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If you will go with us, you must go against wind and tide.


—John Bunyan, Pilgrim’s Progress

















PREFACE


When I sat down to write this book, I wanted to give readers a new way to see what is happening today in our country, a new way to understand our history as a nation, and a new way to look at ourselves.


I did this by pulling together two phenomena that are usually discussed very much apart. Anyone who pays attention to what’s happening in business schools and in tech blogs knows about the crucial role that founders and a founder’s mindset play in creating new businesses and wealth in the United States. How the founder’s drive and energy and vision empower every successful start-up company, and how important it is to preserve and revive the founder’s power over the life of the company or business.


Likewise, everyone knows (or thinks they know) the story of America’s Founding Fathers: how they created first an independent nation and then a constitution to govern it and to preserve its freedom. How, for all their shortcomings on issues like slavery, the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution embodied their idea of the United States of America and what it could be—and gave us the greatest gifts any nation’s founders could offer.


And just as business schools worry about how to preserve and revive that initial founder’s fire in a company or business, so scholars and politicians have worried for generations about how to preserve and revive the legacy of the Founding Fathers, and how we as a people can live up to their vision of freedom.


Now, on the eve of the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, it’s crucial to get both narratives straight.


This book points out that these two phenomena are essentially one and the same. It will show how the Founding Fathers were not only founders in the modern sense, but how understanding their founder’s fire illuminates key chapters in that history and can serve to lead and inspire us even today.


This process of reviving and preserving their legacy as founders has happened several times in US history. It happened with the first postrevolutionary generation and its idea of “Young America,” it happened during the Civil War and the Gilded Age, and it happened again during World War II. It’s happening today in the age of new high technology and Donald Trump.


This book is the story of the incredible individuals who have left their permanent mark on America—as founders and in some cases as refounders. The story begins in 1776 with the Declaration of Independence and then continues on for the next 250 years, writing the crucial chapters in the history of who we are as Americans and who we aspire to be today.


Some of these men (and most, if not all, of them were and are men) we will see as founders will come as a surprise, like Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. Others will not: John D. Rockefeller, Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, Steve Jobs, Elon Musk. Even Donald Trump’s career as president makes more sense when viewed through the founder lens. So does the life of the late Charlie Kirk and his organization, Turning Point USA.


Some of these founders have been in business, others in politics, still others in the realm of cultural and social transformation. But all have been founders in the deepest sense—that is, they have discovered ways to return us all to our first principles, which are the same principles we inherited from the original founders. As we will see, they are the principles that have made America exceptional, even unique.


As we will also see, this return to first principles often involves a fierce struggle against those who see it as a threat or challenge to their interests or their way of life; those who have become stakeholders in the status quo, no matter how corrupt or unjust; or those who simply prefer a quiet life to constant creative transformation.


As the quotation from Pilgrim’s Progress says, those who choose the founder’s route, and those who join them, go against wind and tide, against convention and complacency, in order to achieve their vision.


Founders understand, as every pilot and aviator knows, you have to take off against the wind, not with the wind. The extra resistance gives your wings the lift that they need to get airborne and to carry you to your final destination.


So accepting the need for struggle is what founders are willing to do, whether it’s to establish a business or an institution or to save this nation. Nassim Nicholas Taleb captured this in the very first sentence of his book Antifragile: “Wind extinguishes a candle, and energizes fire.”


In that way this book deepens and extends the lessons offered by an earlier book of mine on the World War II generation: Freedom’s Forge. Under crisis conditions, certain individuals will find the drive and energy and vision to transform their company, their country, and sometimes even the world.


Finally, a word about the idea of founder’s fire. We moderns think of fire as destructive in a material sense. But for thousands of years fire was understood as the transformative element, after air, earth, and water. Fire contained the power of renewal, as in the myth of the phoenix, the magnificent bird that rises up from the ashes stronger than ever. When Abraham Lincoln, for example, spoke of “the fire of genius,” it was this power of transformation that he had in mind—not unlike Prometheus bringing the fire of the gods to transform the lives of humanity. As the myth explains, Prometheus paid a terrible price for his defiance of the gods. So did many of the founders described in this book, including Lincoln. But their legacies, like Prometheus’s, still illuminate our world.


Including today. We live in an era when I believe a new generation of founders have brought their voices and influence into politics, as well as our economic and cultural life, starting with the White House. They include not only Elon Musk but also many others—as I argue here, even Donald Trump himself. Their collective hope is that, on the eve of that 250th founding anniversary, America can find a rebirth of freedom and rediscover its first principles through the power of the founder’s fire.


I would even say rediscover its essential soul. Because in the end the founder’s fire is the core of American exceptionalism and the fuel behind the American experiment in freedom and liberty.


Much of the future of America will depend on how successful, or unsuccessful, this new generation of founders will be. My hope is that this book will bring a better and deeper understanding of the people and forces that have shaped America in the past and are reshaping America today—and are even now determining America’s flight into the great unknown we call the future.


Arthur Herman


Washington, DC


November 12, 2025















INTRODUCTION




Do you want to spend the rest of your life selling sugared water, or do you want a chance to change the world?


—Steve Jobs to John Sculley, 1984




What is a founder? If we want a very recent example of what a founder is and what he or she can achieve, there’s no better case than Zach Yadegari and his start-up company, CalAI.


Yadegari launched his AI-driven calorie-counting app, CalAI, in April 2024, when he was a high school junior in Roslyn, New York. Within months, CalAI exploded to over $8 million in advanced recurring revenues (ARR). By the spring of 2025, that number had jumped to $30 million. The company, which he had cofounded with investor Brad Anderson, had made Zach a multimillionaire before he turned eighteen.


It’s an amazing American success story, and a typically American one. Except that Zach, who had maintained a 4.0 GPA as a high school senior while running this wildly profitable company and who had gotten perfect scores on his SATs, soon discovered that he couldn’t get into any of the top universities he applied to.


The list of schools that turned him down included Yale, Harvard, Princeton, Columbia, Brown, Cornell, and the University of Pennsylvania. Even more business and tech-oriented schools like Stanford and MIT said no to Zach.


Why? Despite his excellent grades and stunning business success, it seems that Zach didn’t fit into the conventional mold that most of these schools wanted for their students. Not enough extracurricular activities like sports, for example, and no time spent running soup kitchens for the homeless, perhaps, or leading anti-Israel protests (Zach is Jewish). In any case, “I think that college admissions tries to place students in this rubric, a very tight box,” Zach said about the experience. That box “makes it difficult for students with achievements outside of school, like an entrepreneur, to really stand out.”1 Indeed, his entrepreneurial success may even have counted against him with some high-minded admissions staffers.


Finally, Georgia Tech and the University of Miami came through with acceptance letters. But Zach had come to realize that what he wanted out of the college experience—to extend his understanding of the world through teachers and fellow students rather than enjoy a rite of passage or a ticket to professional success—wasn’t what these universities were looking for. In fact, as many founders have discovered (and as arch-founder and tech wizard Peter Thiel has insisted), college can even be a setback in achieving the key goal for every serious founder: finding one’s true path in life.


The takeaway lesson here is simply that those who see life through conventional, established channels can have a difficult time understanding the value of founders—people who see an opportunity to solve a problem by applying their own labor when they sense that the reward outweighs the risk—and the value of the founder mindset. That’s why founders usually function best when they defy conventional molds and create new ones instead.


