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Praise for What Would the Founders Do?


“Brookhiser writes with grace and economy, and his scholarship in What Would the Founders Do? is sound.”

—Wall Street Journal


 



“This is a stunning achievement. Few people know the Founders well enough and contemporary issues well enough to have put together such a book, and even fewer have Brookhiser’s skill at telling the story in so fascinating a way.”

—FORREST MCDONALD, author of The American
 Presidency and Alexander Hamilton


 



“This is that rare book that’s informative and delightful, clever and wise.... Showing off both his felicitous writing style and his droll charm, one of America’s best historians has triumphed again.”

—New York Post


 



“Richard Brookhiser has undertaken a daunting task—addressing the questions and concerns of 21st century Americans to our 18th century founding fathers. Brookhiser applies the principles and practices of the founders to the problems of our time, and he does so in his usual elegant and witty manner. In so doing he reminds us of the wisdom of the founders, but more importantly, he reminds us of the enduring nature of the fundamental problems confronting a free society.”

—STEPHEN KNOTT, author of Alexander Hamilton
 and the Persistence of Myth


 



“As entertaining as it is informative.... With a rare union of wit and scholarship, What Would the Founders Do? presents history as a source of continuing debates, rather than a set of answers.”

—Publishers Weekly


 



“What a great piece of work it is! Lively throughout, full of relaxed authority, and with what I really think might be the most stirring final paragraph written by an American since The Great Gatsby.”

—RICHARD SNOW, editor, American Heritage


 



“A very enjoyable book that portrays the world and thought of our original citizen/leaders to good effect . . . filled with Revolution-era detail.”

—Indianapolis Star


 



“In speculating on the Founders’ answers to contemporary questions—from WMD and American imperialism to school vouchers and the English Only movement, from gun control to women’s liberation—Brookhiser has performed an important service.”

—National Review
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction


WHO CARES what the founders would do? Who believes that the experiences, opinions, or plans of men who lived two hundred years ago could have any relevance to our problems? Who imagines that the founders could answer our questions?

We do. I have heard it with my own ears. Over the past decade, I have given hundreds of talks about the founding fathers, on radio and TV, and to live audiences. Every time there is an opportunity for Q&A, there is at least one question of the form, “What would Founder X think about current event, or living person, Y? ” No subject is too trivial, no problem too difficult. Audiences want to know what the founders would do about guns, taxes, race, the war on drugs, the war in Iraq; about Newt Gingrich, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush. A recent talk about Alexander Hamilton, first treasury secretary, and first (and so far only) former treasury secretary to be shot, was typical. The host was a  financial services firm on Park Avenue. The crowd was young to middle-aged, white collar–white shirtsleeve, on their lunch break. Out of two hundred people, a dozen asked questions. Four wanted Hamilton’s opinion about a contemporary issue: the balance of trade, recent decisions of the Supreme Court on federalism, the New York Stock Exchange, and the tone of modern politics (the presidential campaigns of 2000 and 2004 were fresh in everyone’s mind). The man had been dead for two centuries; the duel he died in is still the most familiar thing about him (that, and his rather GQ-ish portrait on the ten-dollar bill). Yet a crowd whose business is to anticipate tomorrow ’s business wanted to know what he would think about the stories that were on that day’s Bloomberg.

Americans have been asking what the founders would do since the founders died. In 1860 Abraham Lincoln kicked off his first presidential campaign with a speech at Cooper Union in New York City—a combined equivalent of an Iowa caucus and an appearance on Oprah. Lincoln’s issue was whether the federal government could regulate slavery in the territories—the unsettled interior of the continent, not yet divided into states. The Supreme Court (in the Dred Scott decision) had said no; Lincoln said yes. At Cooper Union he spent half his debut talk examining what the thirty-nine signers of the Constitution thought about federal regulation of territorial slavery. He concluded that twenty-one of them, including George Washington, agreed with him (perhaps two disagreed; sixteen had no provable opinion). He wrapped himself in Washington. We “sustain his policy.... [Y ]ou [that is, the supporters of slavery] repudiate it.”

