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Praise for


The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to REAL AMERICAN HEROES


“Forgetting the builders of our nation will lead to the collapse of our nation. Brion McClanahan’s Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes can help us avoid collapse and extend American civilization to future generations.”



—Leo Thorsness, colonel USAF (retired), Medal of Honor recipient, POW in Vietnam for six years



“Ronald Reagan reminded us in his first inaugural address, ‘Those who say that we’re in a time when there are no heroes—they just don’t know where to look.’ Now they can look here! The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes helps us distinguish true heroes from mere celebrities. As Calvin Coolidge said, ‘Great men are ambassadors of Providence sent to reveal to their fellow men their unknown selves.’ This book is an overdue reminder of this timeless truth.”



—Steven F. Hayward, author of The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to the Presidents and The Age of Reagan




“Brion McClanahan is on a mission to revive traditional American virtues. One way to do so, he thinks, is by restoring traditional American heroes to their lost place in our consciousness. Rather than focus solely on a panoply of victims, officials, and people who are famous for being famous, we ought to admire people for whom faith, devotion, duty, self-reliance, ingenuity, and sacrifice served as beacons on the path to their contributions to their communities and the broader society. His choice of explorers, statesmen, military leaders, business tycoons, and authors is not meant to be exhaustive; rather, McClanahan offers us an implicit challenge to ponder the lives of additional admirable Americans of our own choosing. To help us, he throws in a few tales of lionized people who deserve to be knocked off their pedestals.”



—Kevin Gutzman, author of The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to the Constitution and James Madison and the Making of America 




“You have to read a book that explains why well known men like Robert E. Lee and little known women like Augusta Jane Evans are American heroes, and why PC favorites like the Kennedys and Margaret Sanger should never have been given the title in the first place.”



—Clint Johnson, author of The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to the South




“Brion McClanahan’s Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes answers a crying need. American kids are growing up ignorant of both the principles and the people that made America great. McClanahan reintroduces the explorers, founders, frontiersmen, soldiers, underdogs, and inventors that every child used to learn about in school, until the curriculum was gutted by the Left. These real American hero stories are an entertaining read—and a valuable education in American ingenuity, self-reliance, and self-government.”



—Marybeth Hicks, author of Don’t Let the Kids Drink the Kool-Aid: Confronting the Left’s Assault on Our Families, Faith, and Freedom




“Collectivists are fond of claiming that ‘it takes a village’ for big or good things to happen. Baloney! The strength of the village depends on the character of the unique individuals who drive it forward, often overcoming barriers the village idiots put in their way. With this book, Brion McClanahan helps us celebrate some notable heroes even as he reveals that others thought by many to be heroes shouldn’t be in that category at all.”



—Lawrence W. Reed, president of the Foundation for Economic Education



“‘To the victor belong the spoils’ is an adage that relates perfectly to Brion McClanahan’s Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes as McClanahan engages us in a fast-paced account of those heroes purged by the forces that have claimed political victories in the United States. Readers will be inspired by the final frontier escapades of Buzz Aldrin as by the adventures of his colonial frontier counterpart Daniel Boone. Equally inspiring is McClanhan’s vivid revival of America’s first historian and original misanthrope Mercy Otis Warren. The demigod FDR and classical-education-slayer Dewey are returned to their proper stations in American history’s cellar. In an age that features hero worship of the laughable and decadent, McClanhan saves us by providing an exciting restoration of the heroic stories that tamed a continent with republican virtue.”



—Mike Church, writer-director of The Road to Independence and host of Sirius XM’s Mike Church Show 




“McClanahan is one of the best historians of his generation and this may be his finest book. His portrayal of real American heroes like Daniel Boone, Booker T. Washington, and Buzz Aldrin is sure to encourage Americans. Here are people worthy of our admiration and emulation, not superficial celebrities. The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes should appeal especially to parents who recognize the shallowness of public education and the popular media. Read this book. And share it with your children.”



—Sean Busick, professor of history at Athens State University and author of The Founding of the American Republic and A Sober Desire for History




“Unless one is intoxicated by the scourge of political correctness, there can be no argument as to who the good guys are and who the bad guys are. Self-evident truth remains common and sensible to those of us honest enough to genuinely scrutinize and study history, thereby identifying when good things happen and when bad things happen and just who the perpetrators are. Brion McClanahan identifies some of the long forgotten American heroes who helped shape the greatest quality of life the world has ever known in his book The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to Real American Heroes. Enormous upgrade will occur if this book is made an integral part of the education process for America’s youth so we never forget who the real heroes were and how to keep the dream alive.”



