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Preface

Storytelling




In 1953, when I was an eighteen-year-old sophomore at the University of Wisconsin, I took a course in American history entitled “Representative Americans.” Professor William B. Hesseltine taught it. From his first lecture, I was enthralled. He spoke about presidents, generals, senators, novelists, businessmen. Who they were, what they did, what effect it had.

It was storytelling at its best, about real people whose actions had a direct impact on my life, even if they had lived a century or more ago. Some made mistakes. Some were eniuses. Some were kind, others cruel. They were far more interesting than any character in a novel or actor in a movie.

At the end of his first lecture, on George Washington, I approached the professor—short, bald, pudgy, with a big curved pipe—and told him, as he lit up, that I wanted to do what he did for a living. “How do I do that?” He laughed, then said, stick around and I will show you. That afternoon I went to the registrar’s office and switched my major from premed to history.

A half-century later, I’ve never wavered. History is everything that has ever happened. No one can ever master everything, but your interest will never flag. When I first began teaching American history, my students would come to me before the first day of class and say, “Doc, I hate history. I’m only here because it is required.”

My reply was, “You don’t mean that. You don’t hate history, you hate the way it was taught to you in high school. But history is about people, and there is nothing more fascinating to people than other people, living in a different time, in different circumstances.”

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, our students know that they live in the richest and freest nation that ever was and they want to know how that happened. They realize that God did not decide to make the United States so supremely special. They want to know who those people were who made it so, what they did, with what consequences. One week in early 2002, I noted that four of the top six books on the New York Times Book Review nonfiction best-seller list were about American history.

 

I was taught by professors who had done their schooling in the 1930s. Most of them, like many intellectuals of their time, were scornful of, even hated, big business. They presented Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, J. P. Morgan, and other fabulously successful businessmen and investors as devoid of any social consciousness, men whose goal was to plunder; they brought on the Great Depression.

My professors had praise for the anti-Federalists of the Revolutionary era, for Jacksonian Democrats later on. Of course they were four-square for Lincoln in the Civil War, but not for his Republican Party, especially under Ulysses Grant. In the period from the end of Reconstruction down to the 1930s, the only parties they praised were the Populists, the Progressives, and Woodrow Wilson’s Democrats. After 1932, it was Franklin Roosevelt and the New Deal Democrats, although many of the professors were Socialists who preferred Eugene Debs and Norman Thomas to Wilson and Roosevelt.

These professors were not left-wing zealots, but they couldn’t see much good in the Republican Party. Still, they adhered to the first rule for historians—always stick to the truth. Tell or write only what you can prove. This they did. I was an undergraduate less than a decade after World War II. These men of the Second World War were patriotic, many of them veterans, who wished that the United States had done this or that differently, but who loved their country nevertheless.

At twenty-four with a Ph. D. in hand, I became a teacher of history. My subject was the Civil War. I was a military historian, studying and writing about the generals. Then in 1964, I went to work on Dwight Eisenhower’s biography. For the next decade I was writing about him. That was my scholarly life. My country was at war in Vietnam, which I thought a dreadful mistake. I was a dove, not very active in the antiwar movement but very much an outspoken critic.

I spent about half of my time with World War II veterans and historians, who were mainly hawks, and the other half with students, who were doves. The first group was generally positive about the whole of American history, the second group critical. I agreed with the first on some matters, with the second on others.

 

In this short volume, I tell stories about Americans from the past, what they did, how they did it, with what results. I am a storyteller by training and inclination. I tell war stories, political stories, academic stories, business stories. I tell stories about some of my admired Americans—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Lewis and Clark, Andrew Jackson, Ulysses Grant, Crazy Horse, Custer, Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin Roosevelt, Dwight Eisenhower, Jackie Robinson, Betty Friedan. And some stories about Americans who are far from being my favorites—Andrew Johnson, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon.

Whether I’m writing a story, or telling it to family or friends gathered around a campfire, or giving a lecture to students, I hope that my listener is concentrating on what is happening and wants to know how it turns out.

One of the wonderful things about a story is that it can be anything—heroic, sad, funny, triumphant, tragic, good, evil. To tell a story well, you need to help the listener identify with the main character, whether he is struggling in a small boat against a rampaging sea, or risking his or her life to secure civil rights, promoting the status of women. What happened? Who made it happen? What are the results today? Where do we need to go? It is through history that we learn who we are and how we got that way, why and how we changed, why the good sometimes prevailed and sometimes did not.









Chapter One

The Founding Fathers




Americans in great numbers are rediscovering their Founding Fathers in such best-selling books as Joseph Ellis’s Founding Brothers, David McCullough’s John Adams, and my own Undaunted Courage, about Lewis and Clark. There are others who believe that some of these men are unworthy of our attention because they owned slaves—Washington, Jefferson, Clark among them, but not Adams. They failed to rise above their time and place, though Washington, but not Jefferson, freed his slaves upon his death. But history abounds with ironies. These men, the Founding Fathers and Brothers, established a system of government that, after much struggle, and the terrible violence of the Civil War, and the civil rights movement led by black Americans, did lead to legal freedom for all Americans and movement toward equality.

Let’s begin with Thomas Jefferson, because it is he who wrote the words that inspired subsequent generations to make the heroic sacrifices that transformed the words “All men are created equal” into reality.

