
[image: Cover: Mobituaries, by Mo Rocca]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Mobituaries, by Mo Rocca, Simon & Schuster]







[image: images]INTRODUCTION[image: images]





As a lover of obituaries, these are the kinds of questions that weigh on my mind:

How did Founding Father Thomas Paine, the man who inspired the American Revolution with his pamphlet Common Sense, end up with just six people at his funeral and an obit summed up in the line “He had lived long, did some good and much harm”?

Did Sammy Davis Jr. and Jim Henson really have to die on the same day? Didn’t each of these brilliant talents deserve a news cycle all to himself?

Is it even possible to diagram a sentence as long as what will likely be the first line of Bill Cosby’s obit? Seriously, that’s going to be one heck of a dependent-clause-heavy sentence:


Bill Cosby, the Philadelphia-born stand-up comedian who broke barriers when he became the first black actor to star in an American television drama before going on to star in his own blockbuster eponymous sitcom, but whose legacy was eclipsed by a torrent of accusations of drug-facilitated sex crimes and whose 2018 conviction on aggravated indecent assault sent him to prison where he lived out his days in disgrace, died today.



My father loved the obits, too. It was his favorite section of the newspaper. I think he liked the sweeping drama of a life packed into a few inches of print. Indeed a great one can feel like a movie trailer for an Oscar-winning biopic, leaving the reader breathless.

Consider the story of Madame Chiang Kai-shek, who died in 2003. At 105(!), the widow of Chinese Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek had long outlived general interest in her. Even the people still around who knew her name had forgotten she was alive.

But Madame Chiang’s life was consequential, hence the gripping 2,600-word saga penned by the New York Times’s Seth Faison. Beautiful, brainy, and driven, she was one of three sisters from the Soong family, which “dominated Chinese politics and finance in the first half of the 20th century.” Quoted in the obit is a famous Chinese ditty about the sisters: “One loved money, one loved power, one loved China.” (Madame Chiang was the “power” one.) The Gabor sisters were slouches next to these three.

Madame Chiang barnstormed the United States during World War II, electrifying Congress, winning Americans to the side of the Nationalists over the Communists, charming the masses with her southern-accented English, which she learned growing up for a time in Georgia.

Underneath the charm was a ruthlessness, though, which Faison captures. This is my favorite paragraph:


Although Madame Chiang developed a stellar image with the American public, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and other leaders became disillusioned with her and her husband’s despotic and corrupt practices. Eleanor Roosevelt was shocked at Madame Chiang’s answer when asked at a dinner at the White House how the Chinese government would handle a strike by coal miners. Madame Chiang silently drew a sharp fingernail across her neck.



Can’t you just hear Eleanor Roosevelt gasping as Madame Chiang pantomimes a beheading? Reading that paragraph I am there at that table!

She eventually fled to the posh Upper East Side of New York. At ninety she plotted a comeback but it failed and she lived out her days being waited on by guards in the Nationalist uniforms of old. (I knew one of her neighbors, and he was convinced she and those guards were running an off-the-books takeout service out of her apartment.)

Her obit is a twofer: an engrossing personal story and a riveting history lesson about China during World War II. And a fitting send-off for someone who was, like it or not, once a pivotal figure. But not everyone has gotten the send-off they were due—which is where this book comes in.

A Mobituary is an appreciation for someone who didn’t get the love she or he deserved the first time around. This person could be a well-known name. Audrey Hepburn had the misfortune of dying not only way too young but also on the day Bill Clinton was inaugurated. Her own wartime experience—and how it shaped the woman we all fell in love with—is unknown to many. (You may have heard Audrey Hepburn’s story on the first season of the Mobituaries podcast. But there’s way more to discover in this book that wasn’t covered in the podcast.)

There are Mobituaries for people who were once very famous but whose names are barely remembered today. Nineteenth-century composer Giacomo Meyerbeer practically invented grand opera. But he never recovered from an anonymous and virulently anti-Semitic hit piece written by his once-friend Richard Wagner.

And throughout the book there’s a series of “Forgotten Forerunners.” These are Mobits for people whose great achievements have never been truly recognized—people like Ada Lovelace, the woman who wrote the world’s first computer program, way back in 1843.

There are also Mobits for people who aren’t people at all. Dragons were for a long time thought to be real. (Game of Thrones fans may want to skip that chapter.) Ditto the behemoth known as the station wagon, which didn’t get any kind of obituary when it passed on in 2011. It gets a Mobit.

Distinctions between who is famous now, who used to be famous, and who was never famous are ultimately moot. Back in 2002, my friend and colleague Rita Braver interviewed the late, great writer-director-wit Nora Ephron (Sleepless in Seattle, When Harry Met Sally) for CBS Sunday Morning. (I would later on become friends with Nora.) The segment was tied to the Broadway premiere of Nora’s musical Imaginary Friends, about the titanic feud between the larger-than-life writers Lillian Hellman and Mary McCarthy. The interview included this sobering exchange:


	RITA: What would you like people to say about Nora Ephron’s work in years to come?

	NORA: Oh, well, I think one of the things you realize when you write a play about Lillian Hellman and Mary McCarthy, who were in their time way more famous than I am—and who almost no one knows who they are and they’ve only been dead what, ten or twelve years?—is that there’s no point in thinking about what people are gonna say about you… because they probably aren’t gonna say anything!



Nora was right. None of the people under thirty who helped put the Mobituaries podcast on the air (and these people are whip smart) knew who Nora Ephron was—and she’s only been dead for seven years.

So I’m pretty sure that all the people in these pages are new to someone—and one day sooner than we realize they’ll be new to everyone. They’ll all be Forgotten Forerunners. All except Audrey Hepburn. I mean, c’mon, Ariana Grande tweets about her.

So please enjoy this book. But first, here is a sentence diagram of the first line of Bill Cosby’s obit:
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I know what you’re thinking: Mo, you can’t write an obit for dragons because dragons never existed. I mean, what’s next? Obits for those silly cartoon animal appliances on The Flintstones? To which I have a three-part response:


	I, for one, loved the animal appliances on The Flintstones. My favorites were the woodpecker camera and the pelican dishwasher.

	This isn’t an obit; it’s a Mobit.

	Dragons may be imaginary but here’s the thing: people used to believe they were real.



For most of Western history, in fact, dragons were considered part of zoology or “natural history,” no more mythical than horses or chickens. Ancient writers describing dragons never questioned whether they were real. In the year 77, Pliny the Elder, in his Natural History, a model for the encyclopedia, described epic battles in India between dragons and giant elephants with the professorial tone of a biology teacher detailing how a cheetah runs down an antelope. For the Greeks, in fact, the word drakon simply meant “snake.” Over time, bits of folklore and religious symbolism got mixed in with the natural history of the ancients. Writers started to describe dragons of exotic colors that could breathe fire and fly and that Peter, Paul, and Mary would one day sing about. (St. Augustine seems to be the main authority for claiming that dragons can fly. By the eighth century it was normal to see dragons represented with wings.) But no matter how magical these beasts seemed to get, historians still struck the tone of the worldly zoologist whom no marvel could faze. In the early third century, for example, Philostratus, a Greek teacher and orator, sounds as if he sees these flame-belching terrors every day while he’s out walking the dog:


The dragons of the mountains have scales of a golden color, and in length excel those of the plain, and they have bushy beards, which also are of a golden hue; and their eye is sunk deep under the eyebrow, and emits a terrible and ruthless glance.