—Ted Nugent, rock ’n’ roll legend, outdoorsman, and author of God, Guns, & Rock ’n’ Roll; Kill It & Grill It; and Ted, White, and Blue









To those who fight for and live traditional American principles and values—you are real American heroes





INTRODUCTION


Americans need heroes. Perhaps our heritage mandates that. Americans have tamed a vast wilderness, plowed fields, built companies, won wars in the face of insurmountable odds, spread liberty and civilization across thousands of miles of territory—and accomplished most of this on our own hook. We are a fiercely independent, proud, hard-working, and, yes, heroic people. Yet, as the historian Frederick Jackson Turner lamented decades ago, the closing of the frontier in 1890 may have augured an end to this rugged individualism, this most truly American trait. Urbanization has made many Americans decadent. We have become dislocated from the heroic deeds of our ancestors and as a result look for “heroes” among the artists, musicians, actors, and politicians that dominate modern American life. It hasn’t always been this way.

There is a calendar from the year of my father’s birth, 1940, on the wall of my parents’ home. It was a freebie from an insurance company based in the North, but I noticed several years ago that the birthdays of both Robert E. Lee and “Stonewall” Jackson were included as holidays. There were no asterisks by their names setting them apart as slave-owners or “traitors.” This Northern insurance company considered two Southern heroes to be American heroes, too—worthy of celebration, no less. Americans of earlier generations would have been able to discuss the heroics of men such as Captain John Smith, Winfield Scott, Daniel Boone, Stephen Decatur, Davy Crockett, and Lee; and the accomplishments of contemporaries like George S. Patton and Charles Lindbergh would have rolled off their tongues. These genuine heroes  were once as much a part of American life as baseball and apple pie. Unfortunately, the same reverence for the heroes of our past is missing from contemporary America. Neither students nor adults remember them.

In 2005, AOL and the Discovery Channel produced a show entitled The Greatest American. Among the top one hundred were close to forty entertainers, including such “greats” as Hugh Hefner, Tom Cruise, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Dr. Phil, Madonna, Marilyn Monroe, and Michael Jackson. Ronald Reagan did top the list, and George Washington and Benjamin Franklin were among the top five; but traditional heroes such as Crockett, Boone, and Lee were absent. And then there were the fraudulent heroes, those on whom Americans heap considerable undeserved praise, not knowing much about them other than platitudes and half-truths. The Kennedy family and Franklin D. Roosevelt, for example, were on the list. Americans, it seems, are so starved for people to emulate that they turn to actors, professional athletes, and musicians—most of whom have led less than stellar lives (they certainly would never have been considered “great” by previous generations)—and make demi-gods out of men of questionable character who despised and worked to undermine America’s founding documents. As a matter of fact, leaning so far to the Left is a point in their favor. Had they been conservative, politicians and ideologues such as Woodrow Wilson and John Dewey would never have gained the respect they enjoy today.

Our modern education system (thank John Dewey!) is largely responsible for this state of affairs. A study conducted between 2004 and 2005 revealed that Americans, both high school students and adults, consider women and minorities to be more heroic than traditional American icons such as Paul Revere and Patrick Henry. In the survey, conducted by Sam Wineburg and Chauncey Monte-Sano, students were asked to select the top ten most heroic Americans. They could not choose a president or the wife of a president, and they were not prompted with possible answers. Among students, the top ten were Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Harriet Tubman, Susan B.  Anthony, Benjamin Franklin, Amelia Earhart, Oprah Winfrey, Marilyn Monroe, Thomas Edison, and Albert Einstein. Adults chose the same top ten “heroes,” except that Betsy Ross and Henry Ford replaced Einstein and Monroe. Wineburg and Monte-Sano concluded that decades of “multi-cultural” education have led to a shift in what Americans consider heroic, and they applauded the change, noting that minorities have now found their rightful place in American history.1 But what about the cost to our shared remembered past—to American history as it has been traditionally understood?

Wineburg and Monte-Sano have correctly identified a cultural shift, but they have missed its significance. “Multi-cultural” education has placed a disproportionate emphasis on women and minorities at the expense of our traditional heroes. They’ve now been demoted to the dreaded racist, slaveholding, Indian-hating, polluting, land-grabbing, greedy, manly, white male American villains of our past. According to this history, Thomas Jefferson was a slave rapist, a bigot, and a hypocritical demagogue; Robert E. Lee was a slave-owning traitor; George Washington was not only a slave-owner but a dim-witted dunderhead, a sort of eighteenth-century Calvin Klein with a flair for designing uniforms; Daniel Boone was an Indian-killer who stole land from its rightful owners; John D. Rockefeller was a money-grubbing polluter who wrung his wealth from the broken backs of the penniless workers he abused; and Charles Lindbergh was nothing more than an anti-Semitic Nazi sympathizer. There’s a classic scene in the iconic teen film Dazed and Confused when the feminist history teacher urges her students to remember that “this summer when you are being inundated with this American bicentennial Fourth of July brouhaha, don’t forget what you’re celebrating, and that’s the fact that a bunch of slave-owning aristocratic white males didn’t want to pay their taxes.” Today, reality has caught up with satire—that type of rhetoric is now common on high school and college campuses.