Take Steve Jobs, founder of Apple and father of the home computer. In 1985 Apple’s board pushed Jobs out, thinking it could run the very successful mature company better and more smoothly than its eccentric and sometimes volatile creator.


In 1996, however, the board had to bring him back. It discovered that what Jobs brought to Apple as its founder—the clear bold vision, the competitive drive, the hands-on focus on details and on understanding customers—was still required to save the company and move it to the next level. The result was a second technological tectonic shift that brought the iPod, the iPhone, and the iPad to Apple and to the world.2


The Jobs story is a familiar one to business entrepreneurs. The Zach Yadegari story will also be, someday. The importance of founders and the founder mindset has been understood and talked about in business schools and places like Silicon Valley for a decade now. But the founder approach to solving problems and addressing key issues—even tackling the seemingly impossible—extends far beyond business and the current tech world. It simply hasn’t been properly explored and appreciated until now.


In fact, the founder mode of thinking about and tackling problems is particularly and peculiarly a part of American culture. This has been so since a small band of religious puritans led by John Winthrop arrived on its shores to found what Winthrop said would be “as a City upon a Hill.” A century and a half later, it was what led a group of men to draw up the two documents that founded the United States of America—men we still call our founders or the Founding Fathers. Since then, this founding impulse—what I am calling the founder’s fire—has flared up again and again in America in powerful ways, and along two interrelated lines of effort.


The first is generating new paradigms for industries, institutions, and the critical infrastructures that bring Americans together, from steamships and railroads to cars and computers and the internet.


The second effort, even more important and fundamental, is renewing the first principles on which this nation was founded, including life, liberty, and the pursuit of freedom and happiness, even at the cost of disrupting the status quo.


That’s why seeing our nation’s original founding in the broader context of America as a land where founders like Steve Jobs and Abraham Lincoln and Thomas Edison and Martin Luther King and Elon Musk—and Zach Yadegari—have been constantly and insistently engaged in a process of change and renewal can bring some new light to understanding our past, present, and future.


[image: ]


In the business realm, the term founder has come to mean the creator of a start-up enterprise whose success reflects the founder’s single-minded drive and commitment to create a superior product or service—one that can change the course of business or even (as in the case of Steve Jobs or Thomas Edison and Henry Ford) an entire economy.3


Here we’ll be expanding our horizon to include founders who lie beyond the business realm, those who have time and again transformed this nation, fighting against complacency and decline, in order to preserve the American experiment in liberty and democracy—starting with its original creation by the men we still revere as our Founding Fathers.


Explaining what is a founder, however, is a different question from determining who is a founder. Naming examples of leading founders is relatively easy. Elon Musk and Steve Jobs, for example, spring immediately to mind, as do Henry Ford, John D. Rockefeller, and Samuel Morse from earlier generations. But in order to expand our understanding of the role of founders in our history, we can isolate and identify six characteristics of founders in all fields and endeavors.


First, they are mission- and vision-driven, with a commitment to the vision that is fierce and uncompromising. Here’s Henry Ford on why he created his Model T automobile: “I will build a motor car for the great multitude. It will be large enough for the family, but small enough for the individual to run and care for. It will be constructed of the best materials, by the best men to be hired, after the simplest designs that modern engineering can devise. But it will be so low in price that no man making a good salary will be unable to own one—and enjoy with his family the blessing of hours of pleasure in God’s great open spaces.”4 Elon Musk has been able to state his vision more succinctly: “We’re going straight to Mars.”


Founding Father John Adams explained what he saw happening with the Declaration of Independence that he helped to create: “There is nothing more ancient than the observation that the arts, sciences, and empire had always traveled westward. And in conversation it was always added, since I was a child, that their next leap would be over the Atlantic into America.”5 We can also include Martin Luther King Jr. as a founder because of his “I Have a Dream” speech, not only that children “will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character” but also “that one day every valley shall be exalted, every hill and mountain shall be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made straight, and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.”


Second, founders are incurably hands-on and detail-oriented; they need to know and keep track of every aspect of their business or enterprise. We see this with Elon Musk deciding that it’s necessary to examine every piece of debris from one of his failed Starship rockets himself. And we see this with George Washington as our founding president when—according to his secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson—he was “always in accurate possession of all the facts and proceedings in every part of the Union and… preserved a unity of object and action among them” that allowed Washington to take full responsibility for every decision made during his presidency.6 In their book The Founder’s Mentality, business authors James Allen and Chris Zook talk about founders’ “front-line obsession,” which is driven by “an intellectual curiosity about every detail of the customer experience and of how everything in the business works.”7 In the world of the founder, broad experience in a range of fields and endeavors—war, politics, academia, businesses (both successes and failures)—doesn’t distract but only serves to fuel energy and instincts at the most basic level, making the founder’s endeavor uniquely their own.


Third, founders have a built-in bias toward action, especially decisive action, to the point of disrupting the status quo—sometimes to the point of outright rebellion. We think of Steve Jobs being determined to create a personal computer that would be radically different from the standard computers of the 1970s. An assembly of delegates in Philadelphia in the summer of 1776 deciding to approve a document declaring independence from Great Britain. Or Abraham Lincoln overcoming the hesitations of his cabinet to press ahead with an Emancipation Proclamation, even when the course of the war with the South was still in doubt.


Or twenty-eight-year-old Donald Trump calling the man in charge of selling off the assets of the bankrupt Penn Central Railroad and saying, “Hello, my name is Donald Trump, and I want to buy the Sixtieth Street yards,” the starting point of a two-decade-long pilgrimage to become New York City’s most famous real-estate developer. “The simplest approach is often the most effective,” Trump explains in The Art of the Deal. That’s basically true for every effective founder.8


Fourth, they are risk tolerant, even notoriously so. As creators of something new and as pioneers taking an unprecedented new direction or launching a new way of thinking, they see risk as opportunity rather than as a danger signal.9 That risk tolerance is often based on their own previous success with risk management or on their confidence that they are doing it better this time than when things failed before. True founders are not reckless; they simply weigh the cost versus benefit of risk-taking on a scale that lesser mortals—even inveterate number crunchers—rarely see or even understand.


For example, the risk that the signers of the Declaration of Independence took when putting their names to this document was tantamount to treason. As Benjamin Franklin is supposed to have said at the time, “Either we hang together or hang separately”—the operative word being hang.


We see George Washington shouldering the enormous risk of crossing the ice-covered Delaware River at night in December 1776 to attack Hessian troops in the middle of a snowstorm: The promise of possible success outweighed the almost impossible odds against. Assuming one risk after another against impossible odds, in fact, describes his entire conduct as commander in chief of the Continental Army until finally—almost five years after Trenton—victory was his, and America’s.


We see Henry Kaiser taking a group of British officials to the empty mudflats in Richmond, California, during the darkest days of the World War II Blitz and telling them, “There are your shipyards, gentlemen”—meaning the shipyards he would build for them to carry the precious cargos that would keep Britain alive, even though Kaiser had never built a ship in his life and couldn’t tell the prow from the stern.10 Still, his founder’s experience with big construction projects told him that he could handle the risk of an assignment that others said was impossible—building Liberty ships for Britain and then for America by the hundreds, even thousands. In the end, Kaiser’s shipyards would be one of the production miracles of America’s “freedom’s forge” in World War II.


At a more mundane level, it’s the risk that almost every founder of a small business or start-up dares to face at the start of his or her journey: the fact that nine out of ten start-ups will fail.