Lincoln won the election; the Civil War began. In 1863, in the Gettysburg Address, he wrapped the Union cause in two founding documents. The first was the Declaration of Independence:  the moment (1863 minus four score and seven equals 1776) when Congress stated that “all men are created equal.” The second was the Constitution, “government of the people, by the people, and for the people,” which Lincoln hoped would not perish from the earth, echoing “We the People” who had established that government in the first place.

In the 1930s, with the world mired in the Depression, and various fascisms on the march, Franklin Roosevelt turned to Thomas Jefferson as to a touchstone. In 1938 Jefferson went on the nickel, in place of the Indian brave; Monticello went on the reverse, in place of the buffalo. FDR laid the cornerstone of the Jefferson Memorial the following year. The completed structure was dedicated in 1943, in the midst of World War II (the cherry trees on the Tidal Basin that so beautifully frame it in the spring had been a gift of the City of Tokyo in better times).

Twenty years after the Jefferson Memorial was finished, Martin Luther King Jr. gave his “I have a dream” speech in front of the Lincoln Memorial. He not surprisingly held up Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation as models for future black progress. But he also held up Lincoln’s predecessors, “the architects of our republic,” who when they “wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence . . . sign[ed] a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir.” Many of the architects of the Republic, he knew, owned black men; some of them slept with black women they owned. But King laid claim to their words, not as a clever debater stealing rhetorical bases, but as a family member presenting a keepsake. He did not put the founders’ words to his purposes; he found their purposes anticipating his words.

From the sublime to the ridiculous. When Bill Clinton was being impeached for lying under oath about his affair with an  intern, his defenders claimed the founders as his role models, for DNA tests had just revealed that a Jefferson fathered one of the children of Thomas Jefferson’s slave Sally Hemings, a tale that had been whispered about since Jefferson’s years in the White House, whereas Alexander Hamilton, during his years as treasury secretary, had carried on an affair with Maria Reynolds, wife of a common crook, to whom Hamilton had paid blackmail—a tale on which whispering ceased the moment Hamilton revealed it in a ninety-five-page pamphlet, with the deceptively dull title Observations on Certain Documents. What was a little obstruction of justice next to paying blackmail and fathering a child on one’s property? Clinton’s enemies complained that Hamilton, at least, had told the truth about what he had done.

From the ridiculous to mass murder. After the destruction of the World Trade Center, exhausted firemen, cops, and rescue workers snatched scattered hours of rest on the pews of St. Paul’s Chapel, an eighteenth-century Episcopalian church across the street from the hell hole. Among the pews they rested on is the one where George Washington worshiped after his first inauguration as president in 1789. Washington knew New York City well. It was there, in July 1776, that he had the Declaration of Independence read to his troops. And it was there, a few months later, that he tried to beat off a British invasion—the last time, before 9/11, that New York was attacked. Washington had a worse time of it than we did. The enemy chased him from the city, occupied it for seven and a half years, and let eleven thousand American soldiers die in filthy prison ships moored in the East River.

In moments of struggle, farce, or disaster, the founders are still with us. We look to them for slogans, cheap shots, inspiration, and instruction. We seize on them for sleazy advantage and  for moral guidance. We ransack what they said and did for clues to what they would, and what we should, do.

The founders knew they were making history. John Adams believed that the day of independence “will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival.... It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.” Like every other country, we honor our heroes, celebrate our holidays, remember our defeats, and regret our failings. But we do more. We engage the founders in a continuing dialogue about the present. It is an imaginary dialogue, for the founders are dead. Yet they are not entirely dead, for they live on in our minds. Parades and fireworks commemorate American independence, as Adams predicted. But the New York Times also commemorates it by reprinting the Declaration of Independence. We are not content to remember what the founders did; we must read, or at least see, their explanation of it. Having read it, we feel that we can engage it. The Declaration is a position paper and an action memo that is always in our mailbox; we believe we can hit the reply button for further elaboration.