A greater emphasis on the “forgotten” people of American history may have added “complexity” and “texture”—two terms very popular among professional historians in America—to our understanding of the past, but the purpose of American history should not be to denigrate or replace the men who were the driving forces in the making of America. If leftist American historians are going to attempt (often successfully) to ruin the character of people like George Washington or Thomas Jefferson in their students’ eyes, then their heroes—minorities and women included—should be subject to the same harsh scrutiny. They are not.

How many Americans know that Franklin D. Roosevelt, the patron saint of the modern Left, assumed the role of an elected king during his unprecedented four terms of office in the executive branch (the fourth cut short only by his death), goaded the Japanese into war in 1941 (and possibly knew about the attack on Pearl Harbor beforehand but refused to stop or even effectively prepare for it), trampled the Constitution during the Great Depression, and at one time admired Mussolini’s Fascism? With Roosevelt consistently ranked as one of the best presidents in American history, probably not many. How many Americans realize that one of the heroes of the modern feminist movement, Margaret Sanger, spoke at at least one Ku Klux Klan rally, and considered religion nothing but a “bugaboo”? Judging by the fact that Sanger has been labeled one of the greatest women in American history, probably not many. How many Americans know the seedy history of the Kennedy clan, starting with John F. Kennedy’s father Joe and his ties to organized crime, and trickling down to two generations of adulterers? If they do, they overlook it because the Kennedys are, according to leftist historians, American heroes. How many Americans know that our modern education system, designed by John Dewey, was an attempt to take parents out of the educational equation? We keep shipping our kids to government schools—apparently ignorance is bliss. The seeds of our societal and  political destruction have been sown by these frauds, but they are all considered “heroes” or “great men and women.” It’s tragic.

At one time in the twentieth century, every boy wanted to be David Crockett or George Patton. George Washington was “the man”, and more boys had fun playing Confederate soldiers—particularly Lee and Jackson—than even their illustrious Union counterparts. George Custer was a tragic but heroic figure, astronauts like Buzz Aldrin were household names, and businessmen still strove to be like Rockefeller and Carnegie. Excellence had not lost its place in American culture. These men represented an American ideal that society found intoxicating. They would not be found at a nail salon or spending hundreds of dollars on a haircut. Traditional American heroes were honorable, independent, principled, and spirited men, not politicians or actors. They didn’t just exploit their talents to achieve a selfish success; they served a cause—a country—bigger than themselves. Traditional heroines embodied sacrifice and devotion to others. They were guides, moral compasses—strong-willed and principled, but not selfish. Family came first. The “Real American Heroes” in this book exemplify all of these traits.

Fortunately, traditional American heroes have not completely disappeared from American history courses, but it seems that celebrations of their merits and accomplishments are few and far between. Saving traditional American heroes from the dustbin to which the historical profession has relegated them should be a top priority—if only to re-connect Americans today with our heroic patrimony and disperse the black clouds of political correctness that obscure it. We stand on the shoulders of giants; our society and political system were forged by the accomplishments and traditions of our ancestors. Connections with these heroes are necessary to preserve our continuity with a distinctive American past. If we continue to ignore them, America will crumble under the false rhetoric of “Progress,” “Hope,” and “Change.”





Part I

THE REAL HEROES





Chapter 1

EXPLORERS

Captain John Smith and Daniel Boone

 



 




America is often mislabeled “a nation of immigrants.” Certainly the massive waves of migrations throughout America’s history, first from the British Isles and northern Europe and later from virtually all over the world, have placed an indelible stamp on our country, making it, even in the colonial period, something different from a nation in the traditional sense. Yet America’s course—as an enduring republic, an astoundingly prosperous experiment in self-government, and a beacon of liberty to the world—was set at the time of the founding of the United States. And at that time America was hardly dominated by immigrants. Many of the important men of the founding generation were third- or fourth-generation Americans who were more attached to their native land than to England. The men and women who created the United States were a people of independent spirit, a spirit forged by the trials of the wilderness, in cutting a path in an untamed world. They were bold adventurers, entrepreneurs, pioneers, and explorers. These are the best traits of early America, and no one represented them better than Captain John Smith and Daniel Boone.




Did you know?