In the fall of 1996 I was a visiting professor at the University of Wisconsin. The History Club there asked me to participate in a panel discussion called “Political Correctness and the University.” The professor seated next to me taught American political thought in the Political Science Department. I remarked to her that when I began teaching I had required students to read five or six books each semester, but I had cut that back to three or four or else the students would drop my course. She said she had the same problem. She had dropped Thomas Jefferson’s writings from the required reading list. She did, she said, have Vine Deloria’s God Is Red on it. She said she wanted her students to get the Native American point of view.

“You are in Madison, being paid by the citizens of Wisconsin to teach their children American political thought, and you leave out Tom Jefferson?”

“Yes,” she replied. “He was a slaveholder.” More than half the large audience applauded.

Jefferson owned slaves. He did not believe that all were created equal. He was a racist, incapable of rising above the thought of his time and place, and willing to profit from slave labor.

Few of us entirely escape our times and places. Thomas Jefferson did not achieve greatness in his personal life. He had a slave as mistress. He lied about it. He once tried to bribe a hostile reporter. His war record was not good. He spent much of his life in intellectual pursuits in which he excelled, and not enough in leading his fellow Americans toward great goals by example. Theodore Roosevelt called him our worst President. Jefferson surely knew slavery was wrong, but he didn’t have the courage to lead the way to emancipation. If you hate slavery and the terrible things it did to human beings, it is difficult to regard Jefferson as a great man, or a good man. He was a spendthrift, always deeply in debt. He never freed his slaves. Thus the sting in Dr. Samuel Johnson’s mortifying question, “How is it that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty from the drivers of Negroes?”

In his only book, Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson’s chapter on slavery includes this passage: “The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of the most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism on the one part, and degrading submissions on the other. Our children see this, and learn to imitate it. If a parent could find no motive either in his philanthropy or his self-love, for restraining the intemperance of passion towards his slave, it should always be a sufficient one that his children are present. But generally it is not sufficient. The parent storms, the child looks on, catches the lineaments of wrath, puts on the same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives loose to his worst of passions, and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped by it with odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners and morals undepraved by such circumstances.”

He knew slavery was wrong and that he was wrong in profiting from the institution, but apparently could see no way to relinquish it in his lifetime. He thought abolition of slavery might be accomplished by the young men of the next generation. They were qualified to bring the American Revolution to its idealistic conclusion because, he said, these young Virginians had “sucked in the principles of liberty as if it were their mother’s milk.” This despite what he had written about the effect of slavery on the slave owner’s children.

Of all the contradictions in Jefferson’s contradictory life, none is greater. Of all the contradictions in America’s history, none surpasses its toleration first of slavery and then of segregation. Jefferson hoped and expected that Virginians of Meriwether Lewis’s and William Clark’s generation would abolish slavery, yet he said not a word to them about his dream. His writing showed that he had a great mind and a limited character.

William Clark owned a slave called York. They were the same age. York went with him on the Great Expedition, which crossed the hitherto unexplored continent. He paddled, pushed, hauled, made and broke camp, hunted, stood ready to fight Indians, went hungry and was often exhausted, carried his rifle, and was prepared to protect Captain Clark’s life at the risk of his own. When the Corps of Discovery got back to St. Louis, and every man who had gone on the expedition got double pay and a land grant, York received nothing.

York asked Clark, How about my freedom? His owner said that that was out of the question. He asked Clark to sell him to an owner in Louisville so he could live with his wife and family. Not possible, Clark replied, and he complained, “York is but of very little Service to me, insolent and Sulky. I gave him a Severe trouncing the other Day and he has much mended Sence.” In 1816, more than a decade after the expedition, Clark finally freed York, and gave him a wagon and a mule so he could move goods between Nashville and Louisville and make a living. Clark, like Jefferson, like all slaveholders and many other white members of American society, regarded Negroes as inferior, childlike, untrustworthy—and of course as property. Clark and his fellows got such ideas not from observation, not from York’s actions—or the actions of many, probably most, slaves—but from a prejudice so deeply rooted that nothing, it seemed, could pull that plant from the ground.

Jefferson, the genius of politics, could see no way for African Americans to live in society as free people. He embraced the worst forms of racism to justify slavery, to himself and those he instructed. The limitations he displayed in refusing both to acknowledge the truth of his own observations on the institution, and his unwillingness to do something, anything, to weaken and finally destroy it, brand him as an intellectual coward.

In Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson describes the institution of slavery as forcing tyranny and depravity on master and slave alike. He also wrote about the character and morals of blacks in words that drip with the most vulgar assertions: Negroes have produced no scholars or poets (without mentioning that it was illegal in the South to teach a slave how to read or write); they smell different and bad; they engage in sex constantly but always without love. He said things about these fellow human beings that would make members of a nineteenth- or twentieth-century lynch mob feel comfortable. He knew—how could a man with his agile mind not know—that these were all lies. He left America’s first and greatest moral problem to his successors. He could not rise above convenience. To be a slaveholder meant one had to regard the African American as inferior in every way. One had to believe that the worst white man was better than the best black man. If you did not believe these things you could not justify yourself to yourself. So Jefferson could condemn slavery in words, but not in deeds.

Jefferson had slaves at his magnificent estate, Monticello, who were superb artisans, shoemakers, masons, carpenters, cooks. But like every bigot, he never said, after seeing a skilled African craftsman at work or enjoying the fruits of his labor, “Maybe I’m wrong.” He already knew that. He ignored the words of his fellow revolutionary John Adams, who said that the Revolution would never be complete until the slaves were free.

