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  INTRODUCTION: THE FOUNDING FATHERS–A BRIEF OVERVIEW




  The fifty-five delegates who attended the Constitutional Convention were a distinguished body of men who represented a cross-section of eighteenth-century American leadership. According to the National Archives and Records Administration, almost all of them were well-educated men of means who were dominant in their communities and states, and many were also prominent in national affairs. Virtually every one had taken part in the Revolution; at least twenty-nine had served in the Continental forces, most of them in positions of command.




  The group, as a whole, had extensive political experience. At the time of the convention, four-fifths, or forty-one individuals, were or had been members of the Continental Congress.




  The delegates practiced a wide range of occupations, and many men pursued more than one career simultaneously. Thirty-five were lawyers or had benefited from legal training, though not all of them relied on the profession for a livelihood. Some had also become judges.




  At the time of the convention, thirteen individuals were businessmen, merchants, or shippers. Six were major land speculators. Eleven speculated in securities on a large scale. Twelve owned or managed slave-operated plantations or large farms. James Madison also owned slaves.




  Nine of the men received a substantial part of their income from public office. Three had retired from active economic endeavors. Franklin was a scientist, in addition to his other activities. Three were physicians, and one was a university president. One had been a minister.




  A few of the delegates were wealthy. George Washington and Robert Morris ranked among the nation’s most prosperous men. Four others were also extremely well to do. Most of the others had financial resources that ranged from good to excellent. Seven had somewhat straitened circumstances, though they all managed to live comfortably.




  A considerable number of the men were born into leading families; others, including Benjamin Franklin and Alexander Hamilton, were self-made men who had risen from humble beginnings.




  Most of the delegates were natives of the thirteen colonies. In fact, only eight were born elsewhere. Reflecting the mobility that has always characterized American life, many of them had moved from one state to another. Sixteen individuals had already lived or worked in more than one state or colony. Several others had studied or traveled abroad.




  The educational background of the Founding Fathers was diverse. Some, like Franklin, were largely self-taught and had received scant formal training. Others had obtained instruction from private tutors or at academies. About half of the individuals had attended or graduated from college in the British North American colonies or abroad. Some men held advanced and honorary degrees. For the most part, the delegates were a well-educated group.




  For their era, the delegates to the convention (like the signers of the Declaration of Independence) were remarkably long-lived. Their average age at death was almost sixty-seven.




  Most of the delegates married and raised children. At least nine married more than once. Four were lifelong bachelors. In terms of religious affiliation, the men mirrored the overwhelmingly Protestant character of American religious life at the time and were members of various denominations. Only two were Roman Catholics.




  The delegates’ subsequent careers reflected their abilities as well as the vagaries of fate. Most were successful, although seven suffered serious financial reverses that left them in or near bankruptcy. Two were involved in possibly treasonous activities. Yet, as they had done before the convention, most of the group continued to render outstanding public service, particularly to the new government they had helped to create.




  Many delegates held important state positions, including governor and legislator. And most of the delegates contributed in many ways to the cultural life of their cities, communities, and states. Not surprisingly, many of their sons and other descendants were to occupy high positions in American political and intellectual life.




  Our focus in this volume is on the words of the most distinguished of the Founding Fathers, on how these extraordinary men felt about their country, families, communities, religion, culture, economics, education, and life in general.




  —BILL ADLER




  New York, New York December 2003




  BENJAMIN FRANKLIN




  (1706–1790)




  [image: Scientist, Diplomat, and Writer]


  “If you would not be forgotten as soon as you are dead and rotten, either write things worth reading or do things worth the writing.”




  “Be in general virtuous, and you will be happy.”




  “The great secret of succeeding in conversation is to admire little, to hear much; always to distrust our own reason, and sometimes that of our friends; never to pretend to wit, but to make that of others appear as much as possibly we can; to hearken to what is said and to answer to the purpose.”




  “There never was a good war nor a bad peace.”




  “Remember, that time is money.”




  “A benevolent man should allow a few faults in himself, to keep his friends in countenance.”




  “I should have no objection to go over the same life from its beginning to the end: requesting only the advantage authors have, of correcting in a second edition the faults of the first.”




  “Our new Constitution is now established, and has an appearance that promises permanency; but in this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.”




  “We must indeed all hang together, or, most assuredly, we shall all hang separately.”




  “The way to see by faith is to shut the eye of reason.”




  “I cannot conceive otherwise than that He, the Infinite Father, expects or requires no worship or praise from us, but that He is even infinitely above it.”




  “When a religion is good, I conceive it will support itself; and when it does not support itself, and God does not take care to support it so that its professors are obliged to call for help of the civil power, ’tis a sign, I apprehend, of its being a bad one.”




  “I think vital religion has always suffered when orthodoxy is more regarded than virtue. The scriptures assure me that on the last day we shall not be examined on what we thought but what we did.”




