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	The story of America is one of the most extraordinary stories any nation has ever talked about itself.

	You know the outline. You learned it as a child. George Washington crossing the Delaware on Christmas night, 1776. Thomas Jefferson at his writing desk in Philadelphia. Abraham Lincoln at Gettysburg, two minutes of speech that would outlast the war he was fighting to win. The pioneers heading west, the soldiers at Normandy, the astronauts on the moon. These are the figures whose faces are carved into mountains and pressed into coins and printed on the bills you carry in your pocket. They are the official story. They are not, by any reasonable accounting, a small story. The official story of America is one of the most stirring and improbable national narratives any people has ever produced about itself, and it has earned its place at the center of the country's memory.

	It is also bigger than the textbooks let on.

	For every Washington there were ten thousand soldiers whose names appear in no biography and on no monument, men and women who fought and froze and starved and won a war against the largest empire on earth. For every Jefferson there were generations of writers and printers and ordinary citizens who took the words all men are created equal and spent the next two and a half centuries arguing, voting, marching, and building to make those words real. For every Lincoln there were the women who hid escaped slaves in their cellars and the soldiers who fought through Antietam and Gettysburg and the cabinet members who held the union together while the president slept. For every astronaut who walked on the moon there was a mathematician at a desk in Hampton, Virginia, calculating the trajectories with a pencil.

	This book is about them.

	Not all of them. There are too many. But a few hundred of them — the women, the soldiers, the builders, the spies, the inventors, the documents, the moments, and the ordinary Americans whose ordinary courage made the famous Americans possible — gathered into ten chapters that cut across the two hundred and fifty years from 1776 to today.

	It is a book that takes a particular view of how the country got built.

	The view is this. The names you were taught matter. They mattered then and they matter now, and the men and women whose statues stand in the country's parks earned the statues. The Revolution would not have been won without Washington. The Union would not have been saved without Lincoln. The Second World War would not have been won without Roosevelt and Eisenhower. The country owes them. The country knows it.

	But the country was not built by the famous alone. It could not have been. No country has ever been built by a small handful of great men and women working in isolation, and the United States, against most reasonable expectations of its founders, was built by an unusually large and unusually diverse cast of Americans who, in their own time, did not consider themselves to be building a country at all. They were doing their jobs. They were fighting their wars. They were having their children, running their farms, inventing their gadgets, sewing their flags, writing their letters, sailing their ships, riding their horses through rainstorms with messages that could not wait until morning. They built the country by accident, in pieces, one ordinary act at a time.

	This book is for them.

	The two hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the United States is a fitting moment to remember a few of them.

	Two and a half centuries is, in the long view of human history, not very long. The Roman Republic lasted nearly five hundred years before becoming an empire. China has been some form of unified state for more than two thousand. The American experiment — the deliberate, written-down attempt to build a nation governed by the consent of the people who lived in it — is, by these standards, still young. It is also, by these standards, improbable. Most of the nations that have tried what the United States tried in 1776 did not last fifty years. Most did not last twenty.

	The United States, against the math of the day, lasted. It lasted through a brutal eight-year war of independence that should, by most reasonable expectations, have ended in British victory. It lasted through the constitutional crises of its first decade, through the War of 1812 that came within an inch of losing the capital, through the long political quarrels that gave the country its parties and its presidents and its arguments about who, exactly, the words We the People were meant to include. It lasted through the Civil War — the closest thing to national death the country has come to — and the long work of Reconstruction that followed. It lasted through industrialization, two world wars, a global depression, a Cold War, and the technological revolutions of the late twentieth century that the founders could not have imagined and the citizens of 1976 could barely have predicted.

	It lasted, in short, against the odds. And the reason it lasted is not primarily the brilliance of the men whose names appear on the founding documents, though those men were brilliant. The reason is the millions of Americans whose names do not appear on those documents, who took the experiment seriously, and who, when their moment came, did extraordinary things.

	This book is an attempt to honor a few of them.

	What follows is organized into ten chapters, each one taking a single theme and tracing it across the full sweep of American history.

	The first chapter, The Hidden Lives of the Famous, opens with figures whose names you already know — Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, the Roosevelts, Eisenhower — and tells the stories about them that did not make it into the schoolbooks. Not the diminishing stories. The bigger ones. The obstacles they overcame, the things they built with the lives they actually had, the human details that make their achievements more remarkable than the legends.

	From there the book moves outward: the moments that turned the country without anyone noticing, the documents that shaped it without becoming famous, the people who built it physically and invented its future, the soldiers and spies whose contributions deserve more memory than the country has given them, the Americans the country had not yet decided how to honor, the women who held it together across two and a half centuries, and finally the quiet builders of the modern republic — many still living, whose names belong on the same shelf as the founders.