In 1025, the Persian philosopher Abu Ali Ibn Sina (aka “Avicenna”) added marine species of the dragon to his Canon of Medicine. He was probably referring to moray eels and stingrays. Fifteenth-century maps warned explorers, “Here be dragons,” and featured drawings of both land and sea dragons. And again, in Conrad Gessner’s Schlangenbuch, a Renaissance treatise on snakes, a dragon was just another reptile. As late as the early eighteenth century, it was not strange for university-educated men to believe in dragons.

Enter the great Swedish botanist-slash-dragon-slayer Carl Linnaeus (1707–1778). Perhaps you didn’t know there were any great botanists, let alone great Swedish botanists. But back then the Swedes were powerhouses in the world of science and Linnaeus was tops. I recognized his name because AP Bio was my favorite course in high school and Linnaeus was the father of modern taxonomy, the scientific system for classifying plants and animals that I was required to learn. (I was ridiculously proud of how well I memorized my levels of classification and still look for any excuse to show off. That’s not a sponge in my kitchen sink. It’s Phylum Porifera!)

Linnaeus showed an interest in the natural world from early childhood. At age five his father gave him his own little plot of land to tend. As a teenager he was well-versed in the existing literature on botany. At Uppsala University he began to stand out for his work in classifying plants. His reputation continued to grow as he continued to study and to observe the natural world.

Then in 1735, while still a young man, Linnaeus and a friend traveled to the Dutch Republic to pursue degrees in medicine. En route they stopped for a stay in Hamburg (today a city in Germany, then a prosperous independent city-state). The mayor at the time, Johann Andersson, was eager to show the young scientists a prized possession—a taxidermied hydra. Both weird and terrifying looking, it was said to be a small version of the species, with seven symmetrical long necks capped off by heads that contemporary Swedish scholar Professor Gunnar Broberg thinks look like ET. (Actually in the drawing I’ve seen each head looks like the chest-busting monster in the movie Alien.)

The creature had first been displayed in Prague on a church altar, but when the city was sacked by the Swedes in 1648, its treasures were seized. It eventually made its way via a Swedish count to Mayor Andersson’s collection in Hamburg. But it truly became famous when Albertus Seba, the great Dutch naturalist, included a drawing of the creature in his Cabinet of Natural Curiosities, a lavish four-volume compendium of plant and animal illustrations that sold throughout Europe.

When young Linnaeus saw this “dragon,” he immediately discerned that it was a fraud. As author Marc Cramer has detailed, Linnaeus’s knowledge of zoology was such that he could see clearly that the creature’s skin was that of several snakes, sewn together and stretched over various mammal parts, including the jaw and feet of a weasel. He reasoned that this patchwork animal had been assembled by Catholic monks some centuries back in order to represent the Beast of Revelation described in the New Testament—an object manufactured with the deceitful aim of inspiring fear in gullible congregants. “God never put more than one brain in one of [His] created bodies,” remarked the young scientist, demonstrating his knowledge of both zoology and theology at once. He quickly published his findings in a Hamburg magazine. Mayor Andersson was not too thrilled with this verdict, since he was trying to sell the thing, hoping that its inclusion in Seba’s popular book would juice the price. At one point, the king of Denmark was said to have offered ten thousand thalers. (A thaler was a silver coin currency. If it sounds familiar, that’s because its name lives on in the “dollar.”) Linnaeus’s article exposed the inauthenticity of the hydra and ended the mayor’s hopes for a windfall. As he related years later in his autobiography, Linnaeus and his friend had to flee Hamburg under Andersson’s threats.

Of course Linnaeus may have been exaggerating the danger he was under, since he was painting himself as a hero. And, as Professor Broberg argues, he wasn’t just any hero. He was a dragon-slayer. In Linnaeus’s Europe, the dragon-slayer was just as iconic a figure as the dragon itself. The city of Stockholm still possesses a prominent wooden statue of St. Goran (George) slaying a dragon that dates to the fifteenth century. Linnaeus surely knew the statue, which had been commissioned to commemorate a defeat of the Danes. He also would have understood the allegorical meaning of slaying the dragon. In Christian tradition the dragon had become a symbol of Satan, in the form of both the serpent of Eden and the beast of the Apocalypse, and the dragon-slayer was Christ, or a servant of Christ. Moreover, for Protestants like Linnaeus (whose father was a Lutheran minister), the dragon had come to symbolize the Antichrist, or what they saw as the false religion of the pope. Thus Linnaeus stressed that the hydra was a papal fraud—a symbol of Catholicism’s deception. In slaying the dragon, Linnaeus was striking a blow for the Protestant Reformation.

But with the rise of modern science, Linnaeus, maybe unconsciously, was investing “slaying the dragon” with yet another meaning: science triumphing over superstition. In his autobiography Linnaeus described himself as the first person to recognize that the hydra was a creation of art, not of nature. For him, science was not about freaks or marvels, but about the everyday wonder of creation. According to the new school of thought called “natural theology,” it was the order and regularity of nature that revealed God’s plan, not onetime miracles and certainly not frauds. The way to understand nature was through careful, empirical observation of details.

Linnaeus soon published his own masterwork, the Systema Naturae, where he established that taxonomical system that I loved so much in high school. (Quickly: if you’re looking for a good mnemonic to remember the rankings of Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species: King Philip Came Over For Good Spaghetti!) Among many other accomplishments, the book was the first taxonomy to place humans in a group with other primates. The book, which he would expand and revise in many editions over the course of his life, included a section called “Animalia Paradoxa” (animal absurdities), devoted to frauds and impossibilities. Chief among these is the Hamburg hydra. Additional entries of imaginary animals include the dragon, the unicorn, the phoenix, the satyr, and, um, the pelican. (Clearly Linneaus never watched The Flintstones.) Referencing his moment of triumph in Hamburg, Linnaeus wrote: “Nature is always true to itself and never naturally produces several heads on one body. When seen for ourselves, the fraud and artifice were most easily detected, since the teeth of a wild weasel differ from the teeth of an amphibian.” The dragon had become the symbol of medieval, unscientific thinking, and the zoologist a knight, pledged to the service of reason and enlightenment, the quest for which would reveal the presence of God on earth.