Jefferson left another racial and moral problem for his successors, the treatment of the Native Americans. He had no positive idea of what to do with or about the Indians. He handed that problem over to his grandchildren, and theirs.

The author of the Declaration of Independence threw up his hands at the questions of women’s rights. It is not as if the subject of votes for women and other rights never came up. Abigail Adams, at one time a close friend of Jefferson, raised it. But Jefferson’s attitude toward women was at one with that of the white men of his age. He wrote about almost everything, but almost never about women, not his wife or his mother and certainly not Sally Hemmings. He contrasted American and Parisian women he observed when he was ambassador to France. In America, Jefferson noted with approval, women knew their place, which was in the home and, more specifically, in the nursery. Instead of gadding frivolously about town as Frenchwomen did, chasing fashion or meddling in politics, American women were content with “the tender and tranquil amusement of domestic life” and never troubled their pretty heads about politics.
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So it is of particular irony to admit that Jefferson was as remarkable a man as America has produced. “Spent the evening with Mr. Jefferson,” John Quincy Adams wrote in his diary in 1785, “whom I love to be with…. You can never be an hour in the man’s company without something of the marvelous.” And even Abigail Adams wrote of him, “He is one of the choice ones of the earth.”

Jefferson was born rich and became well educated. He was a man of principle (except with regard to slaves, Indians, and women). His civic duty was paramount to him. He read, deeply and widely—more than any other President of the United States except, possibly, Theodore Roosevelt. He wrote well and with more productivity and skill than any other President, except, perhaps, Theodore Roosevelt. He was not a great public speaker, but in small groups he shone. Wherever Jefferson sat was the head of the table. Those few who got to dine with him around a small table always recalled his charm, wit, insights, queries, explanations, gossip, curiosity, and above all else his laughter.

Jefferson’s range of knowledge was astonishing. Science in general. Flora and fauna specifically. Geography. Fossils. The classics and modern literature. Languages. Politicians of all types. Politics, state by state, county by county. International affairs. He was an intense partisan. He loved music and playing the violin. He wrote countless letters about his philosophy, observations of people and places. He composed powerful essays, not always about politics—his head and heart essay is perhaps the best known. In his official correspondence, Jefferson maintained a level of eloquence not since equaled. I’ve spent much of my professional life studying Presidents and generals, reading their letters, examining their orders to their subordinates, making an attempt to judge them. None match Jefferson.

In spite of these rare abilities, Jefferson was not a hero. His great achievements were words. Except for the Louisiana Purchase, his actions as President fall short. But those words! He was the author of the Declaration of Independence. The second paragraph begins with a perfect sentence—“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” (an affirmation he did not live out). Eventually, with Lincoln, who articulated these truths and lived them, and slowly afterward, the idea made its progress.

Abraham Lincoln, who grew up in a free state, struggled for more than a half-century with his own feelings about slavery. At one point he wanted to ship all slaves back to Africa. But in 1865, in his Second Inaugural, shortly before his death, he clarified his conclusion unequivocally. He said the whole country was guilty of the fact of slavery, not just the South. All of us.

Jefferson’s declaration that all men are created equal is quoted all over the world. Everyone, everywhere, knows these words. Those words, as the great historian Samuel Eliot Morison has said, “are more revolutionary than anything written by Robespierre, Marx, or Lenin, a continual challenge to ourselves, as well as an inspiration to the oppressed of all the world.”

Jefferson was the author of the Virginia Statute of Religious Freedom, a doctrine that spread throughout the United States. He is the father of our religious freedom. It is, next to the words of our independence, his greatest gift, save only perhaps our commitment to universal education, which also comes to us via Jefferson.

In 1779, when Jefferson introduced “A Bill for Establishing Religious Freedom” in the Virginia legislature, he wrote: “no man shall be compelled to frequent or support any religious worship…whatsoever…nor shall otherwise suffer, on account of his religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to maintain, their opinions in matters of religion….” In Notes on the State of Virginia he wrote, “The legitimate powers of government extend to such acts only as are injurious to others. But it does me no injury for my neighbor to say there are twenty gods, or no God. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.” In his most famous utterance on religion, Jefferson said, “I have sworn upon the altar of God, eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind of man.”

A pity that he did not introduce “A Bill for Emancipation” in the Virginia legislature and swear “eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind and work of man, including slaves.”

Religious liberty did not happen throughout the United States all at once, of course, but as Jefferson’s great biographer Dumas Malone wrote: “Jefferson’s vision extended farther and comprehended more than that of anybody else in public life, and, thinking of himself as working for posterity, he was more concerned that things should be well started than that they be quickly finished.”

More than anyone else, even Benjamin Franklin, it is Jefferson who implanted in the United States the notion that everyone is entitled to universal education. He put no limit on the amount of time or money he would invest in education. When he was eighty years old he made the architectural plans for the University of Virginia—what he liked to call his “academical village.” (In 1976 the American Institute of Architects voted his design “the proudest achievement of American architecture in the past 200 years.”) When the school opened, March 7, 1825, it had five faculty members and forty students. Jefferson was startled to learn that most of the students were found by the faculty to be “wretchedly prepared.” He immediately began to work on improving the elementary and secondary education in Virginia.