Fifth, founders hate to delegate; they prefer to work with small groups of loyalists who share their vision. Their enterprise progresses best when it’s run with a “band of brothers” mentality. We think of the original founders when they pledged to one another “our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor” in the last sentence of the Declaration of Independence.


We think of George Washington and his handful of trusted aides during the Revolution and then during his presidency, including Henry Knox and Alexander Hamilton. We think of John D. Rockefeller and his handful of loyal business partners (including his brother) building and running Standard Oil. We think of Martin Luther King Jr. and his band of loyal and trusted aides tested by the fire of violence and discrimination, like Ralph Abernathy, John Lewis, and a very young Jesse Jackson. We think of the late Charlie Kirk and his close-knit band of colleagues and followers, including his wife, Erika, who created Turning Point USA.


We think of the founders of PayPal, who worked together and played together almost like a fraternity rather than a business. That’s why one of those PayPal founders, Peter Thiel, recommends in his book Zero to One that new start-ups should not create a corporate board larger than three people: “The smaller the board, the easier it is for the directors to communicate, to reach consensus, and to exercise effective oversight.”11 In the founder’s managing world, small isn’t just beautiful; it’s essential for taking decisive action and seeing the vision through together.


Sixth, founders view the world with a sense of “limitless horizon,” as Zook and Allen have put it. They are consumed with “the idea that a company, if massively successful, can intelligently extend the boundaries of its core further and further outward”—or do the same in the case of a massively successful nation.12 We can hear echoes of this sense of limitless horizon when President Donald Trump speaks of a coming “Golden Age” for America under his administration. But our very first president, George Washington, was capable of equally sweeping, even poetic terms when he thought about the future of the nation that he and the other founders were creating at the Constitutional Convention:




The Citizens of America, placed in the most enviable condition as the sole Lords and Proprietors of a vast Tract of Continent comprehending all the various soils and climates of the World, and abounding with all the necessaries and conveniences of life, are now by the late satisfactory pacification acknowledged to be possessed of absolute freedom and Independence.… Here they are not only surrounded with everything which can contribute to the completion of private and domestic enjoyment, but Heaven has crowned all its other blessings by giving a fairer opportunity for political happiness than any other Nation has ever been favored with.13





Founders are optimists, yes, but a certain kind of optimist. They see a brighter future ahead only if they plan and work to achieve it. They don’t see the world through rose-tinted glasses; they devote themselves to creating ways to make a rosy vision reality. As Benjamin Franklin also said after signing the Constitutional Convention in 1787, “You have a republic, gentlemen, if you can keep it.” It’s the business of making sure that success is the hallmark of the future, not just the present, that consumes a true founder’s attention.


Of course, not all founders display all six characteristics all the time. Likewise, some of these might describe any powerful or charismatic leader—even a Genghis Khan or an Adolf Hitler. But what distinguishes true founders is that they are creators first and foremost, not destroyers like a Hitler or a Lenin or a Mao Zedong. They love to build so that others can lead freer and more prosperous lives—whether it’s building a new company, a new product, a new skyscraper, or a new country. They approach life with a belief in the power of growth and change. They know life is about more—much more—than feeding their often larger-than-life-size egos. A true founder is therefore also a builder, one who aims to leave a legacy that will guide future generations and last far beyond their own lifetimes.14


In that sense, founders are not the same as entrepreneurs, although every founder is literally an entrepreneur: someone who undertakes or takes on a new venture, whether it’s a business or an institution. Not every entrepreneur has a great vision; on the contrary, he or she may be keen only about making a short-term profit or gaining a first-mover advantage. However, the founders we will meet all had and have an overarching vision that drives them, sometimes to the point of obsession, a vision that sticks them to the task no matter how many times they seem to fall short and fail.


Likewise, founding is not the same as innovating. Although founders are innovators in the sense of doing or trying something completely new, innovation itself doesn’t necessarily mean creating the new; it can simply mean an improvement of what already exists. That linkage brings us to the other cultural type we will encounter on this historical journey. It’s the type that founders often find themselves struggling against, even rebelling against: the manager.


Much has been written about managers and management in business, of course. But it’s also important to see the role that the manager mindset has played in history versus that of founders, who have been the key drivers of creativity and change.


For example, managers can be just as dedicated as founders, but instead of pursuing their own personal vision, they prefer to operate within the clearly defined perimeters set by others or by the past. “Sticking to your knitting” and “staying in your lane” are recurrent terms of praise among managers—but are a mindset that founders instinctively rebel against.


Instead of being obsessively hands-on, managers are comfortable with delegating. They see delegating as an essential skill in dealing with large and growing organizations—in fact, the larger and more complex, the more satisfying the task of effective delegation becomes.


Even more importantly, managers are risk averse, not because they are cowards or poltroons, but because they believe that they and the institutions they lead give their best performance in the realm of certainty and predictability.


So instead of a bias toward bold action, the manager’s favorite adage is “Look before you leap.” They prefer a series of steady regular steps toward a final goal or “target”—another favorite manager word. That’s why numbers (metrics) are so important to the manager: They serve as a way to measure and quantify where we are going and how we get there.15


Founders, by contrast, measure success not by numbers alone but by the achievement of their original vision. The manager is constantly asking, “How do we do this better?” However, the founder asks, “Why are we doing this at all?” If that answer proves unsatisfying, the founder strikes off in a new direction to follow a new vision—even at the risk of losing everything they’ve created before.


Sometimes managers can achieve great things, acting, for example, as “keepers of the flame” who keep the founder’s dream alive after the founder has moved or passed on.16 But over time managers can become preoccupied with maintaining order and stability for their own sakes. In their minds, risk-free environments become an unalloyed social good, whether in business, on the playground, or in foreign affairs. Resistance to change becomes a goal instead of a strategy; compromise becomes a habit instead of a necessity.


Over more time, in fact, the manager descends into the frame of mind that goes with the typical bureaucrat or rentier capitalist. Let others make and bake the bread; our job is to make sure that others are free to eat it, starting with ourselves. In Mariana Mazzucato’s terms, he or she becomes a rent seeker and wealth extractor instead of a wealth creator17—the latter being preeminently the realm of the founder.


As we saw in the case of Zach Yadegari’s CalAI, the manager mindset can be almost willfully blind to the ripe opportunities that lie ahead. This includes universities that depend on the wealth generated by capitalists like CalAI’s founder but surrender the opportunity to bring one of them to campus—even preferring to vilify capitalism instead.


The transition from founder to manager is an all too familiar story in the business world. When companies get to be too big, they stop innovating internally and become focused on maintaining profitability in the present rather than growing far into the future. The original bold and disruptive vision of the founder fades and slips away; business plans and corporate guidance statements take over, as do the managers who draw them up and push them into execution.


Flexibility and adaptability become forgotten habits; debate and consensus building take the place of decisive, aggressive action. The manager’s mindset breeds the corporate disease known as the Innovator’s Dilemma.18 Why did so many innovative companies regularly miss the opportunities in the present? Why did the great electronic firms of the 1950s and 1960s, like GE and Motorola, miss out on the computer revolution? More recently, why did those who beat them at the computer and internet revolution like Apple, Google, and Microsoft fall seriously behind in the AI arms race? What were once nimble start-ups can become spoiled by success: They are seized by the manager mentality and become large, slow, and dull—even corrupt.