…and Other Mythological Creatures We Used to Think Were Real (well, most of them, anyway)
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Mermaids People had been believing in the existence of mermaids for thousands of years when in the 1840s the great showman P. T. Barnum exhibited his “Fiji Mermaid,” an artifact constructed from the upper body of a monkey and the tail of a shark. Barnum was more like an anti-Linnaeus, seeking to convince people that this fake was real. Although his specimen looked nothing like Daryl Hannah in Splash—it was shriveled and grotesque—Barnum sold a lot of tickets, even supporting his exhibition with lectures given by a scientist named Dr. J. Griffin. (Griffin was actually a lawyer and Barnum associate named Levi Lyman.) It wasn’t until the 1880s, when the English naturalist Henry Lee published Sea Fables Explained and Sea Monsters Unmasked, that science was untangled from myth: Lee suggested that most mermaid sightings were probably manatees, seals, or other marine mammals.

Kishi One of these days the Kishi of Angolan folklore is going to make a great movie, or at least a cool comic book. The Kishi is two-faced. Really. On one side of its head is the face of a very handsome man and on the other, the face of a very unhandsome hyena. The Kishi is also one smooth operator: it saunters out of the hills into an unsuspecting village, all the while presenting its young man’s face. It then charms the most beautiful young woman it can find, takes her off into the hills… then eats her savagely with its hyena face. So remember, insist on seeing both his faces before you swipe right.

The Roc Originating in Persian and Arabic mythology, this giant bird with a wingspan that blocked the sun shows up in One Thousand and One Nights, where Sinbad the Sailor describes its egg as fifty paces around. To escape a deserted island, Sinbad ties the cloth from his turban to the bird’s leg. Marco Polo claimed to observe one during his thirteenth-century travels through Asia. “It was for all the world like an eagle, but one indeed of enormous size… so strong that it will seize an elephant in its talons and carry him high into the air and drop him so that he is smashed to pieces; having so killed him, the bird swoops down on him and eats him at leisure.” It’s unclear what exactly Marco Polo saw, but a real-life inspiration might be the enormous Haast’s eagle, native to New Zealand, which died out around 1400. Either way, it’s indisputable: the Roc is dead.

Unicorns Unicorns did exist: The Siberian unicorn is an extinct species of mammal that resembled a furry brown rhinoceros. It died out about 39,000 years ago. But the unicorn you’re thinking about never existed, though it was for many years thought to be real. The ancient Greeks described a swift, white-coated animal with a single spiraling horn and which supposedly lived in India. Pliny the Elder (yes, him again) somehow concluded that the unicorn possesses “the body of a horse, the head of a stag, the feet of an elephant, the tail of a boar, and a single black horn three feet long in the middle of its forehead.” The creature gradually acquired associations with purity and became a fixture in religious art alongside a virginal maiden. But belief in unicorns was largely dispelled by the Scientific Revolution.
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Frankenberry We may never know what Mary Shelley’s monster ate for breakfast. We do know that Frankenberry didn’t come into existence until 1971, when General Mills launched its line of monster-themed cereals, which over time included Count Chocula, Booberry, Fruit Brute, and Fruity Yummy Mummy. The strawberry-flavored Frankenberry was soon discovered to contain a dye that turned children’s feces pink. According to medical researcher John V. Payne, “The stool had no abnormal odor but looked like strawberry ice cream.” This horrifying (to parents), hilarious (to children), and harmless (to doctors) condition was named “Frankenberry Stool.” While Frankenberry still lives, Frankenberry Stool seems to have, as it were, passed out of existence when General Mills tried a new dye in its recipe.
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One of the perks of working at CBS News is I can submit questions to our polling unit to ask a random sampling of a thousand people over the phone. (That’s ten times the number of people surveyed by Family Feud. Take that, Steve Harvey.) “What issue matters most to you?” “Are you happy with the direction of this country?” “Would you like to see me in more earth tones?” (Once you’ve been with the network for ten years, you’re allowed to use the polling unit to float wardrobe ideas.)

Not long ago I wanted to know how many Americans could identify Thomas Paine as a Founding Father. And so I put our polling unit on it. The results were sobering: From a lineup of eight (seven of whom were most assuredly not Founding Fathers) only 32 percent of respondents selected Paine. Forty-three percent chose Abraham Lincoln. On the bright side, only 2 percent chose James Tiberius Kirk.

Tom Paine doesn’t get nearly as much love as bona fide Founding Fathers George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, or the post-musical Alexander Hamilton. I call these men FTFFs: First-Tier Founding Fathers. But make no mistake, Paine wasn’t just a Founding Father; he was the intellectual engine that powered the American Revolution. His incendiary pamphlet Common Sense, calling for independence from Britain, sold half a million copies in 1776. (In proportion to the population back then, it remains the best-selling American title of all time.) A moral and political call to action, written in clear, simple prose to be read aloud, it spread revolutionary fervor throughout the continent, convincing ordinary farmers and merchants and tradesmen that small-time tax reductions weren’t enough: what the colonies needed was a complete and total break from England and its monarchy. In the words of FTFF John Adams, “Without the pen of the author of Common Sense, the sword of Washington would have been raised in vain.” Or as I like to say—and I hope you’ll help make this catch on—“No Paine, No Gain… of Independence!”

That same year, at Christmastime, when Washington was camped with his ragtag, dispirited troops on the banks of the icy Delaware River, he roused their patriotism by reading them passages from a pamphlet called The American Crisis:


These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.



Yup, Paine wrote that, too. Some historians even give Paine credit for naming the country the “United States of America,” a phrase he was the first to use publicly when writing under the pen name “Republicus” in a Philadelphia newspaper.

But look for Paine’s place in the American pantheon and you’ll find him buried in the second tier of founders, maybe even the third, vying for attention with such forgettables as the over-voweled Gouverneur Morris (who was never actually governor of anything), Roger Sherman (author of the calamitous three-fifths compromise), and John Paul Jones (father of the American Navy and later bassist for Led Zeppelin). Many Americans aren’t even sure whether Paine counts as a Founding Father at all, since he didn’t sign either the Declaration of Independence or the Constitution. To make things worse, Paine died impoverished and reviled—likened by the press to Benedict Arnold, scorned by the very American nation he had helped birth. Thousands thronged the funeral of Paine’s mentor, FTFF Benjamin Franklin, but the writer who had marched down Broadway in triumph in 1783 with General Washington drew only six mourners at his death—three of whom were his housekeeper and her two sons.

How did such a world-changing writer end up on the back of a Trivial Pursuit card instead of the front of a quarter? Clearly Paine needed a better PR person—someone who could have told him the “Rules for Becoming an FTFF.”

Rules For Becoming a First-Tier Founding Father


RULE 1. One Revolution Is Enough for One Lifetime

When the War of Independence was won, and the bad old British chased from the land, the FTFFs turned their attention to building the new republic, fashioning the Constitution, and getting the government off the ground. But not Paine. He saw the cause of freedom as not merely an American affair, but a revolution in the history of humankind. American independence was just the beginning. The whole world would eventually follow the colonies’ example, throwing off tyranny and allowing ordinary men and women to rule themselves. “Where liberty is, there is my country,” Franklin reputedly said; Paine answered, “Where liberty is not, there is my country.” And so Paine sailed to England to stir up trouble.