Our feelings about these historical figures seem more religious than historical. Evangelical Christians put the bumper sticker WWJD on their cars: What Would Jesus Do? The phrase comes from a religious novel, In His Steps, in which a minister in a middle American city asks his congregation to reform their lives by doing nothing “without first asking the question, ‘What would Jesus do?’” The phrasing is borrowed, tongue in cheek, for the divinities of lesser faiths (WWMD—What Would Martha [Stewart] Do?). Yet the founders are not gods. “Had he lived in the days of idolatry,” wrote Francis Hopkinson, a signer of the  Declaration, of George Washington, “he had been worshipped as a god.” High praise. But Hopkinson, Washington, and the other founders believed they lived after the days of idolatry. When Jefferson and John Adams died on the same day, July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration, Adams’s oldest son, John Quincy Adams, saw the coincidence as a “visible and palpable mark . . . of Divine favor, for which I would humble myself in grateful and silent adoration before the Ruler of the Universe.” God blessed the founders; they did not bless themselves. Their specialness comes from being human creators of a human thing, America. We, their successor Americans, feel simultaneously awed by them and like them. They built the country, they wrote the user manuals—Declaration, Constitution, Federalist Papers—and they ran it while it could still be returned to the manufacturer. We assume that if anyone knows how the U. S.A. should work, it must be them. In that spirit, we ask WWFD—What Would the Founders Do?

The question makes sense to us because the United States is still a relatively new country. Europe as we know it took shape in the Dark Ages—Charlemagne, Alfred the Great, Germans hammering at the Roman Empire. The Middle East looks back to Mohammed, and could look back to the Sphinx if it chose. India was old when Alexander the Great invaded it. China is older still. The maps are always changing, but the continuities go back a dozen centuries, or millennia. Our founding, by contrast, is only just beyond our fingertips. When I was in college I attended a lecture by Alger Hiss, the communist spy. When Hiss was a young man, he clerked for Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. When Holmes was a young officer in the Civil War, he scolded President Lincoln, who was visiting the front lines, for unwisely showing himself over a parapet. When Lincoln was in his late  thirties, he served in the House of Representatives with former president John Quincy Adams. When Adams was a boy, he heard the cannon of the Battle of Bunker Hill from his family’s house in Braintree. It is a short walk from the Revolution to this page—five degrees of historical separation. Even tacking on our colonial history does not make us that much older. When the Pilgrims landed, the Spaniards had already been in Mexico for a hundred years.

At the same time, our new country has unusually old institutions. The presidency and the Supreme Court go back to 1789. The army goes back to 1775 (a year before there was a country). Congress first met in 1774. Older countries, perhaps more confident of their identity, burn through their institutions with the insouciance of high-living heirs. In 1777 Louis XVI entered into an alliance with the United States, an embattled one-year-old. In July 1789, three months after Washington’s first inauguration, the Bastille was stormed (the Marquis de Lafayette sent Washington the key), and a few years after that the king was deposed and executed. Louis was followed by five republics, two empires, two kingdoms, and fascism. In November 1797 when the first American ambassador to Prussia came to Berlin to present his credentials, the lieutenant who opened the city gates for him at night had never heard of the United States. Since then Germany has been a collection of independent countries, an empire, a republic, the Third Reich, and two republics, one of them a communist sham that was ultimately subsumed into the other. We are aged children, or sprightly oldsters. Our founders are close by, and they cast long shadows.

We are pleased with the shadows they cast. The founders as a group are intelligent, well spoken, and good company. Few of them were truly funny, but most of them appreciated a joke.  When they joined together to accomplish some task, the talent level could be humiliatingly high (humiliating to us, that is). George Washington’s first cabinet was the strongest cabinet there has ever been, with Jefferson as secretary of state, Hamilton as secretary of the treasury, and Henry Knox as secretary of war. At a time when the population of the country was less than four million and everything west of the Alleghenies was bison, if you scraped the bottom of the barrel of the Washington administration, you found Henry Knox. Some barrel. The founders earn our affection, not only for who they were but also for what they were not. Major General Benedict Arnold committed treason, and former vice president Aaron Burr was tried for it, and acquitted. But neither Arnold’s schemes nor Burr’s, if he had any, bore fruit. One signer of the Declaration and two signers of the Constitution were killed in duels. But no founder died on a scaffold or in prison, the victim of some other founder’s extralegal wrath or revenge. There were no coups or putsches in the founding, no guillotines, no purges, no devouring of its own.