The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 was based on Jefferson’s “Report of a Plan of Government for the Western Territory” written three years earlier. In it, he made certain that when the populations of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Michigan were large enough, these and other territories would come into the Union as fully equal states. They would have the same number of senators and representatives as the original thirteen. They would elect their own governors, and so on. He was the first who had the thought that colonies should be equal to the thirteen original members of the Union. No one before him had proposed such a thing. Empires were run by the “mother country,” with the king appointing the governors. It was Jefferson who decided that we wouldn’t do it that way in the United States. The territories shall be states. He applied the principles of the Northwest Ordinance to the Louisiana Purchase territories, and by later extension to the West Coast. It was Jefferson who envisioned an empire of liberty that stretched from sea to shining sea.

For Jefferson, the matters he was eager to address, the ones he seized on most, start with the assertion of American independence, exclude the grip of established religion on the minds of men, and provide education for the citizens. These are the accomplishments he chose to put on his tombstone, the ones by which “I wish most to be remembered.”

HERE WAS BURIED

THOMAS JEFFERSON

AUTHOR OF THE

DECLARATION

OF

AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE

OF THE

STATUTE OF VIRGINIA

FOR

RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

AND FATHER OF THE

UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA.

Washington and Jefferson were both rich Virginia planters, but they were never friends. Washington did not have Jefferson’s IQ. He was not anywhere near as good a writer. He was not as worldly. He had less formal education than any subsequent President, except Abraham Lincoln. He towered over his contemporaries, literally so. He was a six-foot-three general; his soldiers averaged five-foot-eight. He was not a good general, or so his critics say. His army lost more battles than it won.

But Washington held the Continental Army together, “in being” as the military expression puts it, and he had a masterly judgment of when and where and how to strike the British in order to raise morale among his soldiers and throughout his country—perhaps most symbolic was his crossing the Delaware River at Christmas-time in 1776, when in a lightning week of campaigning he picked off the British garrisons at Trenton and Princeton, taking many prisoners and valuable supplies. The next winter he spent with his soldiers in a freezing Valley Forge. From there, he directed the strategy of the war, turned the Continental Army from a ragtag collection into a solid regular army, forced the politicians in Congress to support him, and emerged as the one who would lead the nation through the Revolutionary War.

Washington’s character was rock solid. He was constant. At the center of events for twenty-four years, he never lied, fudged, or cheated. He shared his army’s privations, though never pretended to be “one of the men,” and was careful to keep a distance between himself and his subordinates and his enlisted men. They respected him, even loved him. Washington came to stand for the new nation and its republican virtues, which was why he became our first President by unanimous choice and, in the eyes of many, including this author, our greatest.

Washington personifies the word “great.” In his looks, in his regular habits, in his dress and bearing, in his generalship and his political leadership, in his ability to persuade, in his sure grip on what the new nation needed (above all else, not a king), and in his optimism no matter how bad the American cause looked, he rose above all others. He established the thought, “We can do it,” as an integral part of the American spirit. He was indispensable, in war and in peace, “first in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen.” Abigail Adams, again, so insightful in her descriptions of this or that Founding Father, quoted John Dryden to describe Washington: “Mark his majestic fabric. He’s a temple sacred from his birth and built by hands divine.” Congress wanted Washington’s body to rest in a room beneath the Capitol rotunda, somewhat like Napoleon’s tomb in Les Invalides. He is buried at his home, Mount Vernon.*

Of the nine Presidents† who owned slaves, only Washington freed his. (One of their descendants is a guide at Mount Vernon.) He resisted efforts to make him into a king and established the precedent that no one should serve more than two terms as President. He voluntarily yielded power. His enemy, George III, remarked in 1796, as Washington’s second term was coming to an end, “If George Washington goes back to his farm he will be the greatest character of his age.” Napoleon, then in exile, was as stunned as the rest of the world by Washington’s leaving office. He complained that his enemies “wanted me to be another Washington.” As George Will wrote, “the final component of Washington’s indispensability was the imperishable example he gave by proclaiming himself dispensable.”

 

Washington was a slaveholder. In New Orleans, in the late 1990s, George Washington Elementary School was renamed Charles Richard Drew Elementary School, after the developer of hemoglobin. Although I advocate naming schools after Martin Luther King, Jr., or George Washington Carver, and others, I don’t see how we can take down the name of the man whose leadership brought this nation through the Revolutionary War and who turned down a real chance to be the first king of the nation.

“But he was a slaveholder,” students sometimes say to me.

“Listen, he was our leader in the Revolution, to which he pledged his life, his fortune, and his sacred honor. Those were not idle pledges. What do you think would have happened to him had he been captured by the British Army?

“I’ll tell you. He would have been brought to London, tried, found guilty of treason, ordered executed, and then drawn and quartered. Do you know what that means? He would have had one arm tied to one horse, the other arm to another horse, one leg to yet another, and the other leg to a fourth. Then the four horses would have been simultaneously whipped and started off at a gallop, one going north, another south, another east and the fourth to the west.

“That is what Washington was risking to establish your freedom and mine.”

 

Our nation’s capital abounds with statues to our president heroes, including the Lincoln Memorial, the Jefferson Memorial, and the FDR Memorial. The one that stands out is the Washington Monument, the tallest, grandest, the most superbly designated, and most immediately recognized. It is our tribute to the man who led our nation to victory in the Revolutionary War and who, as our first President, did more than anyone else to create the Republic. Jefferson extended it from the Mississippi River to the Rocky Mountains. Lincoln preserved it. Franklin Roosevelt led it to triumph in the greatest war ever fought. But it was George Washington who set the republican standard. So long as this Republic lasts he will stand first.

