not a chimerical suggestion of a heated brain. I will mention some facts. Mr. Pew had one of these writs, and when Mr. Ware succeeded him, he indorsed this writ over to Mr. Ware; so that these writs are negotiable from one officer to another; and so your honors have no opportunity of judging the persons to whom this vast power is delegated. Another instance is this: Mr. Justice Walley had called this same Mr. Ware before him, by a constable, to answer for a breach of the Sabbath Day Acts, or that of profane swearing. As soon as he had finished, Mr. Ware asked him if he had done. He replied: “Yes.” “Well, then,” said Mr. Ware, “I will show you a little of my power. I command you to permit me to search your house for uncustomed goods” and went on to search the house from the garret to the cellar, and then served the constable in the same manner! But to show another absurdity in this writ, if it should be established, I insist upon it that every person, by the 14th of Charles II, has this power as well as the custom-house officers. The words are: “It shall be lawful for any person or persons authorized,” etc. What a scene does this open! Every man prompted by revenge, ill humor, or wantonness to inspect the inside of his neighbor’s house may get a writ of assistance. Others will ask it from self-defense; one arbitrary exertion will provoke another, until society be involved in tumult and in blood….
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YANKEE DOODLE


The tune and some stanzas of “Yankee Doodle” were familiar in the British colonies long before the Revolution. Even before the 1770s, British troops sang “Yankee Doodle” to express derision for the colonists; early versions of the lyrics mocked the courage of the colonials and their rude dress and manners. “Yankee” was a pejorative term for a New England bumpkin, and a “doodle” was a simpleton or foolish fellow. However, during the Revolution the American troops adopted “Yankee Doodle” as their own song, a statement of pride in their simple, homespun dress and lack of affectation. There are many different versions of the lyrics. Over the years, the song has served as an unofficial national anthem and a favorite nursery song.
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Yankee Doodle went to town,
A-ridin’ on a pony,
Stuck a feather in his cap
And called it Macaroni.

CHORUS:

Yankee Doodle, keep it up,
Yankee Doodle Dandy,
Mind the music and the step
And with the girls be handy.

Father and I went down to camp,
Along with Captain Gooding,
And there we saw the men and boys
As thick as hasty pudding.

And there we saw a thousand men,
As rich as Squire David;
And what they wasted every day,
I wish it could be saved.

And there was Captain Washington
Upon a slapping stallion,
A-giving orders to his men;
I guess there was a million.

And there I saw a little keg,
Its head was made of leather;
They knocked upon it with two sticks
To call the men together.

And there I saw a swamping gun,
As big as a log of maple,
Upon a mighty little cart,
A load for father’s cattle.

And every time they fired it off
It took a horn of powder,
And made a noise like father’s gun,
Only a nation louder.

I can’t tell you half I saw,
They kept up such a smother, So I took my hat off, made a bow
And scampered home to mother.

Yankee Doodle is the tune
Americans delight in,
 ’Twill do to whistle, sing or play
And just the thing for fightin’.




JOHN ADAMS
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LIBERTY AND KNOWLEDGE


Let us dare to read, think, speak, and write…. Let every sluice of knowledge be opened and set a-flowing.




Born in Massachusetts, John Adams (1735–1826) graduated from Harvard College, studied law, taught grammar school, and was admitted to the bar. Adams became active in colonial politics in 1765, when he published articles in the Boston Gazette denouncing the Stamp Act. These articles, published together as A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law, are excerpted below.

Although critical of British policies, Adams defended the British soldiers accused of murdering five colonials in the Boston Massacre In 1770; the commanding officer and several soldiers were acquitted. His willingness to defend an unpopular position was not an obstacle to his political career. In 1774, he was a delegate to the First Continental Congress. He was also a member of the committee with Thomas Jefferson that wrote the Declaration of Independence. Adams was the first vice-president of the United States and was then elected president (1797–1801); he was defeated for the presidency in 1800 by Thomas Jefferson. He and Jefferson both died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the nation’s independence.
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…Wherever a general knowledge and sensibility have prevailed among the people, arbitrary government and every kind of oppression have lessened and disappeared in proportion. Man has certainly an exalted soul; and the same principle in human nature—that aspiring, noble principle founded in benevolence, and cherished by knowledge; I mean the love of power, which has been so often the cause of slavery—has, whenever freedom
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