	Read it in order. Read it out of order. Open it to whatever chapter draws your eye. Each chapter stands on its own. Each is about a different kind of American doing a different kind of work, and each is a celebration, in its small way, of the fact that the country we live in was built by far more people than the country has remembered.

	These are some of their stories.

	This is the nation they built.
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	The Hidden Lives of the Famous

	The Americans whose faces are on the currency are not the men and women you were taught they were in school. They were better than that — stranger, braver, more human, more improbable. The textbook versions are marble. The real ones were flesh and bone. And what they did, with the lives they actually had, is more remarkable than the legends the textbooks have made of them.

	This is the easiest place to begin a book about the hidden history of the United States. Before any forgotten hero is introduced, before any overlooked event is dragged into the light, the figures whose names everyone already knows have to be looked at again — not because the legends are wrong, but because the truth, when you find it, is bigger than the legend.

	Begin with George Washington.

	The President Who Could Not Afford His Inauguration

	In March of 1789, the first president of the United States could not afford the trip to his own inauguration.

	George Washington had spent the previous decade rebuilding Mount Vernon, his Virginia plantation, which had been neglected during the eight years he commanded the Continental Army. He had served the country without taking a salary throughout the entire Revolution. The farm had operated at a loss for most of the war. By the time the Constitution was ratified, and he was unanimously elected president — the only unanimous election in American history, then or since — he was personally in such poor financial shape that he had to borrow five hundred pounds from a Virginia merchant named Richard Conway to cover his traveling expenses to New York.

	He went anyway. He had no real choice, and more importantly, he had no real intention of refusing. The new federal government had no money to reimburse him, no settled procedure for paying its officers, no Treasury yet capable of operating. The Constitution had been ratified less than a year before. Almost everything about the office, he was about to occupy had to be invented as he went.

	He invented it. The two-term limit. The cabinet system. The peaceful transfer of power. The principle that the president would address Congress respectfully but separately, neither subordinate to it nor king above it. The principle, established in his Farewell Address of 1796, that America's interests lay in steering clear of permanent foreign entanglements while engaging the world commercially. The dignity of the office. The seal. The title — Mr. President, not Your Excellency or Your Majesty, a choice Washington insisted on personally against advisers who wanted something grander.

	He served two terms, declined a third when most of the country would have given it to him, went home to Virginia, and died there in 1799 — having taken from the office, by his own choice, considerably less than the office had owed him.

	Almost no American president since has done as much with so little. He inherited a government that did not yet exist. He left behind one of the most durable political institutions ever created. He did it without precedent, without a template, and without the personal wealth that almost everyone assumed he had. The man whose face is on the dollar bill earned the place by building, against odds nobody fully appreciated at the time, the office every future occupant of that bill has lived inside.

	The Architect Who Doubled the Country

	Thomas Jefferson, the man on the nickel and the two-dollar bill, designed his own house, invented the swivel chair, founded a university, doubled the size of the country, and wrote the most famous sentence in the history of political philosophy. He did most of it from a hilltop in Virginia, working in seven languages, corresponding with the leading scientists of Europe, and answering, by some scholarly estimates, more than nineteen thousand letters in the course of his life.

	He built Monticello himself. He designed it, redesigned it, expanded it, and tinkered with it for fifty-four years and never, in his lifetime, finished it. He filled it with a library that grew so large it eventually replaced the Library of Congress after the British burned the original in 1814 — Jefferson sold his books to the nation for a fraction of their value, and the institution that resulted is still standing in Washington. He hosted, at his table at Monticello, one of the most extraordinary salons in the Western world: travelers, scientists, statesmen, and curious foreigners arrived almost daily, and Jefferson received them all.

	He believed, with a conviction that survived every reverse of his long life, that the answer to almost any problem was learning. He sent Meriwether Lewis to study astronomy and natural science before dispatching him into the West and gave him precise instructions on what to observe and how to record it. The Lewis and Clark expedition, the first overland crossing of the continent by Americans, was a scientific mission as much as a geographic one. Jefferson's instructions to Lewis ran to several thousand words and read like a graduate seminar in field biology.

	In 1803, he doubled the size of the United States by purchasing the Louisiana Territory from Napoleon for fifteen million dollars — roughly three cents an acre. The constitutional authority to do so was, strictly speaking, doubtful. Jefferson knew it. He bought the territory anyway. The country that runs from the Mississippi to the Pacific, the country every American west of Pittsburgh now lives in, exists because Thomas Jefferson decided that the chance to acquire it was worth the constitutional argument that would follow.