Then, almost out of nowhere, a fresh generation of start-up founders comes forward to challenge the status quo once more. They are quickly dismissed and despised as troublemakers and disrupters by those who started in business doing exactly the same thing. Some of those challengers and disrupters fail and disappear, of course; a few others vanish in a cloud of fraud and deceit.19 Yet in the end, enough will survive and flourish to force everyone to confront the need for a renewal of first principles: a return to the mission and dedication that created the enterprise, the industry, ultimately the nation—in the first place.


This cycle of creation, decline, and renewal is a familiar story in business. Some, like economist Joseph Schumpeter, have seen it as characteristic of the dynamic of capitalism.20 What we need to understand is that it’s a familiar story in politics, as well, and in the history of civilization.
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The essential role of founders in world history seems obvious. The role of other founders is less obvious, in ways that will help us understand why they are so important in American history.


All the founders of the great religions certainly qualify, from Moses and Jesus Christ to Buddha and Mohammed. So do the creators of the ancient world’s great republics and empires. Machiavelli’s The Prince is sprinkled with their names; published in 1519, the book is almost a how-to manual on becoming a founder—which is why politicians and business leaders have been fascinated by it ever since.


At the same time, some other founders get overlooked because others managed to seize the historical imagination. Virtually everyone thinks of Julius Caesar and Augustus Caesar as the “founders” of the Roman Empire. In fact, neither man saw himself in that role. Far from being challengers to the existing order, both were skilled political insiders. Both presented themselves as restorers of an already-existing Roman republic and protectors of its governing order rather than as creators of something new and unprecedented.21


The better example of a Roman founder is the Emperor Diocletian (ruled 284‒305). The son of a freed slave, Diocletian worked his way up through the ranks of the army until, when the Roman Empire faced severe crisis on all fronts, the emperorship was all but thrust upon him. As a rank outsider and a soldier who had spent his career moving from one army camp to another along Rome’s frontiers, Diocletian saw the main problem at once: The empire had become too big for one man to govern. His solution was to divide the empire into two, with each co-emperor backed by a trusted subordinate. Like any good founder, Diocletian built his loyal team using fellow soldiers with similar obscure backgrounds. His co-emperor, Maximian, had been a shopkeeper in a small town in modern-day Serbia; his trusted subordinate, Galerius, had once herded cattle in the Carpathian Mountains. The fourth member of the Tetrarchy (as it was called), Constantius Chlorus, came from a tiny village in modern-day Western Turkey. With their help, Diocletian not only restored Rome’s frontiers but also left an empire resilient enough for Constantius’s son Constantine to pull it back together again as a Christian empire after founding his own personal capital, Constantinople.22


A founder needn’t always be an outsider. He or she can be a consummate insider who suddenly realizes that things must change suddenly, even drastically. Two hundred years after Diocletian’s death, thirty-year-old Justinian was raised to the Roman imperial purple. His uncle had been emperor; Justinian himself had grown up in the affluent, easeful life of Constantinople’s elite. Then, in January 532, the capital’s mob turned against two of Justinian’s advisers in violent, uncontrollable riots. The army lost control; half of Constantinople was burned down. Justinian was packing his bags to flee when his wife, Theodora, told him that “the imperial purple can make a splendid burial shroud.”23


Justinian’s mood switched from panic to ruthless determination. He and his trusted general Belisarius crushed the rebellion, and over the next two decades Justinian remolded every institution of the empire in the image of an all-powerful, invincible emperor. Justinian and Belisarius reconquered territories that had been lost to the barbarians for decades in North Africa, Spain, and Italy, including the city of Rome itself. Justinian’s fierce charismatic image still stares out at us from the imperial mosaics in Ravenna, Italy, along with that of Theodora (who never traveled anywhere without four thousand attendants). From the ashes of disaster, Justinian founded an imperial system that would last almost a thousand years.


That is, until it fell to another founder/conqueror, Sultan Mehmet II, the creator of the Ottoman Empire, in 1453. The Ottoman Turkish rulers would persist into the twentieth century until they too fell to defeat and chaos, and then passed into oblivion. That’s the pattern we’ve come to expect in the Old World: One founder conqueror followed inevitably by another, no matter how successful and permanent the first may seem.24 As traditional social and economic systems prove brittle and fragile and break down, chaos ensues; out of the chaos comes a proliferation of new founder/conquerors. The Mongols in China, the Mughals after the collapse of the Hindu empire in India, Napoleon on the heels of the French Revolution, Lenin on the heels of the Russian Revolution.


Later in the twentieth century—when violence and upheaval reached a crescendo on a global scale—came a confluence of leaders who, whether dictators or democrats, great men or evil men, met the requirements that history has set for successful founders. We’re not just talking about Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin. We can view Winston Churchill and FDR as founders, not to mention Mao Zedong and Chiang Kai-shek. Even FDR’s successor, Harry Truman, belongs to history as the founder of the Cold War security state.


One founder of that era, however, towers above the rest. Charles de Gaulle single-handedly kept the idea of free France alive in exile after defeat and occupation by Germany in World War II until he returned to France with liberation in 1944. There he would found not one but two republics until he had the constitutional outcome he wanted—an outcome that his legendary larger-than-life presence guaranteed.25


So much for our Grand Tour of founders in history as we usually know it and as it’s usually taught. With the exception of founders of the great religions, it’s largely a history of wars and conquests; of bloodshed, glory, and suffering; of empires created and empires destroyed.


But underneath it all, for all those thousands of years, the world was populated by other founders who remained unseen and unsung. These were the men and women who found ways to feed, clothe, exchange, forge, and weave what their families and communities needed to stay alive and eventually to prosper. They’re the founders who built or created the sometimes humble inventions and institutions that made life bearable for the vast majority of humanity during those thousands of years. It was they who created the wealth that conquerors appropriated to build their power and celebrate their glory.


We’ll never know who was the first to crack open a rock to make a tool, to gather wheat to bake a loaf of bread, to tame a horse, to put a mast on a boat, to use a wheel to move cargo, to forge an iron nail, or to weave a net to pull up the fishes of the seas. Still, they are the real founders of civilization. Working steadily under the yoke of the conquerors and elites, they are the ones who built the monuments the conquerors raised to themselves and buried the dead they left in their path.


For most of humanity, this life was a fate to be resigned to and accepted. But for a few—the most successful founders—life presented opportunities to make more than just a pittance out of their daily labors if they had an idea how to do those labors better, faster, and cheaper. When they did, the elites were rarely grateful; instead, they vilified these founders as greedy, grasping, vile tradesmen and ignoble shopkeepers—or simply ignored them altogether. Often, rulers set them apart in ghettos or excluded them from honors or social prominence. They felt free to loot them when convenient or to rely on them for money and resources when necessary. But it was these humble and forgotten founders who steadily moved human existence forward, from the plateaus of mere survival to increasing peaks of prosperity.