[image: 002] John Smith left England as a runaway apprentice with just ten shillings in his pocket


[image: 003] At one point Smith owned only two books—the Bible, and Machiavelli’s Art of War 


[image: 004] Daniel Boone was tortured and forced to join an Indian tribe, but escaped and raced back nearly 200 miles to warn the settlers of a planned attack











The Hero of Jamestown 

John Smith made the title “Captain” important before “Captain” Jack Sparrow made it funny in Pirates of the Caribbean. Smith’s life is shrouded in mystery, and there is perhaps no more polarizing figure in early America. He is both admired and reviled—historians generally either believe his wild tales of adventure or regard him as little more than a self-aggrandizing liar. Either way, there is little doubt that America, particularly the South, would not have been the same without him. He was the first American hero, a trailblazer, statesman, pioneer, soldier of fortune, historian, and explorer. Smith saved Virginia and named New England. His life is a bold, romantic tale that makes even the greatest feats of the modern age seem small in comparison. Such a man is deserving of a prominent place in the pantheon of great Americans.

Smith was born around 1579 in Lincolnshire, England. His family had prominent origins, and when his father died, Smith inherited a small estate, enough to make him believe he could afford fine adventures. He spent little time in school, preferring a life of action to one of study. His guardians apprenticed him to a local merchant when Smith was a teenager, but a career bound to terra firma did not suit him; he heard the call of the sea and the sword. Smith soon broke his apprenticeship, becoming a legal fugitive, and with ten shillings in his pocket from his estate, set forth on the grand adventure of life.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Life of Captain John Smith: The Founder of Virginia by William Gilmore Simms (New York: A. L. Burt Company, 1902). Old, but still the best single biography by the great Southern man of letters.



He fled to France and found a role in the French army, fighting in the French wars of religion on the side of the Protestants. This is where he learned the craft of the sword. When those wars ended, Smith served for several years on an English ship battling the Spanish in the fight to control the Netherlands. Four  years on the Continent ended with a stop in Scotland in the hope that he could gain influence with the Scottish crown. But the life of a courtier was not for him, and Smith eventually retired to the woods of England and cultivated his independence. He wrote, read, hunted, and practiced his martial skills. He was a hermit in a “pavilion of boughs” who became a famous curiosity to the local peasantry. But this solitary life did not suit a man of his nature, and Smith was soon bound for the Continent again in search of adventure.

His second tour in Europe was less creditable than the first. Smith acted as a thief—in his defense, he had been duped by men who later stole from him. He lived as a pirate, albeit briefly. His wanderings left him cold and hungry. Smith eventually found his calling as a soldier of fortune. The knowledge of military strategy he had gleaned from a thorough reading of Machiavelli’s Art of War (the only book Smith owned besides the Bible, at one point) impressed several European nobleman, and, in addition to his skill with the sword, earned him a role in the so-called Long War between the Christian Hapsburgs in Hungary and the Muslim Ottoman Turks. He was again a soldier in a war of religion. In honor of his service and performance on the battlefield, Smith received a promotion to captain, a title that added dignity to his name for the rest of his life.

Smith reportedly killed and beheaded three Turkish commanders in duels, a feat that earned him a knighthood and a coat of arms from a Transylvanian nobleman. His skill as a soldier, however, did not make him invincible, and in 1602, Smith was wounded in battle, captured, and sold as a slave to a Turkish nobleman. According to Smith’s own account, he was later given as a gift to his master’s Greek mistress. The two fell in love and she helped Smith escape his captivity (with Smith “bashing his master’s brains out”), in circumstances not unlike those he would face in the New World several years later. He then wandered through Africa and Europe before returning to England in 1604.

Smith was already a hardened, battle-tested soldier when he became involved in plans to organize a permanent English settlement in the New World in 1606. This opportunity suited his personality and ultimately made him a hero and a legend on both sides of the Atlantic. The Virginia Company of London procured ships, supplies, and emigrants, with Smith working to promote the enterprise. In December 1606, three ships set sail for the New World with 144 colonists. The expedition did not lose sight of the English coast for more than six weeks, as the wind did not cooperate with their plans. The colonists became mutinous, and Smith was deemed the leader of the discord. He was arrested and held in chains for the remainder of the voyage—a slow, plodding struggle to the North American coast that took four months.

Smith was facing execution, but when the fleet made landfall at present Cape Henry, Virginia, in April 1607 and the sealed orders from England were opened, the colonists discovered that Smith was to be included in the new government as a member of the council of seven. One hundred and five colonists disembarked, and in May a site was chosen for their settlement. Smith, however, had not yet been permitted to take his seat on the governing council, so he demanded a trial. After the first democratic election on American soil (democracy in America predated the Mayflower Compact by thirteen years) and the first trial by jury in the New World, Smith was acquitted of all charges.