	He died on the Fourth of July 1826 — fifty years to the day after the adoption of the Declaration of Independence he had written at the age of thirty-three. John Adams died the same afternoon in Massachusetts. Adams's last words, by family tradition, were "Thomas Jefferson survives." He was, by then, mistaken in the literal sense. He was not mistaken in the larger sense. Thomas Jefferson did survive — in the sentence he had written in Philadelphia in 1776, in the university he had founded at Charlottesville, in the territory he had added to the country, and in the long argument about what America was supposed to be that he had set in motion and that has not, yet fully ended.

	The Writer in the White House

	Abraham Lincoln, the man on the penny and the five-dollar bill, was the greatest writer who ever occupied the American presidency.

	He had grown up in a one-room log cabin in Kentucky. He had received, by his own accounting, less than a year of formal schooling in his entire life. He had taught himself law by reading borrowed copies of Blackstone's Commentaries by firelight. He had taught himself prose, of all things, by reading the King James Bible and the works of Shakespeare with the kind of attention most professional writers never give them.

	The melancholy that haunted him for his entire adult life — what the modern medical understanding would call depression, and what his contemporaries called hypo or simply the blue devils — was real. He had suffered two breakdowns in his thirties severe enough to alarm his friends. He told a colleague in 1841 that if his feelings were distributed evenly across the human race, "there would not be one cheerful face on the earth."

	He recovered. He recovered well enough to become a successful Illinois lawyer, a one-term congressman, the most celebrated debater in American political life after his 1858 contests with Stephen Douglas, and, in 1860, the president of the United States.

	And in the midst of the worst war in the country's history, while half of it tried to leave and the other half tried to hold it together, he wrote.

	He wrote the most extraordinary body of political prose any American president has ever produced. The First Inaugural, with its closing appeal to "the better angels of our nature." The Emancipation Proclamation, drafted in the summer of 1862 and held in his desk for months while he waited for a Union victory that would make it credible. The Gettysburg Address — two hundred and seventy-two words, delivered on November 19, 1863, that redefined the war as a struggle for human equality and redefined the country itself as a place dedicated, since its founding, to that proposition. The Second Inaugural, in March of 1865, with its astonishing closing call for "malice toward none; with charity for all" — words written by a man who, with the war nearly won, refused to gloat at the people who had nearly destroyed the country he was about to save.

	He held the union together. He freed four million enslaved people. He won the war. He wrote it down so well that the country has been reading his sentences ever since.

	He was killed five days after Lee's surrender at Appomattox, at the age of fifty-six. The country he saved would not be the same without him. It is, in the long view, what it is because of him.

	The Asthmatic Who Climbed Everything

	Theodore Roosevelt, the man on Mount Rushmore, was a sickly asthmatic child who could barely climb a flight of stairs without losing his breath.

	He had been born in 1858 in a New York City brownstone, the second of four children of a wealthy Dutch American family, and his childhood was so dominated by chronic illness that his father — a man whose love and energy his son would credit for the rest of his life — built him a small home gymnasium and told him to make his body. The boy did. He spent his teenage years building himself through deliberate physical exertion: boxing, hiking, riding, weightlifting, and the kind of relentless outdoor activity that would, by his twenties, transform him from a chronic invalid into one of the most physically vigorous men of his generation.

	He went on to do almost everything else.

	He graduated from Harvard in 1880. He published a definitive history of the naval war of 1812 by the age of twenty-three. He served in the New York State Assembly, then went west to ranch in the Dakota Badlands after his first wife and his mother died on the same day in February of 1884 — a grief he survived through deliberate physical labor on the frontier. He served as a New York City police commissioner, as assistant secretary of the Navy, as a colonel of volunteer cavalry in the Spanish-American War, as governor of New York, as vice president of the United States, and — after the assassination of William McKinley in September of 1901 — as the youngest president the country had ever had.

	He was forty-two years old.

	He used the office in ways no American president had used it before. He broke up monopolistic trusts that had concentrated American industry into a handful of hands. He created the modern National Park system, signing the Antiquities Act of 1906 and using it to protect more than 230 million acres of American land for the public. He mediated the end of the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 and became, in the process, the first American to win the Nobel Peace Prize. He oversaw the building of the Panama Canal. He sent the Great White Fleet around the world to announce that the United States was now a global power.