When the French Revolution broke out across the Channel in 1789, Paine published The Rights of Man, a manifesto for universal human rights. The new book laid out radical ideas, including universal suffrage, free public education, progressive taxation, guaranteed basic income, limits on property, and South American independence from Spain. This was seen as hooliganism pure and simple to the conservative regime of Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger, who was already worried that the revolution might spread to England and that King George III might suffer the fate of the recently deposed Louis XVI. Pitt commissioned a slanderous, rumor-filled biography of Paine, whipped up mobs to burn him in effigy, and indicted him for seditious libel. Tipped off by the poet William Blake of his impending arrest, Paine fled to France.

Paine was at first quite popular in France thanks to his defense of the revolution. In fact, he had already been named to the National Assembly, despite the fact that he spoke almost no French. But even in revolution-crazy France, Paine’s radical ideas got him into trouble. Paine was a steadfast opponent of capital punishment, and argued that King Louis should be exiled to the United States instead of being executed. The French revolutionaries, however, were enthralled with their new invention, the guillotine, which sliced off aristocratic heads with a crisp, satisfying efficiency. The nonviolent Paine found himself denounced as a counterrevolutionary and thrown in prison. The new American government did little to help him; in fact, the American ambassador, that same over-voweled Gouverneur Morris, probably conspired to have his old political enemy arrested in the first place.

Meanwhile, back in the United States, the other founders were making the transition from activists to statesmen—landing jobs as cabinet secretaries in Washington’s administration, laying down roots in the swamp, enjoying the nascent Georgetown Cocktail Party Circuit. That’s how you stake a claim as an FTFF.


RULE 2. Maybe Don’t Trash George Washington

Paine was no dope. As he was rotting in a French prison, he figured out what was going on: FTFF Washington, now President Washington, didn’t want to spend a lot of political capital helping the radical firebrand. You know how it’s sometimes just easier to pretend you’ve never met that drunken loudmouth at the end of the bar, even though he’s your best friend—and you yourself bought him the last round of Bushmills that pushed him over the edge? That’s how Washington felt about Paine. Washington’s government was trying to patch things up with Britain and negotiate its place in a new political order. Helping Paine light the fuse of a global revolution was very low on the to-do list.

Paine had served Washington in the Revolutionary army and supported him even when the Continental Congress wanted to take away his military command. He even dedicated The Rights of Man to Washington. So he was steamed when the biggest of the FTFFs let him languish in prison under threat of execution. Paine eventually got out of prison in 1794, when, in one of history’s ironies, Robespierre—the architect of the French Revolution’s Reign of Terror—was himself guillotined. Then FTFF James Monroe succeeded STFF Gouverneur Morris as ambassador to France and secured Paine’s release. But Paine never forgave Washington. “He thinks the president winked at his imprisonment and even wished he might die in gaol,” Monroe later wrote to FTFF James Madison, unaware that the spelling of “jail” would soon be Americanized. To make things worse, Washington had sided with Hamilton, Adams, and the Federalists in adopting a pro-British, anti-French stance, which Paine saw as backsliding on the egalitarianism that had animated his belief in American independence. To Paine, the conservative retrenchment of FTFFs Hamilton and Adams was little different from monarchy.

Writing from Monroe’s Paris residence, Paine authored an open letter to Washington that accused the father of his country of losing touch with the ideals that sparked the revolution. Monroe warned him not to publish it, but Paine would not be counseled, and in 1795 sent it to Franklin’s grandson, Benjamin Franklin Bache, who shared Paine’s view.

In the letter, Paine laid into George Washington with the same relish with which he had savaged George III two decades earlier in Common Sense. “You commenced your Presidential career by encouraging and swallowing the grossest adulation, and you traveled America from one end to the other to put yourself in the way of receiving it.” He called Washington a man too cold-hearted to form friendships, an unprincipled chameleon in politics, an indifferent military commander who sucked up glory that should have gone to others, concluding with these choice words:


And as to you, Sir, treacherous in private friendship (for so you have been to me, and that in the day of danger) and a hypocrite in public life, the world will be puzzled to decide whether you are an apostate or an impostor; whether you have abandoned good principles, or whether you ever had any.



It was a bad move. Paine’s letter became a political hot potato in the very ugly 1796 presidential election, the first contested election in American history. Adams’s Federalist Party painted Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans as sympathetic to the out-of-control violence in France, and linked them to Paine’s intemperate letter. It became another way for the Federalists to tarnish Jefferson with associations of wild-eyed radicalism. Jefferson lost the election, and Paine’s chances at the first tier took a serious hit.


RULE 3. Whatever You Do, Don’t Trash Jesus

For anyone seeking a legacy as an FTFF, calling George Washington an apoſtate and an impoſtor (see Mobit for Long ſ) is an incredibly stupid move. But it wasn’t even the stupidest thing that Paine did. There’s one person in American life more untouchable than the Father of his Country. That person, of course, is the Son of God. Paine went after Jesus with his new book, The Age of Reason, which he had begun to write in his French prison cell. In the book—which Paine biographer Craig Nelson calls a “terrible terrible sort of nutty book” for its political ineptitude—Paine rejected the divinity of Christ and argued for the authority of reason over revelation. And he decried “the adulterous connection of church and state.” Of course, belief in the separation of church and state was mainstream enough in early America, but Paine’s fervent rejection of Christianity pushed things too far for many. To be fair, Paine was an equal opportunity offender, rejecting the authority of all “churches,” Christian, Jewish, and Muslim:


I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church that I know of. My own mind is my own church. All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.




IN MEMORIAM

The Long s (1500–1803)


If you come across an early edition of Common Sense, you’ll notice a funny-looking letter that keeps popping up. It’s not a typo. It’s a long-dead letter of the alphabet, and here is its Mobit:



I firſt came acroſs the long s while peruſing a facſimile of the Declaration of Independence. “When in the Courſe of human Events” it ſtarts. As ſomeone with a liſp I was pſyched to ſee an f where I expected an s. Could it be, I wondered, that the ſuperſmart Thomas Jefferſon alſo had a liſp? Alas, it turns out the long s is a ſtrange ſymbol that merely reſembles the letter f.

The long s came into ſtyle during the ſixteenth century when printers got fed up with Blackletter Type—you know, the font you still see today in newspaper nameplates that makes you feel as though someone is repeatedly clanging a sledgehammer on a giant anvil. This ſtupid typeface was inſufferably oſtentatious, ſo they ſtarted to ſwitch to roman fonts to ſimplify things. If you look on the firſt page of the famous Firſt Folio of Shakeſpeare’s works, you’ll ſee the long s all over, in words like ſeeſt, ſurpaſse, and, of courſe, Shakeſpeare.

Moſt letters didn’t poſseſs different forms, juſt lowercaſe and uppercaſe. (Neſcafé came along much later.) But for ſome ſilly reaſon, S got two verſions. The short s was uſed at the end of a word, but the long ſ waS uſed at the ſtart or in the middle. If the word had a double s, people ſometimeS uſed a long s followed by a short s, like this: ſs. If you can ſurmiſe how they ſpelled “Miſsiſsippi,” all I can ſay is “Godſpeed.”