Jamestown, the first permanent English colony in North America, was surrounded by a swamp (and hordes of mosquitoes), was isolated from the best hunting and agricultural land, did not have suitable drinking water, and was established too late in the season for the colonists to plant food crops. An additional disadvantage was that because most of the settlers were gentlemen and their body servants, they cared little for hard work. They were there to find gold, and they expected that it should be simply covering the ground. Smith knew better. He was charged with finding food for the  colonists. He developed a solid relationship with the local Indian tribe, but on one excursion he was taken prisoner, carried through the Indian villages as a trophy, and sentenced to death by the Indian chief Powhatan.

Smith regarded Powhatan as a noble figure. His countenance commanded respect, and Smith recounted that he was seated “uppon a throne at the upper ende of the house, with such a majestie as I cannot expresse, nor yet have often seene, either in pagan or Christian [courts].”1 Smith was in a precarious position, and he genuinely feared for his life. The tribe had initially displayed fear over the black-powder weapons of the English, but after several skirmishes and the death of Powhatan’s son at the hands of some Virginia settlers, they were bent on revenge. Smith needed a miracle, and according to his tale, he got one.

Powhatan’s daughter, a tender-hearted ten-year-old girl named Pocahontas, watched Smith’s trial carefully, unobserved by either Smith or her father. When the tribe determined to execute Smith, Pocahontas raced in and threw her body on Smith’s head, thus preventing the warriors from mauling his skull with their clubs. Smith and other contemporary historians give bare-bones accounts of the event, with not much in the way of detail. This type of action was quite common in the culture of the tribe, and there is speculation that Pocahontas’s intervention was simply a show, a symbolic event to signify the rebirth of John Smith in the tribe. Regardless, Smith was spared and gained newfound respect among the tribe by the intercession of Pocahontas.
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Colonial Virginia, No Welfare State

“You must obey this now for a Law, that he that will not worke shall not eate (except by sicknesse he be disabled:) for the labours of thirtie or fortie honest and industrious men shall not be consumed to maintaine an hundred and fiftie idle loyterers.”


—John Smith in The 
Generall Historie of 
Virginia, New England, 
and the Summer Isles







He returned to Jamestown in 1608 to find the colony on the verge of disaster. The government was in the hands of the men who had sought his execution on the voyage from England, and there was little food and even less hope. Smith was again arrested and sentenced to death by hanging. And again, fate intervened. Shortly before his date with the gallows, Christopher Newport arrived with fresh supplies and new settlers. Smith was acquitted and restored to his position on the council. It seemed that Jamestown had turned the corner. But the colony would soon be in trouble again.

Smith spent his summer exploring the Potomac and Rappahannock rivers, something he preferred to life in the fort, but when the colony faced extermination from disease and starvation, Smith was called upon to save Jamestown. He led a coup and as a result was elected president by the council. Half the population of Jamestown was dead, and Smith needed to turn things around quickly or the colony would fail. He divided up the remaining settlers and instructed them to find food. Smith secured some corn from the Indians but at the same time informed the settlers that those “that will not worke shall not eate.” (2 Thessalonians 3:10) This has often been described as harsh administration of justice, but Smith knew the score. The only way to save Jamestown was though initiative and enterprise. The communal plan adopted by the early leaders had failed to produce results, and Smith, cognizant of the effects a lack of discipline and independence had had on the colonists, turned the colony in a new direction. It would not be a stretch, then, to proclaim that Smith and free enterprise saved the English in America.

A fresh batch of supplies and settlers arrived in 1609. Smith’s administrative skills had saved Jamestown from certain destruction, but the leadership under the new colonial charter did not see things that way. A power struggle ensued and Smith, wounded in an accidental explosion, finally relinquished control of the colony and headed back to England. In spite of his remarkable accomplishments, Smith was vilified both in Jamestown and  in London. He went on the offensive in a stinging rebuttal of the Virginia Company, its leadership, and its methods, and about two years after his arrival in England published a brief account of life in Virginia entitled A Map of Virginia. With a Description of the Countrey, the Commodities, People, Government and Religion.

The attempted assassination of Smith’s character did not succeed. He was sent back to America in 1614, this time to explore the area north of Jamestown and to find gold. But Smith brought back something more valuable to the English: fish, furs, and an accurate description and map of what he called “New England.” Smith poured much of his energy into a potential settlement of New England. He believed the region suitable for settlement and insisted on the necessity of utilizing its abundant natural resources. Before the Pilgrims famously settled in Plymouth, Smith put the location on the map.
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An American Soul

“But with his soul ever in America, his body remained in England. If he could not go forth himself, he encouraged all who could do so. . . .”