We admire the founders most for their handiwork. The country they left seems to offer freedom, order, prosperity, and hope. If it doesn’t offer these things, they are assumed as a promise—a promissory note, as King put it—that can be demanded. The resulting complacency of Americans, their satisfaction with their institutions or with the potential of their institutions, is of course the very thing that drives America’s critics and enemies wild. Even American radicals can strike foreign radicals as cozy fakers, tinkering with half measures: Karl Marx dismissed his American followers as “middle class humbugs and worn-out Yankee swindlers in the Reform business” (they wanted to push for women’s rights ahead of workers’ power). Even when Americans become desperate enough to consider revolution they find it  in their own past. Jefferson thought occasional rebellions were “a medicine necessary for the sound health of government.” Gouverneur Morris wrote Jefferson that “the basis of our own Constitution”—and Morris ought to have known, since he wrote it—“is the indefeasible right of the people to establish it.” We can remake ourselves, because the founding fathers told us we could. Of course, that justification makes America’s critics wilder yet.

We feel entitled to cross-examine the founders because they were not divinity or royalty. They were men who became leaders because they were elected to their jobs, or because they were appointed by leaders who had been elected. Jefferson, Madison, and James Monroe, the third, fourth, and fifth presidents, were called the Virginia dynasty, but they were political soul mates, not blood relatives or even in-laws. John Adams’s enemies accused him of wanting to found a House of Adams by marrying his eldest son to a daughter of George III; John Quincy Adams did follow his father into the White House, but he did it by winning the job, after marrying the daughter of an American merchant. The greatest citizens of a republic are still citizens. If we stop liking them, we can vote them out of office; if they stop obeying the law, they can be removed from office. At all times, they are accountable to other officers of government, or to the people. Death doesn’t change the situation. Even when the founders reach heaven (or elsewhere) we feel we can buttonhole them. They ruled us, but they were like us; their shades are like us still.

The founders invite our questions now because they invited discussion when they lived. They were argumentative, expansive know-it-alls, hanging their ideas out to dry in public speeches and in journalism. Sometimes writing for the press wasn’t enough for them; Benjamin Franklin and Samuel Adams founded newspapers ; the newspaper Alexander Hamilton founded, the New-York  Evening Post, is still being published (minus Evening and the hyphen). Not everything they did was for public consumption, or discussion. They schemed behind closed doors, as all politicians do, and they issued sweeping pronouncements from on high, as proud and intelligent people often do. “I have written very dogmatically,” said Fisher Ames at the end of one letter, describing the doings of the First Congress, “and why should I affect doubts, when I entertain none?” Yet since the founders also knew that the judges of their plans and their doings were the public, they constantly sought to show, demonstrate, persuade, or inspire. The Declaration submits itself to “the opinions of mankind.” The Federalist Papers declare that their arguments “will be open to all and may be judged of by all.” In a world of potentates, in which most rulers showed themselves only ceremonially and explained themselves seldom, where the first finance minister of France to publish a budget was dismissed for doing so, and where anyone who approached the emperor of China was obliged to kneel three times, touching the ground with the forehead, the founders were out there.

All their lives they had to say what they would do. So why should they get a rest when we need a little advice?






CHAPTER 2

Their World, Our World


WE INVITE the founders from their world to our world because we assume that the two worlds are similar. In many ways, we’re right. But we need to carry, in our minds, a picture of their world, as a gauge for their likeness, and their otherness.

When we talk about America’s founding, we are talking about two banner events: the American Revolution (from the Battle of Lexington in 1775 to the Treaty of Paris in 1783) and the creation of the Constitution (from the Constitutional Convention in 1787 to the ratification of the Bill of Rights in 1791). The founders were the people who starred in these shows (most of them men, though some women do come front and center from time to time). The lives of the founders stretch well over a century, from 1706, when Benjamin Franklin was born, to 1836, when James Madison died. But their relevant public careers fall, with only a few exceptions, in the six decades between the French and  Indian War, which George Washington started in 1754, and the War of 1812, which Madison won (if you could call it that) in 1815. One battle in the French and Indian War, Braddock’s defeat in 1755, brought together these figures of the future: Thomas Gage, who would command the British army in Boston in 1775; Washington, who would command the American army opposing Gage; Horatio Gates, who would win the Battle of Saratoga; Charles Lee, who would almost lose the Battle of Monmouth; Daniel Morgan, who would win the Battle of Cowpens; and Daniel Boone, who would settle Kentucky. Benjamin Franklin, leader of the Pennsylvania Assembly, gave all these men their supplies. The political battles that raged during the War of 1812 involved these figures of the past: Madison, the father of the Constitution, who was for peace with honor, versus Gouverneur Morris, draftsman of the Constitution, who was for peace with dishonor (he wanted the United States to lose and to break apart).