We don’t fully underſtand why people finally got fruſtrated with this ſtupid f---ing letter, but it’s not ſurpriſing. The Times of London ſtopped uſing it on September 10, 1803.

That’s the long and the ſhort of it!
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Even worse, he laid the blame for social injustice on the Holy Book itself: “It is from the Bible that man has learned cruelty, rapine, and murder; for the belief of a cruel God makes a cruel man.” But once again, Paine would not be muzzled.

Publishing The Age of Reason earned Paine a reputation as an infidel, an atheist, and even an Antichrist (though it most certainly would’ve got him booked on Bill Maher). In truth, Paine considered himself a deist. Much like Jefferson, Franklin, Washington, and many other educated men of the time, he believed in a Divine Creator but not in supernaturalism or the authority of priests. Paine actually asserted his belief in a single God several times in the book. Yet FTFFs John Adams and Samuel Adams saw the book as impious, and many other lower-tiered FFs, including Paine’s old friend Benjamin Rush, condemned it. But Paine was unrepentant in rejecting the authority of revelation, the possibility of miracles like the Virgin Birth, and the tenets of specific religions, including the divinity of Christ. In a letter to FTFF Jefferson, he even impishly referred to Christmas as “the Birthday of the New Sun.”

All of this came home to roost in Paine’s dying days. In 1809, knowing his end was near, Paine requested a burial in a Quaker cemetery. His father had been a Quaker and Quaker teachings had been a source of his egalitarian politics and his fervent abolitionism. But, as the New York Evening Post wrote, Paine “declined a renunciation of his deistical opinions,” and so “his anxious wishes were not complied with.” Paine had the bad luck, too, of dying during the Second Great Awakening, when the rationalism and secularism of a generation earlier were in retreat and modern American evangelicalism was emerging. In his last days he was repeatedly fighting off busybody ministers who would barge into his house in an attempt to save him from eternal damnation. Paine would mock them or denounce them. At the time of his death, the scandal of Paine’s irreligious beliefs overshadowed the role he had played in bringing about American independence. The American Citizen, a popular newspaper, wrote: “he had lived long, done some good, and much harm.” Dayum. That’s not the kind of send-off you write for an FTFF.


RULE 4. Try to Have a Better Personality

Let’s face it, sometimes you don’t want to talk about “the issues.” Sometimes you just want to head over to a dinner at Jefferson’s Monticello, catch up with the Monroes (they live just down the way), savor the vintage Chateau Haut-Brion your host has brought back from France, marvel at his dumbwaiter, and ignore the incongruity of slaves waiting on the author of the Declaration of Independence.

And apparently Tom Paine was capable of having a good time some of the time. “He was a fantastic talker,” biographer Craig Nelson told me, “but then there was this other side to him that people found repulsive.”

If it’s not clear by now, Paine loved to fight. Nelson thinks his lifelong penchant for confrontation came partly from insecurity about his humble roots in England. After stints as a pirate, a stay-maker (another name for someone who makes corsets), and a schoolteacher, and the tragic death of both his wife and their baby in childbirth, Paine took a job as an excise officer—that is, a tax collector. This was not easy work: excise officers were exposed to significant danger in their efforts to extract payments from smugglers bringing commodities like coffee, tea, tobacco, and chocolate into England. Meanwhile, a hostile public viewed them as agents of a greedy government. But these hapless clerks had not received a raise in more than a century, and Paine felt they were overdue. So he wrote his first political pamphlet demanding better pay. The result: he was fired from his job and forced to sell off most of his possessions. Then his second wife left him because he didn’t have any money. At age thirty-seven he found himself loveless and penniless.

Paine caught some relief (I couldn’t resist) when he met Ben Franklin in England, and at Franklin’s urging he moved to the colony of Pennsylvania, which had been established a century earlier as a haven for Quakers. He set himself up as editor of the Pennsylvania Magazine, where, among other causes, he vociferously denounced the “wicked and inhuman” practice of abducting “industrious African farmers” and selling them into slavery. He later championed the rights of American Indians, who were being robbed of their land by the young and expanding nation.

In so many ways he was ahead of his time. But as he got older the man who persuaded the masses with Common Sense lost his touch and became more of a ranter and a crank.

“Well, my theory is that he has some sort of a version of a bipolar thing going on,” says Nelson. “Because you see him producing these incredible things and being this admired beloved figure and then all of a sudden he’s a nasty piece of work and no one wants to have anything to do with him. So there’s something going on with his behavior. We know he was a mean drunk.” Physically he really let himself go. By all accounts he wasn’t fond of soap. And eventually his toenails grew into claws. (This is a detail I have a really hard time getting past.)

With no friends in high places at the end of his life—and no children to burnish his legacy (or tell him to clip his nails)—there was no one to buoy his rep when he went RIP.


RULE 5. Get Your Face on Some Money

As rapper Biggie Smalls said, it’s all about the Benjamins—the Benjamins, not the Thomases. (If Biggie had called his song “All about the Thomases,” it would have sounded like an ad for English muffins.) If you want a place on the first tier, get your face on some money. FTFFs Washington, Jefferson, Franklin, and Hamilton all ended up on bills, so you know what they look like, because if there’s one thing that most people pay attention to, it’s their money. The only reason that anyone on the planet recognizes Andrew Jackson is that our ATMs spit out twenty-dollar bills that feature his gaunt, creepy face and hunched shoulders. Paine, needless to say, is not pictured on any currency.

When the United States started issuing “greenbacks” to help fund the Union cause during the Civil War, the rehabilitation of Paine’s reputation still had a ways to go. In the years after the war, as banking and the printing of currency were nationalized, FFs of various rankings made appearances on paper bills—Madison, Henry Clay, Robert Morris, even John Quincy Adams, who was more of a Founding Son than a Founding Father. Most of our present-day lineup reflects choices made following the establishment of the Federal Reserve in 1913, but even then Paine’s reputation was nowhere near currency-worthy. Face it, he lost out to Jackson, the guy behind the Trail of Tears.

But even if you can’t manage to get your face on a coin or a bill, then at least get your name on something that will sell. Samuel Adams did pretty well by getting his name and face on a craft beer in 1984. Hamilton shot up the power rankings thanks to eleven Tony Awards and a triple-platinum album. John Hancock snagged himself an insurance company, which is now owned by a Canadian company. And, really, would anyone have any clue who Ethan Allen is if not for the furniture store? (FYI, he helped capture Fort Ticonderoga.)


RULE 6. Get a Real Monument

The single best way to get yourself a place in the public memory is to make sure that you have a prominent monument commemorating your life and achievements. Most experts recommend building a 555-foot-tall granite obeliskI that towers above surrounding structures, centrally situated in the nation’s capital (which should also be named after you, if at all possible), at the end of a grassy lawn designed to attract tourists by the thousands. If you can’t do that, go for the neoclassical domed marble structure with lots of pillars, surrounded by cherry blossoms and a tidal basin. But no matter what the shape, there’s no surer sign of an FTFF than a great monument with a line of sweaty tourists snaking its way to the entrance, selfie sticks at the ready. The Benjamin Franklin National Memorial features a 20-foot-tall, 30-ton marble statue of the man, set in the center of an 82-foot-long hall in Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute that is capped with a 1,600-ton domed ceiling.