—William Gilmore 
Simms2






On a return trip to New England in 1615, Smith was captured by the French and held as a pirate. His papers clearly indicated that Smith was on official English business, but maritime laws were often disregarded in the early seventeenth century. Smith finally escaped in the fall of 1615 and returned to England, never again to set foot in the New World. He spent his remaining years as an author, publishing his most famous work in 1624, The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles. The Pilgrims made use of his maps and descriptions but never considered an invitation to the hero of Jamestown. He was too old and did not conform to Pilgrim theology. Smith died in 1631, the recognized expert on the early English settlement of North America. His humane treatment of the American Indian tribes, expert administrative abilities, penchant for heroism,  and fearless leadership have earned him his rank as a first-rate American legend. If only he were still remembered as such.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The American Democrat by James Fenimore Cooper (Washington, DC: Regnery, 2001). Though Cooper is better known as an author of fiction, his political writings are his best stuff. In The American Democrat he aptly defines what it means to be an American.






The Quintessential American 

Perhaps the only man more neglected than Smith in modern American history texts is the early pioneer and American hero Daniel Boone. Other American pioneers lived similar tales of adventure and were, perhaps, more successful—at least in regard to financial and legal matters. But what made Boone famous and what has always endeared him to Americans is his honest, sincere approach to life. He was a common man who achieved great things in the rugged world of the American wilderness, carving out a place for the self-confident and self-reliant American.

In the early nineteenth century, nothing said “America” like Daniel Boone. Thomas Cole, the famous founder of the Hudson River School of art, dedicated a canvas to him. James Fenimore Cooper, the great American author and political critic, modeled his Natty Bumppo (otherwise known as Hawkeye), the famous character in his Leatherstocking Tales, after Boone. The great Romantic poet Lord Byron made Boone an international celebrity by featuring him in Canto XVIII of his famous Don Juan. And in the modern era, Daniel Boone was the star of a popular television show in the 1960s and 70s. Critics charge that such acclaim is unwarranted, that Daniel Boone is more myth than reality—a figment of the vapid American imagination, a two-dimensional character. Perhaps, but Boone and his admirers did much to solidify the American spirit. At one time, Americans of all stripes could  testify that Daniel Boone was “one of them.” To Europeans, he was “America.” To Americans, he was what every man should be.

Boone was born around 1734 near Reading, Pennsylvania. He was descended from Quakers who settled in Philadelphia around 1717. His father was a weaver, blacksmith, and small farmer. Boone had little or no formal education, but by twelve he was an accomplished hunter. He provided money for the family by hunting and trapping furs and also worked on the family farm. The luxury of schooling was out of reach for many frontier families. Historian Avery Craven has called the American frontier the region of sweaty people.3 The Boones fit that description.

The family relocated to North Carolina in 1750 in search of better land and better opportunities. This kind of move became part of the Boone—and more importantly, the American—legacy. Whenever Boone needed a little more “elbow room,” he simply went farther west, as many adventurous American families did until the frontier “closed” in the late nineteenth century. At twenty, Boone, around 5’8” with light eyes and light hair, signed up as a teamster and blacksmith for the British army in the early phases of the French and Indian War. (Contemporaries often remarked on his physical strength and quiet demeanor.) He participated in the Edward Braddock campaign that resulted in the terrible defeat at the Battle of the Wilderness in 1755. He escaped with his life and his horse, and his brief time with the army allowed him to meet John Finley, a fellow hunter who had traveled to the untamed lands of Kentucky and who spoke of the tremendous opportunities available on the American frontier.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read

Frank Miniter, The Politically Incorrect Guide to Hunting (Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 2007).



Boone married, started a family (he eventually had ten children), and spent the next several years on the farm in North Carolina and later in  Virginia. But Boone never lost sight of his desire to relocate for better opportunity. He went broke after the war because his hunting grounds were being overrun with more settlers and there was less game for him to shoot. The family struggled. Boone traveled to Florida in 1765 and thought about settling in Pensacola, but his wife objected. Boone was finally able to travel to Kentucky in 1767. He made it to present-day Floyd County and then returned the following spring.

Moving his family west was a difficult decision. Boone was no stranger to unrest on the frontier. Following his return after the Battle of the Wilderness, the entire western region of the British colonies had been subject to Indian war parties. Because the British had not yet constructed adequate fortifications to protect American settlers in the region, removing to the wilds of Kentucky would subject his young family to great danger. Boone, ever the adventurer, left his family behind, disregarded the potential perils, and struck out to explore Kentucky again in 1769 on a long hunting expedition. He had some experience as an Indian fighter during the French and Indian War, and the horrors of frontier warfare did not faze him. Boone wanted land and space, the same as any other man on the frontier, and he was willing to take risks to acquire both.