Probably the first person to celebrate these unsung accomplishments was the Scottish philosopher and economist Adam Smith, in his An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. We’ve come to think of the book as the Bible of free-market capitalism. But Smith’s greater point was that freedom was the environment in which human improvement advanced most naturally and rapidly in very basic and humble ways, simply by unleashing the power of free human beings to create or found what is necessary to move society forward: “Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, proposes: Give me that which I want, and you shall have this which you want.… It is in this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good offices which we stand in need of.”26


Out of this need for exchange, Smith asserts, men learn that they can do some things better than others. This skill enables them to trade what they do best for what they need from others but don’t have time to do (probably badly) for themselves. This is the start of what Smith calls the division of labor and what we might call the birth of founder’s fire:




A particular person makes bows and arrows, for example, with more readiness and dexterity than others. From a regard to his own interest, therefore, the making of bows and arrows grows to be his chief business, and he becomes a sort of armourer. Another excels in making the frames and covers of their little huts or moveable houses. A third becomes a smith or a brazier; a fourth, a tanner or dresser of hides or skins.… And thus the certainty of being able to exchange all that surplus part of the produce of his own labour encourages every man to apply himself to a particular occupation, and to cultivate and bring to perfection whatever talent of genius he may possess for that particular species of business.27





This division of labor, from which the “talent of genius” springs, is never fixed. It is the swift-moving buoyant river out of which founders create new things and new products—even new nations. Peter Thiel, cofounder of PayPal and also the innovative defense firm Palantir, puts it slightly differently: “The most valuable kind of company maintains an openness to invention that is most characteristic of beginnings. It lasts as long as a company is creating new things, and it ends when creation stops. If you get the founding moment right… you can steer its distant future toward the creation of new things instead of the stewardship of inherited success. You might even extend its founding indefinitely.”28


By “stewardship of inherited success,” Thiel means the manager mindset. And mention of a “founding moment” makes us think of what was happening in Philadelphia at the same time Wealth of Nations was being published across the Atlantic in London during that crucial summer of 1776.


28 















Chapter 1


START-UP NATION: FOUNDING FATHERS DO THE IMPOSSIBLE AND RISK IT ALL




We are in the very midst of a revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of nations.


—John Adams, July 1, 1776
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SOMETIMES THE FOUNDER’S FIRE comes in a flash of insight, a sudden revelation that changes the founder’s direction and, ultimately, all of us.


More often, founding becomes a process in which a store of banked-up energy, insight, and sense of purpose looks for and eventually finds the opportunity to explode on the scene and to move things forward—even move the world.


That’s what the men we call the Founding Fathers did during the American Revolution and its aftermath. Their process led to two world-changing documents: the Declaration of Independence, signed in 1776, and the Constitution of the United States, ratified twelve years later. Like other start-up founders, they dared to do what others said was impossible. Their mission required a radical break from the past but also a clear vision for the future.


In 1776 it also meant putting their lives and their fortunes on the line in the greatest gamble of their lives.


The designation of “Founding Fathers” or “founders” usually settles on six names from this era: John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and George Washington. But in a crucial sense, all the delegates who sat at the Second Continental Congress that steamy spring and summer of 1776, even those at the Constitutional Convention in 1787, were founders. Each in his own way contributed to creating the start-up nation called the United States of America.


They all understood how momentous both undertakings were, and the odds against them. When pamphleteer Thomas Paine wrote that the American revolution was meant “to form a new era and give a new turn to human affairs,” he spoke for most, if not all, of the men who put their names to those two historic documents. Likewise, when John Adams told his wife, Abigail, that creating the United States was “an Enterprise that is and will be an Astonishment to vulgar Minds all over the World, in this and in future Generations,” he knew that what he and his fellow founders were doing would transform history.1


Even the most recalcitrant and skeptical delegate to the gathering in Philadelphia in 1776 also knew they were leading an armed revolution against the most powerful nation in the world. Those in Philadelphia eleven years later understood they had to create a constitution that would both preserve liberty and achieve a binding sense of nationhood where none had existed before.


And through it all, the key members worked together as a team to achieve their dream. In that sense, they truly were “founding brothers,” as historian Joseph Ellis has dubbed them, in that they shared the same overall vision, despite their differences over some of the details. They trusted and respected one another to see it all the way through, despite those differences.


And all of them knew—as every founder knows—they were taking a leap into the unknown.
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Every founding, even declaring national independence, requires someone willing to go first.


In the crucial summer of 1776 that man was a delegate from Virginia to the Continental Congress named Richard Henry Lee. His name almost never appears in the exalted list of Founding Fathers. It would be his fate to be perpetually underrated by posterity, even becoming a figure of fun in the Broadway musical 1776 about the American founding. In fact, contemporaries compared him to Cicero as a speaker, and John Adams and others also recognized that he could be a brilliant writer—one reason that they sought his collaboration.2


Lee had presented the germ of the idea of independence even earlier. Back in 1766, he authored a resolution condemning the hated Stamp Act as a breach of the colonists’ rights. It stated that “we declare all due allegiance and obedience to our lawful Sovereign, George the Third, King of Great Britain… as far as is consistent with the preservation of our Constitutional rights and liberty,” but clearly no further.3 In addition to all his other gifts, Lee had the quality required of every great founder: the willingness to be the first out of the gate, in this case by putting forward the notion that others, better known and more capable, would rally around and take over, that it was time for Americans to declare their independence from Great Britain.


The place where he did this was the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia, in June 1776. The first congress had also met in Philadelphia earlier in 1774 to protest the series of British regulations known as the Intolerable Acts. Because the delegates came from all thirteen colonies, from Vermont and New Hampshire in the North to Georgia and the Carolinas in the South, Philadelphia seemed a good midway point for them to meet. That’s how Philadelphia became the foundry from which a new nation, and then a new constitution, would be made.


But it was understood from the start that this Second Continental Congress would be more momentous than the first. The first had sat from September to October 1774, and it dissolved after delegates from twelve of the thirteen colonies (Georgia did not attend) drafted a formal petition outlining the colonists’ grievances for British King George III.


Since then, much had changed. Actual fighting had broken out between colonists and British troops; General George Washington had created an army to resist further British military advances. The delegates who began drifting into Philadelphia in May 1775—just weeks after the first fatal shots at Lexington and Concord, and a year before Richard Henry Lee presented his fateful resolution—knew that something had gone terribly wrong with the relations with the mother country, Great Britain, that couldn’t be fixed by normal channels.


For the past twelve years the British government had been imposing a growing crescendo of stifling regulations on the thirteen American colonies, mixed with bureaucratic abuse and bullying. The Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, and the Townshend Acts—which Americans quickly dubbed the Intolerable Acts—had all imposed (from the colonists’ point of view) unnecessary taxes and burdensome regulations that had alienated a wider and wider circle of colonists. One of those earliest protesters, founder businessman Benjamin Franklin, described the baleful effect of these rules and regulations that were “executed with great Rudeness and Insolence.” He said the result was that “all Trade and Commerce, even the most legal, between Colony and Colony, was harassed, vexed, Interrupted”—yet that trade was the lifeblood of the colonies.4


Like Franklin, the members of the new Continental Congress were prominent and influential men who understood the importance of trade and commerce for their communities. We can even include land speculator George Washington in that group. Of the fifty-six eventual signers of the Declaration of Independence, twelve were merchants or businessmen—and at least thirteen if we include Ben Franklin.5 In short, the delegates knew that the British Crown’s policies posed an existential threat to the colonies, to which they had to respond as a group.


So they did. Starting with the very first Stamp Act Congress, in 1766, the colonies became used to gathering together to air their grievances—always with no or inadequate response from London.


At the time their mother country occupied a unique place in world history. The British Empire then was nowhere as large as it would become in the following century. It centered in the British colonies in the Americas. It had no footprint yet in Australia, Africa, or Asia (Botany Bay was founded in 1788; the Cape Colony was Dutch until 1814). The empire had been built to protect overseas trade, including the export/import-driven economies of the thirteen colonies, with a navy second to none in the world and army garrisons stationed across North America.


Parliament also expected the colonists to help pay for the armed forces that protected them. The colonies thought otherwise. They found the costs imposed on them, and the regulations that accompanied them, cumbersome—even, as they said on the street, intolerable. And if the government wasn’t going to relieve the colonies of their tax and regulation burdens, the colonies felt they would have to take matters in their own hands.