Washington’s monument was unfinished at the time of the Civil War, which was fitting, as Washington came from Virginia, a state that in 1861 had seceded from the Union, and he was a slaveholder. In his Republic only white men of west European descent could vote. But in his person he was Father of a Union that was expansive not only in its territorial possessions but in its being. In his Republic the blacks would be freed—albeit after a horrible struggle. He certainly never thought of white women as those who could be full citizens. But the Constitution which he swore to defend would eventually have room in it for freed slaves, for women, for minorities.

The Mall that stretches out from Washington’s monument has been the scene of controversy, protest, and persuasion, which is as it should be in a democracy. There more than anywhere, our national discord has been on display, and our national step-by-step progress demonstrated for. There the women’s suffrage movement was advocated. There Martin Luther King, Jr., spoke the words that characterized and led the way to civil rights for African Americans and all other Americans, “I have a dream.” There citizens gathered in huge numbers to protest the Vietnam War, including my wife and me.

In the shadow of the Washington Monument, we come together to protest, to grieve, to affirm. It is there, above any other place, that we have the monument that stands for our greatest national strength, our democracy, and that symbolizes our greatest national pride, our unity.

The Washington Monument and the Jefferson and Lincoln memorials remind us that greatness comes in different forms and at a price. Jefferson, by his words, gave us aspirations. Washington, through his actions, showed us what was possible. Lincoln’s courage turned both into reality.

Slavery and discrimination darken our hearts and cloud our minds in the most extraordinary ways, including a blanket judgment today against Americans who were slave owners in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. That the masters should be judged as lacking in the scope of their minds and hearts is fair, indeed must be insisted upon, but that doesn’t mean we should judge the whole of them only by this part.

In his last message to America, on June 24, 1826, ten days before he died on July 4, the same day that John Adams died, Jefferson declined an invitation to be in Washington, D.C., for the fiftieth anniversary of the adoption of the Declaration of Independence. He wrote, “All eyes are opened, or opening to the rights of man. The general spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view the palpable truth that the mass of mankind has not been born, with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them.”

He died with hope, that the future would bring to fruition the promise of equality. For Jefferson, that was the logic of his words, the essence of the American spirit. He may not have been a great man in his actions, or in his leadership, where he did little or nothing to bring about his hope. But in his political thought, he justified that hope.

 

* When Lieutenant Dwight Eisenhower first saw Napoleon’s tomb in 1927, he told his wife, Mamie, “That’s disgusting.” He is buried in Abilene, Kansas, his home.

† George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, William Henry Harrison, John Tyler, James Polk, and Franklin Pierce.









Chapter Two

The Battle of New Orleans




In 1815, New Orleans was a city with a diverse population of clannish eccentrics, which is pretty much the way it is today. For that reason, and others, it has been my hometown for most of my adult life. In its ethnic diversity—French, English, Irish, German, African, Mexican, Central American, Vietnamese, Chinese, others; in its food, from around the world; in its music, from the blues and jazz and marches and dirges; in its everyday phrases, such as “I’m going to make groceries” or “where ya at?”; in its fear of a hurricane and not much else; in its love affair with itself, it is singular. It is America’s favorite party city. At times it seems that the party is continuous, but two especially stand out—Mardi Gras and the Jazz and Heritage Festival. It is the city that care forgot. It is sometimes also called the city that forgot to care, but in 1815 all of New Orleans’s residents knew its importance.

It was the port at the mouth of the great Mississippi River, therefore one of the most valuable pieces of real estate in the world. The river drained a vast territory of rich farmland; an abundance of metal; almost unlimited fur pelts, deer, bear, elk, and many other animals; scores of rivers all headed toward the Mississippi—a richer drainage than existed anywhere else in the world.

In 1815, New Orleans city was growing. Americans were settling west of the river, in Missouri, Iowa, Arkansas, Minnesota, and sending their corn and other products to a world market through New Orleans. The site had belonged to the Indians, the French, the Spanish, the French again, then to the Americans. In 1803, when Jefferson purchased Louisiana, he did not ask the French citizens of New Orleans if they wanted to be Americans. He just did it. Despite their new American citizenship, the French in New Orleans felt removed from American life.

In January 1815, the British were coming to take control of the port and make it their own. Britain was entrenched in Canada, at the northernmost end of the Mississippi River. Britain had an alliance with some of the Native American tribes in U.S. territory on the west bank of the river, stretching far inland. It had the seafaring skills to sweep its men-of-war up the river, perhaps to St. Louis, even beyond. And after the June 1815 battle at Waterloo, in which Napoleon was defeated, Britain had experienced troops available to challenge the Americans west of and along the river. For the French residents of New Orleans, no matter what they thought of the Americans, a conquest by the British was an even worse prospect.

General Edward Pakenham—a veteran of the Napoleonic Wars and the Duke of Wellington’s brother-in-law—had 9,000 veterans serving under him in the United States. Theodore Roosevelt described them in his The Naval War of 1812 as “fierce and hardy veterans of the Peninsular War.” These were perhaps the finest troops in the world. They were headed toward New Orleans.

Pakenham’s goal was to take New Orleans, then establish British forts along the Mississippi River, wrest the Louisiana Purchase from the Americans, and extend Canada’s boundaries south to the Gulf of Mexico. The Battle of New Orleans was of supreme significance, as American independence was at stake. In that sense it might be called the last battle of the Revolutionary War. The British committed their best regiments under one of their best commanders.