Almost all of the founders were born in the future United States, the thirteen colonies of Great Britain in North America, which stretched from Maine (then part of Massachusetts) to Georgia. A handful had come to America from England, Scotland, or Ireland. One, the exotic Alexander Hamilton, came from the West Indies. A few freedom fighters who took a more-than-professional interest in the United States—Baron von Steuben, the Marquis de Lafayette—came from continental Europe. Two of them—Count Pulaski and Baron de Kalb—gave their lives here.

The world the founders lived in was larger than ours, because travel was slower, yet it was also smaller than ours, because people saw less of it. When the Continental Congress first met in Philadelphia in 1774, many of the delegates left home for the first  time. It took three days to get from New York City to Albany by stage coach, and three days by sloop on the Hudson River, if the wind was favorable (if the wind wasn’t, the sloop could take two weeks). Robert Fulton’s steamboat began serving customers in New York in 1807 ; Robert Livingston, signer of the Declaration, was the chief investor. But it only ran up and down the Hudson. Travel to the interior from the coast was miserable; the first shovel of dirt for the Erie Canal was not turned until 1817. Benjamin Franklin watched the first balloon flight with human passengers outside Paris, and received the first airmail, a letter addressed to him carried by balloonists across the English Channel, though only scientists and daredevils went aloft themselves. The Atlantic Ocean could be crossed in twenty-plus days in fair weather; Thomas Paine was blown among icebergs in the North Atlantic on one voyage and did not make it across for eighty days.

Travel was uncertain as well as slow. John Adams, bound for France, landed instead in Spain and had to finish his trip overland. Henry Laurens, another France-bound diplomat, was captured at sea by the British and thrown in the Tower of London. Staying in America was no guarantee that you would get to your destination: First Lady Abigail Adams’s coachman got lost on the way from Massachusetts to Washington, D.C. Given these difficulties, some Americans made long trips, even extended journeys of several years, but they made only a few. As a young man Washington went to Barbados with his half brother, who was hoping the Caribbean air would cure his tuberculosis (it didn’t). Thomas Jefferson, who spent four years as minister to France, took one trip to Provence and pushed on into Italy as far south as Genoa, where he admired the strawberries. Gouverneur Morris, who spent nine years as a man about Europe, got as far  east as Vienna, where he noted the prostitutes. “A great number of women of the town” attended midnight mass, “also some of higher rank, and lower principles.”

In terms of miles logged, the founders were less cosmopolitan than middle-class high school or college kids, who spend summers or semesters abroad, less worldly than soldiers and marines who serve in Afghanistan or Iraq. But like us, and unlike almost everyone before them in human history, they knew of the whole world. There were many blank spaces in the interiors of continents, but the globe had been circumnavigated numerous times. In the 1760s and 1770s Captain Cook filled in the last great gaps of the Pacific, discovering Australia, New Zealand, and Hawaii. The world supported a world economy. There were British merchants in Madras and Portuguese merchants in Macao; Russians harvested otters in Alaska, and Spaniards mined silver in Bolivia. Robert Morris, merchant and financier, sent the first American trading ship to China in 1784. Tens of thousands of slaves went yearly from Africa to the West Indies and America, and many thousands of dollars of sugar, rice, and tobacco went east from the West Indies and America to Europe.

The founders’ lives were hemmed by diseases that were little understood. Two summertime yellow fever epidemics struck Philadelphia in the 1790s. Dr. Benjamin Rush, signer of the Declaration, treated his patients by draining their excess blood, in the process weakening them so that he killed most of them. When a journalist said so in print, Rush sued for libel and won, but that was only because the officers of the court were his friends. Alexander Hamilton, who came down with yellow fever while serving as treasury secretary, consulted Dr. Edward Stevens, a childhood friend from the West Indies, rather than Rush. Stevens understood yellow fever no better than Rush did, but at  least his remedies—quinine, cold baths, brandy—did Hamilton no harm.