	The asthmatic boy who could not climb stairs at the age of ten lived sixty years and did enough in them for any three lives. He wrote thirty-five books. He read constantly — a book a day, by his own reckoning, while president. He came home from his presidency, ran for it again, lost, went on a Brazilian expedition that nearly killed him, came home with malaria and a bullet still lodged in his chest from an assassination attempt, and kept writing until he died in his sleep in 1919.

	Most of what he built is still standing. The national parks. The trust-busting precedent. The doctrine of American power that defined the century that followed his death.

	The body he made for himself outlasted everything that had tried to break it as a child.

	The President Who Could Not Walk

	Franklin Delano Roosevelt could not walk.

	He had contracted polio in 1921, at the age of thirty-nine, on a family vacation at Campobello Island in New Brunswick. The disease took the use of his legs almost completely. He spent the rest of his life unable to stand without leg braces, unable to walk without leaning on the arm of an aide or a son. For a man of his class and ambition — a man who had been assistant secretary of the Navy, who had run for vice president of the United States the year before he fell ill — the diagnosis would have ended most political careers.

	It did not end his.

	He spent the seven years after polio rebuilding his body and his career in parallel. He bought a resort at Warm Springs, Georgia, and turned it into a rehabilitation center for polio patients. He trained himself, with his sons, in the appearance of walking — leg braces locked, weight transferred from cane to son's arm and back again — well enough that crowds at his speeches generally did not realize how labored the motion was. He returned to politics. He was elected governor of New York in 1928. He was elected president in 1932.

	He was elected president three more times after that.

	Twelve years in the White House. The longest tenure in American history, before or since the Twenty-Second Amendment that has prevented it from happening again. He led the country through the worst economic depression it had ever experienced — and through the largest reorganization of the federal government since the Civil War, building the institutions of Social Security, of federal banking insurance, of unemployment compensation, of the modern administrative state. He led the country through the worst war in human history. He kept it together while it lost four hundred thousand soldiers and absorbed an economic mobilization larger than any nation had ever attempted. He died in office on April 12, 1945, three weeks before Germany surrendered.

	The country he had led for twelve years did not know, in most cases, that he could not walk. The press had agreed, by an unwritten understanding, not to photograph him in his wheelchair. He was photographed sitting, standing with support, leaning on lecterns. The deception was, in modern terms, an extraordinary one. It was also a kindness — the country, in 1932, would not have elected a man in a wheelchair, and the country, in 1932, needed exactly the man who happened to be in one.

	He carried the country, on legs that did not work, for twelve of the hardest years it has ever had.

	The First Lady Who Outgrew the Title

	Eleanor Roosevelt was Franklin's wife and, for the twelve years he led the country, his eyes, his ears, and very often his legs.

	She was born in 1884 into one of the wealthiest families in New York and into a childhood almost completely without warmth. Both her parents had died by the time she was ten. She was raised by a grandmother who was strict and unaffectionate. She grew up shy, awkward, and convinced — by her own later account — that she was not pretty enough or interesting enough to matter. She married her distant cousin Franklin in 1905, in a wedding given away by her uncle Theodore Roosevelt, then the president of the United States.

	She might have lived the rest of her life as a conventional society wife. The polio that struck Franklin in 1921 made that impossible. The country had elected, in 1932, a president who could not travel easily. Eleanor became, by necessity and then by choice, the most active First Lady in American history.

	She traveled constantly. She visited coal mines, sharecropper farms, defense plants, hospitals, Japanese internment camps, military bases overseas during the war — places no First Lady had visited before, and very few have visited since. She held her own press conferences, the first First Lady ever to do so, and admitted only women reporters, forcing newspapers across the country to hire women if they wanted access to the White House. She wrote a syndicated newspaper column, My Day, six days a week from December of 1935 until shortly before her death in November of 1962 — twenty-seven years of daily writing, with four million readers at its peak. She wrote about politics, about civil rights, about the Depression, about the war, about anything that struck her as important. She received, in one peak year of the 1940s, more than three hundred thousand letters from Americans who considered her, in some real sense, their advocate inside the White House.

	After Franklin's death in 1945, Harry Truman asked her to join the first United States delegation to the United Nations. She accepted with the same initial doubt she had brought to most of her public assignments — she told Truman she felt unqualified — and then went on to do the work anyway. The UN's nine-member commission preparing the ground for a permanent human rights commission elected her its chair. When the Commission on Human Rights itself was established in 1946, she was elected to chair it as well.