The issue between the American colonies and the British Crown on the eve of independence was really as simple as that. Yet the Crown’s ability to manage the situation was supremely limited. Almost incredibly, the bureaucratic machinery to enforce the regulations that London and Westminster increasingly imposed was almost nonexistent. The British Board of Trade, which was nominally in charge of administering the thirteen colonies, could only advise, not command; a central authority for dealing with colonial matters was created only in 1768, on the very eve of revolution, and hardly knew what its powers were or how to use them.6


In addition, when sending a letter from London to New York took no less than six to ten weeks, and another six to ten to get an answer back, there was no way the thirteen colonies could be governed effectively at a transatlantic distance. Yet each was expected to respond to its royal master’s voice with unquestioning obedience. And when they did not—and by the mid-1770s they very definitely were not doing so—the British Crown had no way to make its authority felt except through armed might.


Unfortunately, this armed might created as many problems it could solve, not just in terms of transatlantic logistics but also in terms of confirming in Americans’ minds that they were facing a tyrannical mother country to whom any loyalty they might once have felt was now null and void.


By 1774, a critical mass of the American political elite had reached that conclusion. They were ready for the next, critical stage in any founding: the decision to break away and start something new.


The British invasion that followed Lexington and Concord, and then the full-scale fighting around Boston at Bunker Hill and Breed’s Hill, meant that Americans didn’t need the genius of a John Adams or a Thomas Jefferson to lead them to this conclusion. The feeling was widespread, from New England and the merchant cities that felt most abused by London’s misrule—Boston, New York, Philadelphia—through the mid-Atlantic to the Southern colonies of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia. As Tom Paine stated in the most popular book of the year, breaking free of Britain had become a matter of “common sense.” Later, Thomas Jefferson admitted being amazed at how quickly Americans were willing to throw off the habit of subservience (“like a suit of old clothes”) and to embrace independence—and the self-governing republic that went with it.7


In other words, there was already a groundswell of support in the Second Continental Congress for independence and self-rule. The delegates from Georgia and from South and North Carolina even had explicit instructions from their legislatures empowering them to vote for independence.


They weren’t the only ones. The remaining question was this: Who would be the first delegate to make it happen?


In the crucial May of 1776, that delegate was Richard Henry Lee. He also had a valuable ally from the Massachusetts delegation, John Adams. Adams had been a firebrand for independence since the 1760s. When he arrived in Philadelphia, his views were already well-known: “Liberty can no more exist without virtue and independence, than the body can live and move without a soul.”8 But his was not a personality that won friends, although it might influence people when combined with a figure everyone liked and respected, like Richard Henry Lee.


On May 10 Lee and Adams therefore together put forward a resolution recommending that the individual colonies take over all powers of government. The goal, it stated, was “the happiness and safety of their constituents in particular, and America in general.”9 Far from being controversial, the resolution passed almost unanimously. An American founding was all but underway.


It was the wording of the preamble accompanying the resolution that provoked the most debate and division when the delegates had to vote on it five days later, on May 15. The exact wording came from Adams’s pen, not Lee’s. It stated that the British government’s abusive behavior was irreconcilable with Americans’ oath of allegiance to that government and their king, and that “the exercise of every kind of authority under the said crown should be totally suppressed, and all the powers of government exerted, under the authority of the people of the colonies, for the preservation of internal peace, virtue, and good order, as well as for the defence of their lives, liberties, and properties, against the hostile invasions and cruel depredations of their enemies.”10


That was too much for many delegates. In general, they worried that things were going too fast. James Wilson of Pennsylvania asked plaintively, “Before we are prepared to build a new house, why should we pull down the old one?” When James Duane said the preamble seemed “a machine for the fabrication of independence,” Adams replied forthrightly that was exactly what it was. In fact, he considered the resolution “independence itself.”11


Despite the doubters about the preamble, the resolution passed. Adams was elated; he and Lee were getting ready for the next step, an actual full-out resolution declaring the independence of the American colonies. But there was no sugarcoating the risk they were all taking by doing so. On May 8, two days before the initial resolution was introduced, two British warships made a run at the colonists’ defenses along the Delaware River, thirty miles from Philadelphia. The delegates in the State House could clearly hear the sound of cannon fire in the distance. It was a grim reminder of how perilous the course that they were choosing for independence could actually be.12


The peril they ran was not just against the British but also against those in the Congress for whom independence was still a bridge too far, those who might make unity impossible. For John Dickinson and others in the Pennsylvania delegation, for example, the colonies were indeed facing a crisis but a manageable one. Dickinson strongly felt there was no need for desperate measures like severing the ties to Britain by declaring independence—especially when an independent America would have no foreign allies.


Adams, for one, furiously disagreed. Increasingly, he would take over pressing the case for separation from Britain, with a founder-size vision to go with it. Adams had no illusions about how literally earth-shattering the decision for independence really would be. Never in history had colonies ever successfully broken away from their mother country; never had a country the size of the thirteen colonies ever successfully become a republic.


But Adams was convinced it could and would happen that summer in Philadelphia. As he wrote to his wife and intellectual soulmate, Abigail, such a declaration “I am apt to believe will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival. It ought to be commemorated, as the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. 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.”13


The man who agreed with him most was Benjamin Franklin. At age seventy, he was a legendary figure already, not only as a thinker and intellectual but also as a political activist. As early as 1768, he had grasped how important, and how necessary, independence would be: “The more I have thought and read on the subject the more I find myself confirmed in my opinion that no middle doctrine can be well maintained. [Either] Parliament has power to make all laws for us, or that it has a power to make no laws for us.” That meant freedom through independence was not just a choice but a destiny as well. He was also convinced that relying too much on Britain would thwart America’s destiny as “a land of labor” where “Multitudes of poor People from England, Ireland, Scotland and Germany have by this means in a few Years become wealthy Farmers” through the power of that freedom.14


Franklin stood at the pinnacle of his reputation. Within the Congress itself, however, his role was diminished by illness and exhaustion. Leadership for independence would fall instead to Adams and to a much younger man from Virginia’s delegation, Thomas Jefferson.


Jefferson arrived in Philadelphia only after the initial resolution had already passed, although his 1774 pamphlet A Summary View of the Rights of British America meant his reputation as a brilliant activist for independence was well established. Still, “never contradict anybody” had been Franklin’s advice when he arrived, so Jefferson left the lead in defending independence to Adams. Adams, of course, ignored that piece of Franklin advice with a vengeance. Jefferson’s silence, on the other hand, during Congress’s sessions became legendary. As Adams said, “During the whole time I sat with him in Congress, I never heard him utter three sentences together.”15


Jefferson came into his own only after June 7. On that day, Richard Henry Lee led the way again by introducing a resolution “that these united colonies are and of right ought to be free and independent states.” His resolution came in three parts: The first was a formal declaration of independence, the second a call to form foreign alliances, and the third “a plan for confederation.” When asked if this was all going too far, too fast, Lee could truthfully say he was only following the instructions he had received from the Virginia Convention.16


The battle over the first part of Lee’s resolution started on June 8. It dragged on well into the night of June 9 and even into the next morning. Its opponents, led by Dickinson and the Pennsylvanians (excluding Franklin) and Edward Rutledge and the Carolinians, managed only to fight the resolution to a draw. They insisted the Congress delay a final vote until after the middle colonies had time to check with their legislatures, which meant a delay of twenty days, until July 1.