Paine’s got nothing comparable. Partly that’s because his reputation was at a low when he died, so there was little public ceremony surrounding his death, which took place in a small wooden house on 59 Grove Street in Greenwich Village. Because the Quakers wouldn’t admit him to their cemetery, he was interred under a tree on his New Rochelle, New York, farm. Ten years later, his bones were dug up by the British radical William Cobbett, who brought them back to England with plans for a proper monument. But Cobbett somehow never got around to it. He dumped Paine’s bones in a large trunk that sat in his attic for the next twenty years gathering dust. On Cobbett’s death, his son and heir actually inscribed his own name on some of the larger bones, but when he ran into debt, the remains were confiscated by the court. They eventually passed to a day laborer, then a furniture dealer, and from there they seem to have been dispersed. Some bones may have been made into buttons. In the 1930s, a woman in Brighton, England, said she owned the jaw, while about twenty years ago an Australian claimed to be in possession of the skull. But most of the bones are lost. Some say they’re buried somewhere in Manchester, England. A “Citizen Paine Restoration Initiative” was launched in 2001 with the aim of reconstituting the skeleton, but little progress has been reported. While there is a certain poetic justice to the scattering of Paine’s bones, like his words, all across the globe, this is a terrible plan if your goal is to attract families on summer vacation to your memorial.

Instead of a grand dome or 500-foot-tall phallic symbol in the middle of the nation’s capital, Paine received an assortment of sorry remembrances. An early biographer, Gilbert Vale, put up a pedestal in New Rochelle in 1839, which over the next fifty years was “often mutilated by fanatics” (New York Times, 1910) who still regarded Paine as an infidel. Efforts at commemoration picked up a bit as Paine’s reputation began to rebound through the nineteenth century. Abraham Lincoln and Mark Twain were both admirers, and his unorthodox religious views became less radical as various Protestant denominations began to accept many of his beliefs. In 1899, the monument in New Rochelle was restored and a bronze bust of Paine added. Somewhere around 1900, Moncure D. Conway, an abolitionist, freethinker, and friend of Lincoln’s, acquired Paine’s brain stem in England, and brought it, along with a lock of Paine’s hair, back to America. The brain stem was interred underneath the restored monument and the hair eventually placed on display in the charming Thomas Paine Cottage Museum, which bills itself as “the last existing building in North America that was owned by Thomas Paine.” There’s also a seven-foot-long obelisk dedicated to Paine that a construction worker discovered in 1976 while installing a drainage ditch for a septic tank in Tivoli, New York. It broke when it was being removed from the ground and few people visit it today. (Oh well, at least it’s a true obelisk.)

For better or worse, New Rochelle is far better known as the fictional home of Rob and Laura Petrie in The Dick Van Dyke Show. Or if you’re a musical theater junkie like me, you may know “New Rochelle” as one of the better songs in the very fine Frank Loesser score for How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. Which brings us back to the location of the Greenwich Village house where Paine actually died. It’s now the site of a beloved piano bar called Marie’s Crisis, named in homage to his patriotic pamphlet The American Crisis, the work from which Washington read to his troops in December 1776. A nice honor, but Paine’s ghost doesn’t get much rest these days: while the place may be named for him, it’s the score of Hamilton that the kids from NYU are caterwauling into the wee hours of the morning.



And now for a side-by-side comparison of Founding Father Thomas Paine and rapper, producer, and Auto-Tune pioneer T-Pain. Because why not?



A TALE OF 2 PAIN(E)S



	THOMAS PAINE

	 

	T-PAIN




	Thomas Pain

	BIRTH NAME

	Faheem Rasheed Najm




	Thetford, East Anglia

	HOMETOWN

	Tallahassee, Florida




	Quaker

	FAMILY RELIGION

	Muslim




	Deism

	ASSUMED RELIGION

	Everything




	Benjamin Franklin

	DISCOVERED BY

	Akon




	Common

	NUMBER ONE HITS

	Sense




	The American Crisis Rights of Man The Age of Reason

	IMPORTANT WORKS

	“I’m Sprung” “I’m N Luv (Wit a Stripper)” “Buy U a Drank”




	Jefferson elected President, welcomes Paine back to USA

	COMEBACK

	Wins The Masked Singer, welcomed back to R&B elite




	Almost executed by Robespierre

	NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCE

	Lost four teeth in a golf cart crash




	Plain, simple style

	INNOVATIONS

	Use of Auto-Tune




	Godless Infidel

	ONCE CRITICIZED AS

	Novelty Act






Which T. Pain(e) Said It? You decide!



“I don’t think I like religion. I think it’s another form of separation. You know what I’m saying? You can have your beliefs and do your thing but I don’t think anybody should be separated. You know what I’m saying? So I try not to put a label on my beliefs, you know what I mean? I believe in God, I believe in Jesus, I was raised Muslim, you know what I’m saying? I believe, I believe in everything. I believe in Buddha, you know what I’m saying? I believe in whatever it is. You know I think it’s all about what you want to believe.”
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“I shall, in the progress of this work, declare the things I do not believe, and my reasons for not believing them. I do not believe in the creed professed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor by any church that I know of. My own mind is my own church. All national institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish, appear to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”







…and Other Famously Disembodied Body Parts

Einstein’s Brain When Albert Einstein died in 1955, scientists wondered, “If we remove and examine his brain, will we discover any clues as to his unique genius?” The meticulous photographing and dissection was conducted by Dr. Thomas Harvey, after which the brain… disappeared! Yes, really. Had Einstein’s brain escaped, perhaps in search of a new host body? No. It was found twenty-three years later, preserved in two mason jars, stored inside an old cider crate… at the home of Dr. Thomas Harvey. The mystery was solved, which was terrific for fans of science and really disappointing for fans of science fiction. To this day scientists are still studying the brain, which turns out to have an unusually thick corpus callosum. Also, it’s missing part of its Sylvian fissure, a condition that turns out to have been congenital and can’t be blamed on Dr. Harvey.
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Grover Cleveland’s Jaw In 1893, shortly after beginning his second term, President Grover Cleveland discovered a tumor in his mouth that was growing much faster than America’s struggling economy. Not wanting to add to the Wall Street “Panic of 1893,” Cleveland hatched a plan to keep his illness secret: his surgery would take place aboard a yacht out on Long Island Sound. The tumor, along with a large section of his upper palate and five teeth, would be removed through his open mouth. (Any external cuts would be confined to his upper lip and concealed by his copious mustache.) Then the gap inside would be filled with a custom-built rubber prosthesis so that no one would ever be the wiser. The plan was incredibly ridiculous, of course. And even more incredibly, it worked perfectly. Cleveland’s jaw tumor is on display at Philadelphia’s Mutter Museum, within spitting distance of “Siamese Twins” Chang and Eng Bunker’s conjoined livers.