  “Lighthouses are more helpful than churches.”




  “If we look back into history for the character of the present sects of Christianity, we shall find few that have not in turns been persecutors, and complainers of persecution. The primitive Christians thought persecution extremely wrong in Pagans, but practiced it on one another. The first Protestants of the Church of England blamed persecution in the Romish church, but practiced it on the Puritans. They found it wrong in Bishops, but fell into the practice both here (England) and in New England.”




  “Those who would give up essential Liberty, to purchase a little temporary Safety, deserve neither Liberty nor Safety.”




  Franklin on John Adams: “Always an honest man, often a great one—but sometimes absolutely mad.”




  “No nation was ever ruined by trade.”




  “Idleness and pride tax with a heavier hand than kings and parliaments. If we can get rid of the former, we may easily bear the latter.”




  
THE RATTLESNAKE AS A SYMBOL OF AMERICA





  The following letter appeared in the Pennsylvania Journal on December 27, 1775. It was signed by “An American Guesser,” who was recently identified as Benjamin Franklin. Written between the time the American Revolution got underway, but still before the Declaration of Independence was signed, it offers quite a unique glimpse into the workings of Franklin’s observant mind.




  “I observed on one of the drums belonging to the marines now raising, there was painted a Rattle-Snake, with this modest motto under it, ‘Don’t tread on me.’ As I know it is the custom to have some device on the arms of every country, I supposed this may have been intended for the arms of America; and as I have nothing to do with public affairs, and as my time is perfectly my own, in order to divert an idle hour, I sat down to guess what could have been intended by this uncommon device—I took care, however, to consult on this occasion a person who is acquainted with heraldry, from whom I learned, that it is a rule among the learned of that science ‘That the worthy properties of the animal, in the crest-born, shall be considered,’ and, ‘That the base ones cannot have been intended’; he likewise informed me that the ancients considered the serpent as an emblem of wisdom, and in a certain attitude of endless duration—both which circumstances I suppose may have been had in view. Having gained this intelligence, and recollecting that countries are sometimes represented by animals peculiar to them, it occurred to me that the Rattle-Snake is found in no other quarter of the world besides America, and may therefore have been chosen, on that account, to represent her.




  “But then ‘the worthy properties’ of a Snake I judged would be hard to point out. This rather raised than suppressed my curiosity, and having frequently seen the Rattle-Snake, I ran over in my mind every property by which she was distinguished, not only from other animals, but from those of the same genus or class of animals, endeavoring to fix some meaning to each, not wholly inconsistent with common sense.




  “I recollected that her eye excelled in brightness, that of any other animal, and that she has no eye-lids. She may therefore be esteemed an emblem of vigilance. She never begins an attack, nor, when once engaged, ever surrenders: She is therefore an emblem of magnanimity and true courage. As if anxious to prevent all pretensions of quarreling with her, the weapons with which nature has furnished her, she conceals in the roof of her mouth, so that, to those who are unacquainted with her, she appears to be a most defenseless animal; and even when those weapons are shown and extended for her defense, they appear weak and contemptible; but their wounds however small, are decisive and fatal. Conscious of this, she never wounds ’till she has generously given notice, even to her enemy, and cautioned him against the danger of treading on her.




  “Was I wrong, Sir, in thinking this a strong picture of the temper and conduct of America? The poison of her teeth is the necessary means of digesting her food, and at the same time is certain destruction to her enemies. This may be understood to intimate that those things which are destructive to our enemies, may be to us not only harmless, but absolutely necessary to our existence. I confess I was wholly at a loss what to make of the rattles, ’till I went back and counted them and found them just thirteen, exactly the number of the Colonies united in America; and I recollected too that this was the only part of the Snake which increased in numbers. Perhaps it might be only fancy, but, I conceited the painter had shown a half formed additional rattle, which, I suppose, may have been intended to represent the province of Canada.




  “’Tis curious and amazing to observe how distinct and independent of each other the rattles of this animal are, and yet how firmly they are united together, so as never to be separated but by breaking them to pieces. One of those rattles singly, is incapable of producing sound, but the ringing of thirteen together, is sufficient to alarm the boldest man living.




  “The Rattle-Snake is solitary, and associates with her kind only when it is necessary for their preservation. In winter, the warmth of a number together will preserve their lives, while singly, they would probably perish. The power of fascination attributed to her, by a generous construction, may be understood to mean, that those who consider the liberty and blessings which America affords, and once come over to her, never afterwards leave her, but spend their lives with her. She strongly resembles America in this, that she is beautiful in youth and her beauty increaseth with her age, ‘her tongue also is blue and forked as the lightning, and her abode is among impenetrable rocks.’




  —An American Guesser




  “Like a man traveling in foggy weather, those at some distance before him on the road he sees wrapped up in the fog, as well as those behind him, and also the people in the fields on either side, but near him all appears clear, though in truth he is as much in the fog as any of them.”