To stop them, the United States had Andrew Jackson and his men. Jackson was the youngest of three sons of Scotch-Irish immigrants. His father died in 1767, shortly before Jackson’s birth, and his older brothers and mother died during the Revolutionary War. As a fourteen-year-old captured American soldier, Jackson refused to polish a British officer’s boots. The officer slashed the boy with a saber across his hand and forehead. Of all the blood drawn by British sabers over the centuries, that was the blood they had most cause to regret.

Jackson was a lawyer, a slaveholder from Tennessee who despised the British and had contempt for almost anyone who was not a white American. He had served in the U.S. House of Representatives and in the Senate. In 1798 he became a judge on the Tennessee Supreme Court. In 1802 he was elected major general of the Tennessee militia, more an honorific job than a demanding one. But he took his military duties seriously enough to study a translation of French Army regulations and he tried to instill French methods to his militia.

When war with England came in June 1812, Jackson offered the Tennessee militia’s services. President James Madison accepted, but did not call Jackson to active duty because of his intense dislike of the man. Disgusted, Jackson returned to Tennessee, where he became involved in an act of violence that was typical of the American frontier: a duel, with Thomas Hart Benton’s brother, who was a colonel of the militia under Jackson’s command. Benton shot Jackson in the shoulder and gravely wounded him. Despite his wound, in November 1813 Jackson fought two successful battles against the Creek Nation. By March 1814, with 5,000 men in his force, Jackson attacked the Indians at one of their fortified camps at the Horseshoe Bend of the Tallapoosa River, routing the Creek Nation and breaking its power forever.

To show its gratitude, the United States on May 28, 1814, appointed Jackson major general in the U.S. Army and put him in command of the Seventh Military District, in the South. He was, in effect, that unique American creation, a citizen soldier serving as a general officer. In September, he defended Mobile, Alabama, from a small British force, and went on to Pensacola, Florida, which he captured. In late November, he hurried west to New Orleans, correctly surmising that the British intended to use the Mississippi River to launch an amphibious attack on the city.

Jackson had a couple of thousand frontiersmen and militia to stop the British. He was sick with dysentery and recovering from a bullet wound he had received in the battle with the Creeks, but his will kept him going. He once said Napoleon should have burned Paris to the ground rather than let it fall to the enemy. He appeared ready to do that to New Orleans.

Jackson put together an army of citizen soldiers. He marched Kentucky militia and Tennessee volunteers from Mobile to New Orleans, where he prepared defenses south of the town, on the east bank of the Mississippi River, at the Plains of Chalmette. He enlisted anyone who would fight to reinforce the militia, eventually forming an army of roughly 4,000. In addition to the men from Tennessee and Kentucky, he had the pirate Jean Lafitte and his men, black men from New Orleans, some of them “free men of color,” some slaves (even though he himself was a slaveholder), along with Germans, Irishmen, Spaniards, Cajuns, Italians, and Portuguese and Norwegian seamen. His drummer boy, Jordon B. Noble, was a fourteen-year-old former slave from Georgia who volunteered for the duty. Jackson said the British were “the common enemy of mankind.” As disparate as his soldiers were, nothing drew them together more than their hatred of the British Empire, made intense by the fear that Pakenham intended to turn New Orleans into a southern version of Montreal.

Just as the Mississippi was the great river that drew the nation together rather than dividing it into separate parts, so was the mixture of races come together to fight the British—something even Napoleon had never been able to do. Jackson put together the first multiracial army, one that stands as a model to today’s American armed forces, except that it had no women. It was a ragtag force, barely trained, ill-equipped, led by a brawling frontiersman who had no formal training for his command, and who had been a general for less than half a year. That was the army that prepared to stand up to Britain’s proud veterans.

Theodore Roosevelt, in his book on the War of 1812, took special notice of the African-American soldiers. “One band had in its formation something that was curiously pathetic. It was composed of free men of color, who had gathered to defend the land which kept the men of their race in slavery.” Some of them were seamen from the various ships in the harbor; at the time, one sailor in six serving on the U.S. frigates was a free black. In Roosevelt’s words, they “were to shed their blood for the Flag that symbolized to their kind not freedom but bondage; who were to die bravely as freemen, only that their brethren might live on ignobly as slaves. Surely there was never a stranger instance than this of the irony of fate.”

 

Jackson’s troops called him “Old Hickory,” which signified his unbending nature and his strength. On December 2, 1814, Jackson marched his militia and a few regulars (two regiments, about 800 men) into the city. There he proclaimed martial law, seized all available artillery and every ounce of war matériel that the city contained, suspended all general business, and put all the residents to work to build earthworks and other defenses.

Theodore Roosevelt, himself a citizen soldier, wrote of those troops who marched with Jackson and of those he recruited within New Orleans: “They loved and feared him as few generals have ever been loved or feared; they obeyed him unhesitatingly; they followed his lead without flinching or murmuring, and they ever made good on the field of battle the promise of their courage held out to his judgment.”

On the afternoon of December 23 the British advance guard of 2,000 was camped on the east bank of the Mississippi, down river from New Orleans. Jackson determined to attack at once. In the city alarm guns were fired, drummer boy Noble beat on his drums, shouts were heard calling the troops to their duty. About 2,000 men were assembled. As the gray of winter twilight settled, Old Hickory took his place at the head of the force and marched down the riverbank toward the enemy camp. At nine P.M., well past full dark, the Americans came up on the British and immediately attacked. For three hours the sides exchanged fire. Around midnight, smoke from the guns and a fog that had come up obscured everything. With a loss of some 200 men, Jackson turned about and marched upriver. The British, with about 300 killed, returned to their camp.