This expedition proved to be difficult. The hunting party traversed the Cumberland Gap and set up camp at Station Camp Creek on a tributary of the Kentucky River. They spent long days hunting in perhaps the best hunting land east of the Mississippi at that time. But the good hunting at Station Camp Creek was well known to everyone on the frontier—including the various warring Indian tribes. Boone and his companions were treading in “a dark and bloody ground,” where there was no guarantee of safety. In December 1769, Boone was captured by a Shawnee hunting party and forced to reveal the location of his hunting camps. All of his own hunting party’s supplies and possessions were plundered, and Boone and his friends were warned that this land belonged to the Shawnee. They were told to leave or  face death. Boone was undeterred. He and a partner tracked the party and secured several of the stolen horses. The Shawnee, however, recaptured Boone several days later and, though they treated him kindly, they stripped him of all supplies. Boone returned to Station Camp only to find it abandoned. The rest of his party, assuming Boone had been killed, had started back for North Carolina. Boone caught up with them later, and the group re-established a hunting camp in safer territory. He finally returned to North Carolina in 1771, but by that point Boone had decided that he wanted to permanently settle in Kentucky.

Boone left with several settlers in 1775, led them to what became Boonesborough, Kentucky, and helped construct a fort there. Boone is often regarded as the founder of Kentucky. Even if that lofty claim is untrue, he at least had a hand in opening the area to settlement. Boone in fact helped cut the road—called the Wilderness Road—that later settlers would use to enter the territory through the Cumberland Gap. He brought his family later that year and spent the next several years engaged in defending Kentucky, Virginia, and the larger American West from the British and their Indian allies.


[image: 010]

Not a Victim of Circumstance

“Situated, many hundred miles from our families in the howling wilderness, I believe few would have equally enjoyed the happiness we experienced.... Felicity, the companion of content, is rather found in our own breasts than in the enjoyment of external things.”


—Daniel Boone4






The American War for Independence interrupted his hopes of wealth and prosperity, but his service in the war enhanced his reputation as a hero. Boone said late in life, “Many heroic actions and chivalrous adventures are related of me which exist only in the regions of fancy. With me the world has taken great liberties, and yet I have been but a common man.” Boone’s exploits may have been exaggerated, but still, to comfortable modern  Americans living in the confines of suburbia, his efforts in the cause for independence are a refreshing departure from the mundane. Boone was a man in a time of men.

In July 1776, Boone’s daughter and two other girls were captured by a Shawnee war party. Boone and a group of Kentuckians tracked them and later rescued the girls after ambushing the Indians when they stopped to eat. This was the most celebrated event of Daniel Boone’s life and, to be sure, a manly feat in defense of his family, but his exploits during the war did not end there. He was later wounded by the Shawnee while defending the fort at Boonesborough in 1777 and, after recovering from his wounds, was captured by the Shawnee while attempting to secure salt for dwindling meat supplies. Boone persuaded the Shawnee that Boonesborough would surrender to the Indians the following spring, thus preventing the capture of the fort, but in the several months he was held prisoner, Boone was subjected to torture and forced adoption into the tribe as a warrior.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read

Robert Ruark, The Old Man and the Boy (New York: Holt Paperbacks, 1993). A tale of becoming a man, non-PC style—the Daniel Boone way.



Boone used his time in the tribe to gather information, and when he learned that another expedition had been planned against Boonesborough, he escaped and raced the nearly two hundred miles to Boonesborough in five days to warn the town. His horse gave out from exhaustion, and Boone was forced to make much of the journey on foot. When he arrived, he found that his family had given him up for dead and returned to North Carolina. And to add to his troubles, the residents of Boonesborough doubted his loyalty. They could not understand how Boone had handled his time with the Shawnee with such aplomb, while several of their family members remained captive. In an attempt to prove his loyalty to Kentucky and his home, Boone led a daring raid against the Shawnee and then helped defend  Boonesborough after it was laid siege. No matter. Following the battle, Boone was court-martialed for disloyalty. He was found not guilty, and though the court-martial had vindicated him, Boone considered it an insult for the remainder of his life.

He collected his family in North Carolina in 1779 and returned to Kentucky, where he founded a new settlement called Boone’s Station. In the meantime, Virginia had established Kentucky County, thus invalidating the land claims of all of the initial Kentucky settlers. Boone was placed in charge both of procuring supplies for the new settlers and of collecting funds to purchase land claims from the Virginia government. According to Boone, he was robbed of over $20,000 while sleeping at a tavern on the trip to Williamsburg to buy the claims in 1780. This was the first of several major financial setbacks in his life. Out of honor, Boone repaid those who insisted on getting their money back. It took him several years to do so, but his financial difficulties did not affect his reputation.