The opponents of independence had gained a temporary stay of execution. But even they could see what was coming. As Dickinson himself said, “My conduct this day, I expect, will give the finishing blow to my once great… and now too diminished popularity.… But thinking as I do on the subject of debate, silence would be guilt.”17


Being the stalwart opponent of independence was a strange part for Dickinson to play. He himself had laid one of the cornerstones of the entire movement—the principle of “no taxation without representation”—back in 1768, when he argued that Parliament had no right to impose taxation without the consent of the colonial legislatures.18 But now the political tide was sweeping his view—that declaring independence was too risky and would rule out any future compromise—out into the sea of irrelevance. In the end, he would never sign the Declaration of Independence and would be remembered—unjustly—as its most notorious nonsigner.


On June 11, Congress appointed three concurrent committees to address the three separate parts of the Lee Resolution. The most important, and significant, was the committee of five delegates to draft the formal declaration of independence. The real stars of the committee were Benjamin Franklin and John Adams. Connecticut’s Roger Sherman and Robert Livingston of New York were there to round out the committee’s geographic diversity. The South’s sole representative was Jefferson, who automatically offered the task of writing the declaration to Adams.


Adams said no. Instead, he said, Jefferson should do it.


“Why?” Jefferson asked.


“Reason first: you are a Virginian and a Virginian ought to appear at the head of this business. Reason second: I am obnoxious, suspected, and unpopular. You are very much otherwise. Reason third: you can write ten times better than I do.”19


Jefferson, already known as the author of the very popular A Summary View of the Rights of British America, could not disagree on any of those points.


When he actually sat down to start writing, his mind was on what such a document should convey not just to its immediate audience, including the British, but also to posterity. “Neither aiming at originality of principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, [the declaration] was intended to be an expression of the American mind,” he explained later, “and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion.”20


By expressing the American mind, Jefferson meant “to place before mankind the common sense of the subject.” Common Sense was not only the title of the very popular Thomas Paine pamphlet that had encouraged so many to take up the cause of political independence. It was also the dominant philosophy of the colonies’ best minds: the belief that judging the weightiest moral, political, and even scientific issues was something that every human being was equipped to do through our most basic and universal powers of reason.21


With Jefferson in charge, the result was a classic founder’s document: clear, concise, presenting a bold vision in a straightforward way. A document meant as a prompt to decisive action, not simply intellectual reflection. As such, Jefferson said later, the declaration almost wrote itself. Later he summed up the experience concisely this way: “I consented [to write the declaration]: I drew it up.”22


Every founder needs to think about why what they are creating is important, as well as how to create it. That was the essential task Jefferson set before himself and the other committee members. By every standard, he succeeded brilliantly:




When in the course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another.…


All men are created equal: and among these unalienable rights are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.…


That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.





The committee was delighted with the result. There were the inevitable changes and additions, such as changing Jefferson’s “we hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable” to holding them as “self-evident.” But on the whole, it was Jefferson’s masterpiece from start to finish.


On Monday, July 1, 1776, the entire Congress met to hear the result. John Dickinson issued his final warning about moving too quickly toward declaring independence. Then John Adams took over and gave a speech that rolled through the chamber like thunder rolling over the horizon: “Objects of the most stupendous magnitude, measures in which the lives and liberties of millions, born and unborn are most essentially interested, are now before us. We are in the very midst of revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of the world.”23


Sadly, no transcript survives of the nine-hour debate that followed. Still, everyone there agreed that Adams’s stupendous speech set the tone for the entire session and also largely carried the day. Richard Stockton of New Jersey summed it up: “He it was that sustained the debate, and by the force of his reasoning demonstrated not only the justice but the expediency of the measure.” It may have been the sheer power of Adams’s eloquence that convinced North Carolina’s Joseph Hewes, formerly a staunch opponent of independence, to switch sides, and James Wilson, Dickinson’s ally in the earlier discussions, to change his mind as well—thus tipping the Pennsylvania delegation’s vote in favor of independence.24


The next day, July 2, the final vote came. Later there would be a legend that the “yes” vote of Georgia and South Carolina finally came down to excluding any reference to slavery or the slave trade in the declaration. It’s a legend perpetuated by Jefferson himself; it goes on to claim that Adams fought bitterly to keep those references in and conceded only at the last minute to avoid defeat. It’s even the climactic scene in the 1776 musical.


In fact, there was very little objection to taking out the reference to the horrors of the slave trade that Jefferson had initially inserted. As Jefferson pointed out later, even some Northern delegates were sensitive on the subject, “for though their people have very few slaves themselves yet they had been pretty considerable carriers”—in other words, merchants engaged in the transatlantic traffic in enslaved persons.25


The sad truth was that slavery was a part of life in the eighteenth century: in America, Africa, and elsewhere. Whatever fierce moral objections that John Adams, Benjamin Rush, and other delegates had to the traffic in slaves, they were not about to let those arguments capsize the cause of independence at this crucial moment.


Later historians would describe, even deride, the delegates who voted that day as America’s colonial elite. They were not only slave owners but merchant oligarchs and great landowners who wrote their declaration, and later their constitution, in order to protect their own economic interests, goes the argument.


Who were they really? In fact, the Continental Congress contained a wide spectrum of backgrounds and interests, from its president, John Hancock, perhaps the wealthiest man in America, to Roger Sherman, who began life as a shoemaker, and Samuel Huntington, who had been apprenticed to a barrel maker.


But, more importantly, whether rich or merely affluent, Virginia slave owner or Rhode Island slave trader, in the eyes of the bureaucrats in London they were all nobodies, mere colonial upstarts. John Dickinson (a confirmed Anglophile and no friend of independence) found this out on a visit to London. Although he was a substantial landowner in his native Pennsylvania, and an owner of slaves, he discovered to his chagrin that his status counted next to nothing in a land of kings, lords, and peers.26


Instead of seeing the Declaration of Independence signers as a narrow oligarchy securing their own fortunes, it’s more accurate to see them as men taking a bold plunge into the unknown by asserting their right to govern themselves as they, not London, saw fit, regardless of the risks. It’s the leap that more than one founder has made, often when he or she has little or nothing to lose. The fact that so many came from the top, rather than the bottom, of colonial society made the risks they were running by signing even more remarkable—one might even say admirable.


And sign they did. First came adoption of the actual resolution on independence on July 2, when South Carolina joined the other states to make the decision as close to unanimous as possible (the New York delegates abstained, as they had almost from the start of the Congress, pleading that they still had no instructions from their legislature). On July 4 came the final vote on the declaration itself, after more than eighty (mostly minor) alterations to the original text. Only President Hancock and the Congress’s secretary, Charles Thomson, signed the document that emerged that day. It would take more than a month for a final, embossed copy to be ready for everyone’s signature. The process would go on after August 2 for weeks. The last delegate to sign, Delaware’s Thomas McKean, didn’t get his name on it until sometime between 1777 and 1781.27


Yet through the entire process, the delegates understood the personal danger that awaited them. Every dispatch from Washington’s army, it seemed, brought news of fresh setbacks in the war against the British, starting with Washington’s withdrawal from Boston and retreat to New York City. On July 2, the night of the crucial debate, the delegates learned that a hundred British warships had been sighted off New York harbor—the first arrivals of a major military expedition aimed at stamping out the rebellion.28


For the delegates in Philadelphia, fear was mixed with gallows humor, quite literally. When Virginia’s portly Benjamin Harrison stepped up to sign, he turned to Massachusetts’s more svelte Elbridge Gerry: “I shall have a great advantage over you, Mr Gerry, when we are all hung for what we are now doing. From the size and weight of my body I shall die in the few minutes, but from the lightness of your body you will dance in the air an hour or two before you are dead.” Both men smiled at the jest. But both realized it was not entirely a laughing matter.29


That summer, only one man could make sure the worst didn’t happen. He was George Washington. As commanding general and founder of the Continental Army, he was making revolution possible.