Galileo Galilei’s Middle Finger Arrested, tried, condemned, forced to recant his ideas about the revolutions of the planets, and finally dying under house arrest, Galileo Galilei had reason to be a little grouchy. Which may or may not explain how he contrived, ultimately, to give the world his middle finger. Literally. As it happened, ninety-five years after his death in 1642, his body was moved from a small room in the Basilica di Santa Croce in Florence to a larger room with a proper monument. However, the middle finger of his right hand fell off during the move, and it ended up touring Europe for a few hundred years. It eventually came to rest in its current home, Florence’s History of Science Museum, where I like to think it continues to send the message, “Hey, Pope Urban VIII, revolve around this!”
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Louis XIV’s Heart It wasn’t remarkable that the Sun King’s heart was removed and preserved (after his death, of course). The French started doing that with the hearts of their dead monarchs in the thirteenth century. What was remarkable was that seventy-seven years after Louis’s death, when the French Revolution came, the victorious rebels took the time to track down and destroy all those old hearts. But what truly takes la gateau is the fate of Louis’s heart. It was taken from its resting place at l’Église Saint Paul–Saint Louis, where it had been enshrined next to the heart of his dad, Louis XIII. Both hearts were then sold to a painter named Alexandre Pau, who ground up the Sun King’s heart to make a popular shade of paint called Mummy Brown—a shade ordinarily made from, you know, ground-up Egyptian mummies.





forgotten forerunner

The Rosa Parks of New York

ELIZABETH JENNINGS{1827–1901}

Most of us know the story of civil rights pioneer Rosa Parks, whose refusal to give up her bus seat in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1955 helped to end Jim Crow laws in the American South. But a century before Rosa Parks stood her ground by sitting, another African American woman struck her own blow for justice. Her name was Elizabeth Jennings. Most Americans have never heard of her.

On the sweltering day of July 16, 1854, Elizabeth headed to church to practice the organ with the choir. She was walking through the Lower Manhattan neighborhood known as Five Points. You may remember it from the Martin Scorsese film Gangs of New York. The area was called “the Gates of Hell,” and for good reason: the streets were covered in horse manure with hogs running rampant alongside open sewers. Jennings must have been particularly uncomfortable; she was wearing a long-sleeved jacket over an ankle-length dress with layers of petticoats and corsets. After all, despite the heat, this was the 1800s and Jennings was an upstanding, churchgoing young woman—a schoolteacher, no less.

Running late, Jennings was looking to board a horse-drawn streetcar—the public transportation of the day—with her friend Sarah Adams. At that time, certain streetcars in New York were designated as “colored” cars, for African American passengers. Although a black person could ask to board the cars ridden by white passengers, any white person could object to the presence of a black person and have them ejected. The first car to arrive was for white passengers. There were empty seats, so Elizabeth climbed aboard. But the conductor told her she had to wait for the colored car trailing one block behind. But that car, it soon became clear, was full.

Elizabeth wasn’t budging from the white car. In her own words, “I answered again and told him I was a respectable person, born and raised in New York.” (The conductor was an Irish immigrant.) Things turned physical. The conductor tried to pull her off; she grabbed the window sash and held on, but the man was too strong. Jennings says she “screamed murder with all [her] voice” but was pushed down off the streetcar. Undeterred, she climbed back on. The driver then headed full speed to the nearest police officer. Before she could plead her case, the officer pushed Elizabeth to the ground for a second time. This time she didn’t get back on. She was bruised, dirtied, and humiliated. She later referred to the men who assaulted her as “monsters in human form.”

The men had messed with the wrong person. As University of Oregon historian Leslie Alexander told me, Elizabeth Jennings came from a family of activists. Her parents were vocal abolitionists, and she grew up amid discussion of politics. Her father, Thomas Jennings, was also a wealthy businessman, believed to be the first African American to hold a patent, for an early version of dry cleaning. And with her father’s support, Elizabeth decided to sue the Third Avenue Railroad, the private company that ran the streetcar. She raised funds from her church community and set out to find a lawyer. And this is how I found out about the Elizabeth Jennings story.

You see, I have a thing for obscure nineteenth-century presidents, the guys between Lincoln and Teddy Roosevelt. Lots of facial hair, usually from Ohio, one of them was knocked off by an anarchist, another by an aggrieved office-seeker. If you’ve watched CBS Sunday Morning, you’ve probably seen me do reports on a few of them. Anyway, one day I was riffling through one of my presidential trivia books because that’s what I do on the weekends to unwind, and I read about this Mobit’s heroine and her representation by a future very obscure nineteenth-century president, Chester Alan Arthur. Arthur was only twenty-four years old and he had been practicing law for about six weeks. But he was an abolitionist and believed in Jennings’s cause.

Instead of pursuing a criminal case, Jennings and Arthur brought the suit to a civil court. This meant that a victory wouldn’t merely punish the men who assaulted Elizabeth; it could change the whole system of segregation.

The case was argued before a jury of white men, naturally. Jennings’s case was bolstered by eyewitnesses and her own first-person account. Moreover, the judge pointed out to the jury that rail companies were required to carry all “respectable passengers” so long as they “were sober, well-behaved and free from disease.” In the end, the jury sided with Jennings, awarding her $250. The Third Avenue Railroad Company was found liable and moved to integrate their cars. Meanwhile, the city’s other rail companies were put on notice that they could be sued as well. The New York Daily Tribune ran the headline: “A Wholesome Verdict.” And while desegregation in New York City public transportation wouldn’t become official until after the Civil War, Jennings’s lawsuit had prepared the ground.

The victory that Jennings won was a victory for the people of New York. But the battle was one that would have to be fought over and over again in other cities and states. In Philadelphia, Robert Smalls—you’ll read about him as one of the first black congressmen in the nation—helped lead the fight for integrated public streetcars. He was on leave from the US Navy in 1864 when, on a rainy December day, he was told by a streetcar conductor that he had to ride on the outside platform rather than sit inside the car. Smalls chose to walk to his destination, but he organized a boycott that led to legal integration of public transportation in the City of Brotherly Love in 1867.

For a while, Elizabeth Jennings was celebrated. As Professor Alexander notes, for women of any race to have been involved in political activism at this time was rare. But after the court case, Jennings’s life returned to normal. She continued teaching and even opened the city’s first black kindergarten. She married a man named Charles Graham; they had a son, but he died as a young child. Over the years her name faded from history.

It seems that Elizabeth was not a person who promoted herself. Yet the deeper reason why so few of us know her story today may lie in the way we still think about slavery. As Alexander said, “Elizabeth Jennings’ story doesn’t fit with the narrative that we like to tell about the North.” Her life, rather, reminds us that “slavery existed in the North for almost as long as it did in the South.” (Slavery existed in New York State all the way up until 1827.) Jennings’s courage may be inspiring, but it upsets our belief that the North was mainly innocent—rather than acknowledging that the North also participated in slavery, segregation, and other forms of oppression.