Boone returned to Kentucky and served with George Rogers Clarke in the western theater of the American War for Independence for two years. He saw action at the Battle of Piqua and the Battle of Blue Licks, where both his brother and son were killed. Though the war technically ended in 1781, Boone continued to serve with Clarke in the Ohio territory until 1782. During this time he was appointed lieutenant-colonel of Fayette County, and later elected a delegate to the Virginia state legislature and then sheriff and deputy surveyor of Fayette County.

Like many Americans on the frontier, Boone understood that land was the most valuable commodity. He began speculating during the War for Independence but quickly ran into financial trouble. By 1798, Boone had lost all of his land holdings in Kentucky, had been sued in court, had been rejected by the governor of Kentucky for a contract to widen the Wilderness Road, and had had a warrant issued for his arrest after he failed to appear in court. Success as a hunter, soldier, and explorer had not translated into  material wealth. He removed to what is now West Virginia, where he had a small trading store, and then to Missouri, presumably to start life over. And though Boone had been financially wrecked in Kentucky, the people named Boone County in his honor in 1798.

He was able to secure a land grant in Missouri and was appointed magistrate of St. Charles County in 1800 by the Spanish governor. He held that position until 1804. When Missouri was annexed by the United States in 1803, Boone’s land titles were again abolished, but after a prolonged legal battle, Boone was able to reacquire his titles in 1814. In the meantime, he traveled to Kentucky to pay his debts, an undertaking that left him with only fifteen cents to his name but that relieved him of any lingering financial burden. Until his death in 1820, Boone spent his time in the woods, hunting. He apparently traveled as far west as Wyoming in his seventies, with an official report having him in Kansas in 1816, when he was eighty-two. Boone, of course, shared his adventurous spirit with many Americans. All memory of most of them has been lost to time. But Daniel Boone reminds us of the independence and ability to regroup after failure that once marked the American spirit.

Both Smith and Boone suffered defeat and hardship in their lives. In their own time, contemporaries attempted to destroy their reputations, minimize their accomplishments, and undermine their success. But they persevered. That, if nothing else, made them heroic. Americans would do well to remember Smith and Boone. If our modern society still had their enterprising, unconquered spirit, the United States would be drastically different today.





Chapter 2

FOUNDERS

George Washington and John Dickinson

 



 




The founding generation is without question the greatest in American history. In fact, the entire generation could be classified as “heroic.” Our founders faced down the greatest military in the world, won independence, framed a central government and thirteen state governments, and wrote a federal Bill of Rights and several state bills of rights—establishing a lasting republic the likes of which the world had never before seen. Their “manly firmness,” as Thomas Jefferson called it in the Declaration of Independence, was evident from the beginning. Any book on real American heroes must include representatives from this generation.

Two founders stand above the others as examples of the American spirit and the American heroic tradition: George Washington and John Dickinson. Washington is the most famous and important man in American history, the American Cincinnatus, the personification of American heroism, but modern portrayals do not do him justice. Dickinson is an often neglected hero, “the Penman of the Revolution,” the conservative conscience of America. Until the twentieth century, Washington was the man everyone in America sought to emulate. Dickinson quietly provided countless examples of American statesmanship and duty to the American tradition. Both deserve our attention.




Did you know?



[image: 012] No victorious general in the modern age gave up so much power as Washington did on returning to Mount Vernon


[image: 013] Washington believed it was not the president’s job to propose legislation


[image: 014] John Dickinson was the only founder to be present at every significant political event from the 1765 Stamp Act Congress to the 1788 Constitutional Convention











The Original American Hero 

George Washington was a man among men. Standing over six feet tall and weighing around two hundred pounds, he was a giant in the eighteenth century. He had an athletic build and an agreeable countenance. He was a superior athlete and horseman, a graceful dancer, a fine conversationalist with a good sense of humor, a loyal husband, a man who considered duty and honor to be the highest personal qualities, and possessed of a solid though not spectacular intelligence. He was a gentleman who believed in the traditional norms of Virginian society. Washington thought of himself as a planter first, a soldier second, and a statesman third and understood service to be a duty rather than a station.
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Books You’re Not Supposed to Read


The Presidency of George Washington by Forrest McDonald (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas, 1974).


George Washington: A Biography by Douglas Southall Freeman (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 7 vols.

The McDonald study is excellent and concise; the Freeman is the most comprehensive—and least politically correct—biography of Washington.
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