[image: ]


In 1776 he was an imposing man, both physically and in terms of reputation. If the overused term charisma applies to any of the Founding Fathers, it was George Washington.


At just under six feet four inches tall, he loomed over other leaders of the revolution, except Jefferson, who was six feet two (Adams was a little over five feet six). In fact, Adams once said the reason Washington kept getting picked to lead an army or the nation was that he was invariably the tallest man in the room.


But it wasn’t just his height or imposing physique (he once threw a coin 215 feet over Virginia’s Natural Bridge, roughly the height of a fifteen-story building) that made him a natural choice to lead the start-up nation’s start-up army. His military record was unparalleled—not so much for its victories (he had made some bad operational blunders during the French and Indian War) but for his dogged perseverance on the battlefield and instinct for survival. After the disastrous defeat of General Braddock during that war, Washington had led the survivors to safety despite having two horses shot from under him and numerous bullet holes punched through his clothes (miraculously none of which left him wounded). Washington was also a fine horseman: the best in America, according to Thomas Jefferson. It was an important skill when military command demanded long hours on horseback.30


When the Second Continental Congress had to choose a general to take command of the beleaguered American forces in Boston, Washington seemed the obvious choice. There weren’t that many other candidates. Massachusetts’s militia commander, Artemas Ward, was starkly incompetent; Connecticut’s Israel Putnam was too old. At forty-three, Washington had both the stamina and the stature to assume the formal title of commander in chief of whatever force he could pull together from the different states’ militias.


He had his own doubts about his fitness for the job. As he told the Congress, “I do not think myself equal to the command I am honored with.”31 However, once invested with the title of commander in chief of the Continental Army—meaning an army for the common defense of all the colonies—he was determined to do the job his way and no one else’s.


Meanwhile, like any founder he had to make do with what he had on hand. In Washington’s case, these were overwhelmingly untrained colonial militias. They were knowledgeable about guns (most of them) but had limited notions of discipline and very limited enlistments (all of them). Getting these soldiers to sign up for another year or even a few short months was a matter of persuasion, even desperate pleading, rather than confident command.


Washington found this out that first winter of 1775 while in front of the British in Boston. On New Year’s Day 1776, even as new freshly enlisted troops arrived, the old troops left “by hundreds and by thousands… in the very teeth of an enemy,” one of Washington’s vexed officers noted.32 To say those who remained lacked martial order would be a grotesque understatement. At one point when the new army was assembling in New York, Washington himself had to wade into a brawl between two quarreling groups of soldiers and physically pull them apart. Another time, at Kips Bay, when his troops panicked and ran from the British, and Washington could find no way to rally them, he hurled his tricorne hat on the ground and cried, “Are these the men with which I am to defend America?”33


Yes, they were—and they would have to be led into battle as much by example, including by their commander in chief, as by command. Fortunately, he had talented young officers around him like Lieutenant Tench Tilghman, who became Washington’s chief of staff; Captain Alexander Hamilton, later Washington’s secretary of the treasury; Lieutenant James Monroe, later the fifth president of the United States; and Lieutenant John Marshall, later chief justice of the Supreme Court. There were also outstanding senior subordinates like generals Nathanael Greene and Henry Knox, who commanded Washington’s artillery.


They all came to respect, even revere, their commander in chief. But whether they were trained or untrained, competent or incompetent, Washington made sure that everyone under his command understood the momentousness of what they were doing by having the freshly printed Declaration of Independence read aloud to the ranks. He told his soldiers he hoped that “this important event will serve as a fresh incentive to every officer and soldier to act with fidelity and courage, knowing that now the peace and safety of his country depends (under God) solely on the success of our arms.” General Knox, for one, got the message: “The eyes of all America are upon us. As we play our part posterity will bless or curse us.”34


Unfortunately, the strategic situation that Washington and his army faced was cursed to start with. Shortly after arriving in Boston, Washington realized his position there was completely untenable. He ordered a withdrawal to safer ground around New York City. With the British enjoying complete command of the sea, however, his enemy was free to follow him at will and strike from multiple directions at once while adding more troops and naval vessels every week. As Washington watched helplessly, over the course of July the British steadily built up their forces in the area until they had more soldiers on the ground—thirty-five thousand—than the entire population of Philadelphia (roughly thirty thousand). These were also trained British soldiers, compared to Washington’s motley crew, supplemented by professional German mercenaries.


At the end of August, the British, under General William Howe, made their move. Troops shifted from Staten Island to Long Island, and on August 27, 1776, came the biggest battle in North American history as the British hit Washington’s lines along Brooklyn Heights. As anyone would have the right to expect, the result was a decisive victory for the British, who outnumbered the Continental Army two to one. Of the 10,000 Americans, 2,179 were killed, wounded, or captured. British losses were fewer than 400.35


Washington was now trapped at the far end of Long Island. He and his troops had no stomach to renew the fight. Instead, Washington decided to pull everyone across the East River to New York and Manhattan. It was a brilliant operation, carried out in the dead of night of August 27/28. The British had no idea what was happening until the morning, when they found the Americans gone.


Although no one knew it yet, this would be the pattern of Washington’s campaigning over the next five years: Washington’s Continental Army taking a beating, then making a skillful withdrawal to the next position, until the British drew up in front again. As Winston Churchill would later observe, wars are not won by evacuations. But Washington had no choice. On September 2, his war council reached the dismal conclusion that they would have to evacuate New York City itself: The British simply had too many options for surprise landings on either the Hudson River side of Manhattan or the East River side. On September 15, General Howe proved the point by landing four thousand British and Hessian troops at Kip’s Bay on the East River, under a punishing naval barrage.


Washington’s men panicked, then broke and ran. Washington rode desperately around, trying to rally his men without success. Author Bruce Bliven describes what happened next: Washington “lost the last vestige of his self-control. He tore off his hat and dashed it to the ground. Cursing violently, he roared that his men were not men at all but scum, and that the war itself was impossible with cowards for soldiers. In his fury he slashed at both officers and men with his riding crop, trying to beat courage into them. But the General’s frenzy, formidable as it was, accomplished nothing.”


As the panic spread, and men threw away muskets, backpacks, hats, and powder horns, someone noticed the enemy growing closer: “Though it was obvious it was time to flee, Washington… simply sat dejectedly in his saddle, with his head bowed.… He seemed utterly exhausted by the intensity of his tantrum, and in a kind of daze. His aides weren’t sure what to do.… [T]hen, finally, one of them took the bridle of the General’s horse and led him away.”36


It could only get better after that, and it did. The next day, September 16, fighting resumed along Harlem Heights. After the Americans momentarily gave way again and ran pell-mell (with the British chasing them with mocking bugles blowing as if in a fox hunt), this time Washington rallied his men for a counterattack that halted the British advance, then pushed them back. It was the Britons’ turn to cut and run. “[We] drove the dogs near three miles,” a jubilant Connecticut militiaman wrote afterward.37
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