	She held the chair for the next four years. She presided over the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights — the document that, more than any other in the post-war world, defined what the international community would consider non-negotiable about human dignity. She enforced a relentless meeting schedule. She wrote her newspaper column from her hotel after the meetings ended at eleven at night. She kept the commission moving when it threatened to deadlock. On December 10, 1948, in Paris, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration by a vote of 48 to 0, with eight abstentions. The standing ovation that followed was, by tradition, directed at her.

	She considered the Declaration her greatest achievement.

	She lived another fourteen years. She continued to write My Day. She continued to travel, to teach, to chair commissions. When John F. Kennedy was elected president in 1960, he asked her to chair his Commission on the Status of Women — the commission whose work, after her death, would form the foundation of much of the women's-rights legislation of the next generation.

	She died in November of 1962, at the age of seventy-eight. President Truman, then in retirement, called her "the First Lady of the World." The title was not technically official. It was, by the only measure that mattered, deserved.

	The General Who Took the Blame Before He Needed To

	On the night of June 5, 1944, Dwight Eisenhower wrote a note that he hoped no one would ever read.

	He was sixty-three years old, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Expeditionary Force, and outside the small cottage where he was working, more than five thousand ships were preparing to sail across the English Channel. One hundred and fifty thousand Allied soldiers were boarding for the largest amphibious assault in human history. The weather had delayed the operation by a day. The meteorologists were giving him a narrow window. Earlier that day, in three quiet words, he had told his commanders, "OK, let's go."

	He had also, that afternoon, gone to visit the men of the 101st Airborne Division who were preparing to jump into France behind the German lines. They had been sequestered for days. They knew, when the Supreme Commander walked in, that the operation was on. Eisenhower talked to them. He asked their names, their hometowns. He told one young soldier from Texas that he had been to Texas himself. He stayed with them, by the accounts of the men who were there, until the planes were ready to take off.

	Then he went back to his cottage and, sometime that evening, took out a small pad of paper and wrote a note in pencil.

	"Our landings in the Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have withdrawn the troops. My decision to attack at this time and place was based upon the best information available. The troops, the air and the Navy did all that bravery and devotion to duty could do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone."

	It was the note he would have ordered released if the invasion failed. He misdated it — July 5 instead of June 5, the only apparent crack in the calm with which he had carried the entire operation. He folded the note and put it in his wallet.

	The invasion did not fail. By dawn the next morning, the Allies were on the beaches at Normandy. By the end of the week, they were inland. By the end of the summer, they had liberated Paris. By the following spring, they had reached the Rhine.

	Eisenhower kept the note in his wallet for weeks before trying to throw it away. His naval aide, Captain Harry Butcher, rescued it from a wastebasket. It is now in the National Archives, where any American can go and look at it.

	It is, by any honest reading, one of the most remarkable documents in the history of American leadership. Not because of what it announces — the invasion succeeded; the note was never released — but because of what it shows about the man who wrote it. He had, before the operation began, assumed full and personal responsibility for its failure. There would be no committee to blame. No advisor to point at. No subordinate to absorb the consequences. If the largest military operation in history collapsed the next morning, the note in his wallet would explain who was accountable.

	The kind of leadership that note represents — the willingness, in advance, to absorb the full weight of failure — is the kind of leadership the country has been the beneficiary of, again and again, at the moments it has most needed. Washington signed his name to a Declaration of Independence that was, if the Revolution failed, a death warrant. Lincoln signed an Emancipation Proclamation he believed might cost him the war. Eisenhower wrote a note accepting blame for an invasion he believed might fail. The country these men led survives, in significant part, because at every critical juncture, someone has been willing to put his name on the line first.

	The Size of Life

	What these stories share is not their darkness. They are, on examination, not dark stories. They are the stories of Americans who were given enormous tasks under enormous obstacles, and who did the tasks anyway.

	Washington was broke. He built the presidency.

	Jefferson worked from a hilltop in Virginia. He doubled the country.

	Lincoln carried a melancholy that would have broken most public men. He held the union together and wrote sentences the country has been quoting ever since.

	Theodore Roosevelt was a sickly child. He became one of the most consequential presidents in American history.

	His distant cousin Franklin could not walk. He led the country through depression and world war for twelve years on legs that did not work.

	Eleanor Roosevelt had been told she was not interesting enough to matter. She became the conscience of the United Nations and helped write the most important human rights document of the twentieth century.

	Eisenhower, on the most consequential night of his life, was so exhausted he wrote July when he meant June. The next morning, he won the war.

	The country has tended, in its founding mythology, to present these figures as marble. They were not marble. They were people. They were men and women whose bodies failed them, whose finances collapsed on them, whose minds bent under the weight of what they had been asked to do, and who built the country anyway.
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