One scourge that medicine was getting a handle on was smallpox. A primitive form of inoculation, which involved purging the patient with emetics, deliberately inducing the disease, then giving him rest and a diet of milk, bread, and rice, was practiced in New England as early as the 1720s. One in forty who took the cure died, as opposed to the one in twelve who died from normal smallpox. John Adams took the cure, along with some friends, as a young man. He described the vomiting in a letter to his fiancée, Abigail Smith. “When my Companion was sick I laughed at him, and when I was sick he laughed at me. Once however . . . we were both sick together, and then all Laughter and good Humour deserted the Room.” When Adams finally emerged from confinement, he celebrated by eating thirty oysters chased with Malaga. As the eighteenth century ended, the English doctor Edward Jenner invented a safe vaccination based on the nonlethal cowpox. When he was president, Jefferson wrote Jenner an eloquent tribute: “[M]ankind can never forget that you have lived.”

By the founders’ lifetimes, warfare had come to rely as much on gunpowder as on human muscle. Officers carried swords, and infantrymen were equipped with bayonets, which were useful in close fighting. But artillery, muskets, and a scattering of rifles did most of the killing; Native Americans preferred to use European weaponry when they could get it. Arrows and pikes were weapons of the past. When Thaddeus Kosciusko returned to his native Poland after the Revolution, he tried to defeat an invading army of Russians with a force of peasants carrying scythes. But that was a symptom of his desperation (he was overwhelmed). Warfare in North America was limited only by logistics. Europe’s  many roads and fertile fields made it possible to supply and feed armies much larger than the greatest forces that could be accumulated in America. The British expeditionary force that descended on New York Harbor in the summer of 1776 was one of the largest of the eighteenth century (thirty thousand men in ten battleships, and numerous smaller ships). They faced nineteen thousand men under George Washington. Even so, the two armies mustered only a fraction of the two hundred thousand men who had fought at the Battle of Malplaquet in what is now northern France in 1709.

Whatever the numbers involved, the scale of the wars the founders knew was as global as any war of the twentieth or twenty-first century. World War I was very late in the train of world wars. North America alone was a vast field of battle (the American Revolution was fought from Quebec to the West Indies, the War of 1812 from Montreal to New Orleans), and its fate was linked to international empires (Britain, France, and Holland) struggling in Europe and Asia. The sweep of these conflicts tempts historians to lurid eloquence. In King George’s War (predecessor to the French and Indian War), wrote Macaulay, “black men fought on the coast of Coromandel [southwestern India] and red men scalped each other by the great lakes of North America.” The Napoleonic Wars, wrote Henry Adams, were “a vast and bloody torrent which dragged America, from Montreal to Valparaiso, slowly into its movement.” Back these words with a pounding theme and a montage of jump cuts and they could introduce a world news show today.

The wars that the founders fought in were inflamed by belief. As late as the Revolution, Americans still felt the dying glow of the religious wars of the seventeenth century. The Declaration of Independence criticized George III for upholding the benighted  customs of Catholic Canadians (“He has . . . abolish[ed] the free system of English laws in a neighboring province”), whereas Benedict Arnold justified his treason by condemning America’s alliance with Catholic France (“the enemy of the Protestant faith”). The wars ignited by the French Revolution, which would not end until Napoleon’s last defeat at Waterloo, were embittered by the new faith of ideology. Political conviction, doing the work formerly reserved for creeds, gave perfect strangers thousands of miles apart common reasons for hating each other, and Americans, engaged in their own disputes, could pretend they were pseudo-Europeans, moved by the same arguments as French Jacobins or British Tories. The clash of civilizations was perfectly familiar to the founders.

The technology of everyday life was late medieval. Most Americans farmed; smiths, millers, and carpenters supplied their necessities beyond food. Luxuries—fur, rum, silk, gold, porcelain—came from the frontier, or abroad. But new modes of production were coming into being. In Britain, in the mid-eighteenth century, cotton cloth, once spun at home (hence its name, homespun), was produced in factories on water-powered spinning machines invented by Richard Arkwright. Britain’s textile technology was so advanced, and so lucrative, that it was considered a state secret. British textile workers were forbidden by law from emigrating, lest they take their knowledge with them. But American businessmen tried to smuggle out models and experts. In 1789, Samuel Slater, an apprentice at a Derbyshire textile mill, sailed for New York disguised as a farmer. A year later he had joined forces with Moses Brown, an entrepreneur in Rhode Island, to set up a cotton-yarn mill. The long trek of manufacturing from the home and the artisan’s shop to the factory floor had begun. A paradoxical effect of the early Industrial Revolution  was to boost the market for slave labor, as the American South opened to cotton production.