Jennings died on June 5, 1901. I didn’t expect to find much mention of it in the papers of the time, but there were a few short obituaries. Here’s the New York Times headline: “Aged Colored Teacher Dead: Mrs. E. J. Graham Was Prominent in Antebellum Race Troubles Here.” The item takes note that “her whole life was devoted to the improvement of her race.”

I. If you want to needle your second-tier presidential history buff friends, point out that the Washington Monument is technically not an obelisk, since it’s composed of many stones, rather than one.
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I loved the costumes in Dangerous Liaisons, the 1988 movie about lust, seduction, and revenge among nobles in eighteenth-century Paris. I’m also eternally grateful that each morning, before I head to work, I don’t have to put on knee breeches, stockings, colorful silks with flounces and ruffles, a waistcoat, and a long powdered wig. For that, I have George Bryan Brummell to thank.

Brummell went by the nickname “Beau,” and today the name “Beau Brummell” is a somewhat outdated synonym for a fashion plate or clotheshorse. You’ll hear his name in the lyrics of the musicals Annie and Gypsy—and in the old Billy Joel song “It’s Still Rock ’n’ Roll to Me.” (If anyone can tell me where to find pink sidewinders to go with my bright orange pair of pants, I’d be mighty appreciative.) You might not have even realized he was a real person.

But Brummell’s legacy is very much with us. Variations of the adage “Clothes make the man” (or as Shakespeare put it, “The apparel oft proclaims the man”) predated Brummell, but no one more famously used fashion to rise to the top of society. And once there he helped rewrite the rules on how men dress. Rules that are still with us nearly two hundred years later.

Brummell was born in 1778 in England into a world in which capitalism was creating new opportunities for social mobility. His grandfather was a servant who became a shopkeeper. His father, William, climbed still further in society, becoming private secretary to an aristocrat named Lord North, who served as prime minister for twelve years. Aspiring to have his own sons continue the family’s ascent, William sent his boys to Eton, one of the most prestigious of British private schools (which are actually called “public schools” in England in order to confuse Americans). At school, the young George Brummell distinguished himself for his wit and style, and earned the nickname “Buck.” (“Beau” came later, when he moved to London.) He went on to Oxford, where, despite being recognized for his skill in Latin, he was a largely indifferent student, and left at age sixteen after a single term.

At this point Brummell’s ascent through the tiers of British society really began. He decided to join the army. But the position he secured was not just any ordinary post. He managed to have himself named as a low-level officer in a cavalry regiment called the 10th Royal Hussars, a unit assigned personally to George, Prince of Wales, the heir to the British throne. (“Hussar” was originally a Hungarian term for a cavalryman, but it sounded so bad-ass that it spread throughout Europe.) Officers in the 10th Regiment generally came from the upper crust of society, and were expected to pay lavishly for their own horses and ornate uniforms. Beau was able to afford these expenses due to an inheritance left to him upon his father’s death in 1795. And while the inheritance was modest in comparison to those of most other officers, the position was worth the expense, since service in the regiment allowed access to Prince George himself. (Pro tip: dress for the job you want… and keep dressing up to keep it.)

Brummell, with his tendency to arrive late and his reputation for laziness, was not a natural fit for the military, but he cultivated the prince’s favor and charmed his way up through the ranks, soon gaining the rank of captain. The prince was a hard-partying bad boy whose louche enjoyment of women, drinking, gambling, and food (his weight reached 280 pounds) irritated his father, King George III, and left a trail of scandals. In 1795, as a condition of paying off the prince’s debts, the king forced his son to marry his cousin, Caroline of Brunswick, whom the prince detested. Beau attended the wedding and later, at least according to the disgruntled Caroline, helped to ruin the honeymoon with unspecified drunken antics.

Soon the Hussars were assigned to put down a strike by impoverished mill workers in the northern industrial city of Manchester, and Beau resigned his commission, claiming that Manchester was too much of a backwater for a man of his taste and style to abide. (It has been speculated that he actually wanted no part of the violence that the troops would have to inflict on the striking workers.) In 1799, he moved to a relatively small house in the expensive and fashionable London neighborhood of Mayfair, where, in the words of an article written shortly after his death, he “established himself as a refined voluptuary.” Drawing on his friendship with the Prince of Wales, Brummell became a central figure in the highest echelons of London social life.

It helped that Brummell had developed a reputation as a bold wit. At one fashionable dinner he was seated immediately to the right of the prince. When he annoyed the prince with a snarky remark, the future King George IV threw his wine in Brummell’s face. Thinking fast, Brummell immediately tossed his wine into the face of the person on his right, exclaiming, “The Prince’s toast! Pass it round!” The table broke out in laughter. Brummell had turned a potential humiliation into a triumph. Some years later, after George’s father had been incapacitated with mental illness, George, who was now quite heavy, was named prince regent. By this point he and Brummell had completely fallen out. When Beau encountered his former friend and sponsor at Watier’s, the fashionable men’s club to which they both belonged, Prince George greeted Brummell’s companion Lord Alvanley but snubbed Beau completely. Never at a loss, Brummell turned to his companion and asked, “Alvanley, who’s your fat friend?” (Why do I only think of the perfect thing to say the next morning when I’m in the shower?)

Along with his sharp tongue was a look to match. England was in the middle of a great change in style that was later called “the Great Male Renunciation,” with men abandoning their formerly ornate forms of dress. While this great shift is not solely attributable to Brummell, he became its most visible figure.

To appreciate this change in style, you need to picture what male fashion looked like before it took place. In the late 1700s, male dress was still heavily influenced by the French royal court of Louis XIV, the Sun King—long powdered wigs, white makeup with spots of rouge, lots of lace and silks, oversized and frilly cuffs on sleeves, high-heeled shoes… you get the idea. Men, in other words, dressed as lavishly as women. In eighteenth-century England and France, the leaders in taste were rival squads of aristocratic young men who gave themselves names such as the Incredibles (no, not the superhero family) and the Muscadins.

One of the trendiest groups was the Macaronis. True, that name sounds pretty ridiculous today, but think what they’ll say in 250 years about terms like “Mac Daddy” or “Glamma.” The Macaronis earned their name from their grand tours of Italy, where they acquired a taste for Italian pasta, and also for the fashions there. These young men wore towering, ornate wigs. Sometimes they would even balance on top of these wigs a little three-cornered hat, called a chapeau bras, placed so high that it could only be reached with the point of a sword. These outlandish updos were literally the height of fashion. Macaronis naturally received their share of mockery in the London press. The word macaroni even became a synonym for “fashionable,” as in, “Those peacock green breeches are very macaroni, Sir Fopling.” If you’ve ever wondered about the seemingly nonsensical lyrics to the song “Yankee Doodle” (“Stuck a feather in his cap and called it macaroni”), they refer to this kind of macaroni, not the Kraft kind. A Yankee doodle dandy is a badly dressed American fool, who is being mocked for being so clueless and provincial that he puts a feather in his cap for decoration and thinks he has achieved the high style of the chapeau-wearing Macaronis. (Basically those lyrics are throwing some pretty serious nineteenth-century shade.)
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