Jackson fell back about three miles, where he took up a position in the Plains of Chalmette along the Rodriguez Canal. The line was around a mile long, running from the low levee along the river to a cypress swamp. The ground in front of it was a stubbled sugarcane field that gave the American artillerymen a clear field of fire. Jackson had his men dig the canal wider and deeper, filled it with water, and placed cotton bales to the front, along with log defenses to form breastworks. He also placed a battery of smooth bore cannon on the west bank of the river, protected by breastworks, with a few hundred troops to defend the guns.

The British command figured that Jackson had retreated back into the city. On December 26, Pakenham put his whole army in motion, nearly 10,000 men. He rode at the head, and after three miles, to his great surprise, he stumbled on the American army. Jackson had his breastworks defended by 3,000 men, plus half a dozen guns, plus the corvette Louisiana anchored in the river. As Pakenham’s columns appeared the Americans opened mortar, cannon, and muskets on them. The Louisiana joined in. Pakenham pulled his army back out of cannon range and pitched his camp, facing the Americans.

After dark on New Year’s Eve, Pakenham sent forward some workmen to within 300 yards of Jackson’s line. Shielded by darkness, the men threw up stout earthworks. In them Pakenham placed fourteen cannon, to face Jackson’s thirteen. At dawn on New Year’s Day, he opened fire, confident his veteran artillerymen would blast the Americans out of the way. But the American artillerymen proved their skill in handling their guns. Some guns were served by New England seamen, taken off one of the American gunboats for that purpose. Others were handled by the privateersmen of Lafitte, who knew their guns as well as anyone. Others were serviced by the trained artillerymen of the regular army.

The British gunners fired as fast as they could and managed to set some cotton bales used in the American embrasures on fire and blow up two powder caissons. The American cannonballs began hitting the sugar hogsheads that protected part of the British batteries. They were shattered. As Theodore Roosevelt notes, although the British were vastly more experienced in artillery fire, they failed to adjust their aim and most of their cannonballs went sailing over the Americans’ heads. The American fire was slower but much surer. Through the fight they coolly corrected their faults and hit their targets. By noon, the Americans had two of their guns disabled and thirty-four casualties. The British, by then, had all their cannon silenced or dismounted, and had lost seventy-eight men.

Pakenham’s attempt to breach Jackson’s breastworks had failed. This came as a great surprise to him. British artillery had never before been bested, not even by Napoleon. Pakenham and the Duke of Wellington had defeated the greatest of Napoleon’s armies and marshals, time and again, driving them in headlong flight over the Pyrenees. For the British to be beaten by a ragtag army from a former colony was humiliating. Pakenham pulled back.

Jackson kept after him. He did not attack over the open ground, which would have been madness, but he kept his cannon firing at intervals, to prevent the British from getting more guns up to the line. And at night, he did not allow the wearied British to sleep undisturbed; throughout the hours of darkness Jackson’s backwoodsmen engaged the British sentries, drove in their pickets, and allowed none of those on guard a moment’s safety or freedom from alarm.

Pakenham was being outthought, his men outfought. His own pride was high, so also that of his men. In a dozen battles, these men had conquered the armies and captured the forts of the mighty French Emperor. Could they possibly be stopped by a ragged army of militia, pirates, African Americans, who had only a mud wall to protect them? Men who could not even do a close-order drill? Whose commander was a grizzled old Indian fighter who had not been heard of outside the South, and whose only claim to a victory was over the Creek Indians? It was time to close on them, drive them away, march into New Orleans and run up the Union Jack.

Unlike Pakenham, who hardly bothered with reconnaissance, Jackson kept a constant watch on the British and had surmised that the enemy would make the main assault on the east bank of the river. He therefore kept 4,000 or so of his army along the Rodriguez Canal. He had a small, still unfinished redoubt in front of the breastworks on the riverbank. His thirteen pieces of artillery were in place, scattered along the line. On his right he had the Seventh regular infantry, 430 strong; then came 740 Louisiana militia, French Creoles and men of color, Germans, Irishmen, Spaniards, and others; to their left were 500 Kentucky military and then 1,600 Tennessee militia. On the extreme left he placed 250 Louisiana militia. In the rear he had 230 dragoons, chiefly from Mississippi, along with some other troops in reserve.

Through the night of January 7–8, 1815, the Americans could hear hustle and bustle in the British ranks, only a quarter of a mile away. When the sun came up it glinted on the sharp steel bayonets of the English—every man had his bayonet fixed, while in the American line only about half were so armed. The British were about 400 yards from the Americans, out of range of their muskets. They were in their battle array, in scarlet uniforms. They, and Pakenham and the other generals, were fully confident that after marching in perfect rank and file into the American lines and taking a few casualties, they would drive away the Americans with their bayonets and then—on to New Orleans!

Pakenham pulled his sword, pointed it forward, and the British moved ahead in silence. The bulk headed toward the American left, where the Tennessee militia was in place, standing motionless. The British crossed 100 yards, then 200, then 300. So close to the American lines, the troops gave a cheer and broke into a run, holding their muskets, bayonets pointed.

Drummer Noble began beating on his drum, calling for commencing fire. Theodore Roosevelt described what happened next: “Then a hell of a fire smote the British column. Rank after rank of the wild marksmen of the backwoods rose and fired, aiming low and sure. Aghast at the slaughter, the reeling files staggered and gave back. Pakenham rode to the front, and the troops, rallying round him, sprang forward with ringing cheers. But once again the pealing rifle-blast beat in their faces; the life of their dauntless leader went out before its scorching and fiery breath. With him fell the other general who was with the column.” Reinforcements rushed forward, a third general was killed, the remaining British troops driven back.