The founders’ generation saw a revolution in reading and discussion. Intelligent colonials of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries felt marooned in an ocean of trees and indifference. The clergy of early New England were Cambridge-educated divines, who founded Harvard (1636) and Yale (1701) to train their sons and grandsons. Yet they thought of themselves as Zion exiled to the wilderness. Jonathan Edwards, the great preacher and theologian, wrote a wistful letter to a Scottish clergyman. “It might be of particular advantage to me here in this remote part of the world to be better informed of what books there are that are published on the other side of the Atlantic, and especially if there be anything that comes out that is very remarkable.” Lewis Morris, an eccentric New Jersey landowner, amassed a private collection of three thousand books, of which he especially prized Tacitus. “Do not lend it on any account to anybody whatever, for I know that country [New Jersey] too well to lend books in. That is not a book fit come into a country fellow’s hand, to daub and dirty.” William Byrd II, of Westover, a clever, literate Virginia planter, spent thirty of his first fifty years living high in London. When he returned home, in 1726, he found himself “buried alive” in a “silent country.” Byrd was not hearing the night silence of frog and whippoorwill, but the human silence of no one to understand his allusions or laugh at his jokes.

As the eighteenth century progressed, the silence lifted. It wasn’t so much that more people were reading—colonial literacy had always been high—it was that more people knew other readers. Americans knew what other Americans read; in a sense, they were reading together. When Franklin was in his twenties, he  founded the first public library in Philadelphia. “At the time I established myself in Pennsylvania there was not a good bookseller’s shop in any of the colonies to the southward of Boston. In New York and Philadelphia the Printers . . . sold only paper, almanacs, ballads, and a few common school books. Those who loved reading were obliged to send for their books from England.” Franklin persuaded his friends, who had formed a discussion club, to store their books in a common room, “each of us being at liberty to borrow such as he wished to read at home.” When that arrangement worked, Franklin thought of setting up a public subscription library. “So few were the readers at that time” that Franklin was at first able to corral only fifty subscribers. But the institution thrived, and other libraries appeared in other towns. “In a few years,” travelers found Americans “better instructed and more intelligent than people of the same rank generally are in other countries.”

The great diffuser of discussion was the press. Franklin was in on the ground floor of this phenomenon too. He got his first experience on the New England Courant, a Boston paper founded by his older brother James. When he was sixteen years old young Franklin had to manage the Courant while James went to jail for suggesting that the town fathers colluded with pirates. After moving to Philadelphia, Franklin worked on newspapers there; his former apprentices founded papers in other towns. By the time of the Revolution, there were twenty-five newspapers in the thirteen colonies. The post office—another brainchild of the busy Franklin—made weekly versions of the most popular newspapers available throughout all the colonies. Americans who lived in towns had the modern media experience of simultaneity—learning of things almost as soon as they happened, at least when  they happened at home. Their doings and their words gained a double existence by being reported and commented on. The experience whetted the desire to experience more.

The explosion of the press was all the more remarkable because hardly any other form of popular culture, high or low, existed. American literature was barbarous; America produced a few good painters, but they fled to London to practice their art ( John Trumbull and Gilbert Stuart did return home). Professional actors and musicians straggled from town to town. Otherwise there was folk culture—people entertaining themselves. The one great exception was journalism, which existed in its modern form.

The founders lived in a small country—in 1776, America had about 2.5 million people, perhaps one-ninth the population of France, one-fifth the population of Britain. Philadelphia, the largest American city, had about 35,000 people, compared to 800,000 Londoners and 600,000 Parisians. But America was growing explosively. The population of the country in 1790 was 3.9 million, in 1800 5.2 million—in other words, it doubled in twenty-five years. Immigration accounted for some of the increase, but most of it came from reproduction. Franklin had thirteen siblings; Washington had eight. The founders’ America was different from ours, a big country that is holding its own, though it was even more different from contemporary Europe, a big collection of countries that is aging and shriveling.
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