On Jackson’s right, near the river, the British managed to capture the redoubt, killing the defenders to a man. Then they attacked the breastworks behind. But this time they and their leader were “riddled through and through by the balls of the riflemen,” according to Roosevelt.

Within a half-hour, all along the line, it was over. The British had suffered almost 2,000 casualties, the Tennessee militia six killed and seven wounded, the defenders of the American redoubt about forty casualties.

One hundred and seventy years later I took Major John Howard to the battlefield. He had been the commander of the company of British glider troops who had been the first to invade France on June 6, 1944—D-Day—at 0016 hours. His company was a part of the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry—the “Ox and Bucks.” John and I walked across the ground over which the British had launched their charge, then along the length of the Rodriguez Canal. We went to the Beauregard House, an antebellum home overlooking the river that today serves as a small museum. There was a display of the regimental patches of the British units involved in the battle. John and I looked, and he began to cry. What? I asked him. He pointed. There was the patch of the Ox and Bucks. It was one of Britain’s oldest, and best, regiments.

The next year I took British military historian and World War II gunner Ronald Lewin to the battlefield. In front of the same display, he too began crying. His comment was, “They sent the cream over here.”

Pakenham’s body was put into a rum barrel and taken by the retreating British to a ship for transportation home. He had suffered a bloody and disastrous defeat and its cause was British contempt for the Americans. Up to this time, the British had won almost every land engagement in the War of 1812 and were certain they would again. Pakenham neglected reconnaissance, he made no use of surprise or maneuver. He simply sent his men forward, marching in step, shoulder to shoulder in their scarlet uniforms, anticipating that the Americans would run as the columns came close. That did not happen. As Roosevelt wrote, “No troops, however steady, could advance over open ground against such a fire as came from Jackson’s lines.” The Battle of New Orleans was, for the British, about as badly conceived and as ineptly carried out as any battle could have been. America’s citizen soldiers had decimated the British regulars.

It was the great event of the war. It saved American self-respect at home and gave the United States prestige abroad. The highest praise for the victory goes properly to Jackson, for his concept of a flexible defense until the British revealed their intentions, his daring night attack once they had done so, his ability to get his men to work together effectively at the preparation of defensive works at the Rodriguez Canal, his insistence that they stand shoulder to shoulder behind the breastworks and fire only aimed shots, and those as quickly as they could reload. His men were superb. So was he. He became the most famous and successful general of his generation. Theodore Roosevelt described him as “the ablest general the United States produced, from the outbreak of the Revolution down to the beginning of the Great Rebellion.”

[image: dots]

Drummer boy Noble, a free black, became a celebrity. He served in various military units in the Indian skirmishes, and in 1847 he joined the New Orleans Washington Artillery to participate in the Mexican War. At age sixty, he served in the Union Army under General Benjamin F. Butler. When he was in New Orleans and not involved in fighting, he played his drum at funerals (a slow, dirgelike “Streets of Laredo”) and weddings (an upbeat version of “Amazing Grace”).

The battle transformed Andrew Jackson overnight into a national hero. His fame helped propel him to the presidency in 1828. Yet there is much to criticize Jackson for, his slaveholding to begin with, and his treatment of the Cherokee and Creek tribes, and more. As a young teacher I went after him in my lectures, especially on his Indian policy before and while he was President, but I now realize that despite his shortcomings and failures, he was a great man, not only but above all else because of his victory in the Battle of New Orleans. Had he not brought the disparate elements of the city together, had he not led frontiersmen from Kentucky and Tennessee and Mississippi and Alabama to the battle, the British would have won. We can only speculate on what would have happened next, but we do know that the general belief that the battle made no difference because the peace treaty between Britain and the United States had already been signed (the Treaty of Ghent on December 24, 1814) is not true—even though I used to teach it that way.

The British did not become a world power or gain a vast empire by retreating from victories. Indeed, after the Battle of New Orleans, the British army turned east and attacked Mobile, where on February 12 they captured Fort Boyer and were in position to take Mobile. Had that happened, could the Americans have ejected them? We cannot know. But immediately afterward the news of peace arrived and all hostilities terminated.

As Jackson was leaving the White House in 1837, at the end of his second term, a congressman asked him if there was any point to the Battle of New Orleans. Jackson’s eyes flashed. He stared up and down at the congressman. He said, “If General Pakenham and his ten thousand matchless veterans could have annihilated my little army…he would have captured New Orleans and sentried all the contiguous territory, though technically the war was over. Great Britain would have immediately abrogated the Treaty of Ghent and would have ignored Jefferson’s transaction with Napoleon.”

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the battle, Jackson visited the site, where the Chalmette Monument had just been erected, to speak about his men. He praised his troops for their “undaunted courage, patriotism, and patience under hardships and fatigues.” He alluded to their many differences and how they came together to defend their country. “Natives of different states, acting together, for the first time, in this camp, differing in habits and in language have reaped the fruits of an honourable union.” The combination of Creoles and Tennesseans, Cajuns and Kentuckians, blacks and whites, slaves and freedmen, Germans and Irishmen, Italians and Norwegians, made them realize for the first time they were all Americans. Together with Jackson they had won a battle of the most fundamental importance.
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