  Franklin actually said to Thomas Jefferson, “Never contradict anybody.”




  Franklin wrote a letter to his daughter in January 1784, in which he questioned the propriety of using the bald eagle to symbolize America. In fact, the image of the eagle to be used was poorly drawn and looked more like a turkey. Franklin, somewhat tongue in cheek, extends his argument to the superiority of the turkey as a symbol for the United States. Amusingly enough, there are those in the American turkey processing industry who take Franklin seriously!




  “For my own part I wish the Bald Eagle had not been chosen the Representative of our Country. He is a Bird of bad moral Character. He does not get his Living honestly. You may have seen him perched on some dead Tree near the River, where, too lazy to fish for himself, he watches the Labour of the Fishing Hawk; and when that diligent Bird has at length taken a Fish, and is bearing it to his Nest for the Support of his Mate and young Ones, the Bald Eagle pursues him and takes it from him.




  “With all this Injustice, he is never in good Case but like those among Men who live by Sharping & Robbing he is generally poor and often very lousy. Besides he is a rank Coward: The little King Bird not bigger than a Sparrow attacks him boldly and drives him out of the District. He is therefore by no means a proper Emblem for the brave and honest Cincinnati of America who have driven all the King birds from our Country. . . .




  “I am on this account not displeased that the Figure is not known as a Bald Eagle, but looks more like a Turkey. For the Truth the Turkey is in Comparison a much more respectable Bird, and withal a true original Native of America. . . . He is besides, though a little vain & silly, a Bird of Courage, and would not hesitate to attack a Grenadier of the British Guards who should presume to invade his Farm Yard with a red Coat on.”




  In the same letter, Franklin explains why he thought hereditary organizations were foolish:




  “Honour worthily obtained (as for example that of our officers) is in its nature a personal thing and incommunicable to any but those who had some share in obtaining it. Thus among the Chinese, the most ancient and from long experience the wisest of nations, honour does not descend but ascends. [When a Chinese won it, the credit went to his parents.] This ascending honour is therefore useful to the state, as it encourages parents to give their children a good and virtuous education.




  “But the descending honour, to posterity who could have no share in obtaining it, is not only groundless and absurd but often hurtful to that posterity, since it is apt to make them proud, disdaining to be employed in useful arts and thence falling into poverty and all the meannesses, servility, and wretchedness attending it; which is the present case with much of what is called the noblesse in Europe. . . .




  “A man’s son, for instance, is but half of his family, the other half belonging to the family of his wife. His son, too, marrying into another family, his share in the grandson is but a fourth. . . . In nine generations, which would not require more than three hundred years (no very great antiquity for a family), our present Chevalier of the Order of Cincinnatus’s share in the then existing knight will be but a 512th part.”




  “[Do not] hold your head so high; stoop . . . stoop as you go through the world, and you’ll miss many hard thumps.”




  “The Declaration of Independence only guarantees the American people the right to pursue happiness. You have to catch it yourself!”




  “My parents had given me betimes religions impressions, and I received from my infancy a pious education in the principles of Calvinism. But scarcely was I arrived at fifteen years of age, when, after having doubted in turn of different tenets, according as I found them combated in the different books that I read, I began to doubt of Revelation itself. The time which I devoted to these exercises, and to reading, was the evening after my day’s labor was finished, the morning before it began, and Sundays when I could escape divine service. While I lived with my father, he had insisted on my punctual attendance on public worship, and I still indeed considered it as a duty, but a duty which I thought I had no time to practice.”




  In Philadelphia, Franklin became associated with a printer named Keimer. Franklin wrote this about Keimer:




  “He formed so high an opinion of my talents for refutation that he seriously proposed to me to become his colleague in the establishment of a new religious sect. He was to propagate the doctrine by preaching, and I to refute every opponent.




  “When he explained to me his tenets, I found many absurdities which I refused to admit. . . . Keimer wore his beard long, because Moses had somewhere said, ‘Thou shalt not mar the corners of thy beard.’ He likewise observed the Sabbath; and these were with him two very essential points. I disliked them both.”




  At a later period, referring to his religious belief, Franklin wrote:




  “Some volumes against Deism fell into my hands. They were said to be the substance of sermons preached at Boyle’s Lecture. It happened that they produced on me an effect precisely the reverse of what was intended by the writers; for the arguments of the Deists, which were cited in order to be refuted, appealed to me much more forcibly than the refutation itself. In a word, I soon became a thorough Deist.”




  “I conceive, then, that the Infinite has created many beings or gods vastly superior to man.”




  “It may be these created gods are immortals; or it may be that after many ages, they are changed, and others supply their places.”




  “Howbeit, I conceive that each of these is exceeding good and very powerful; and that each has made for himself one glorious sun, attended with a beautiful and admirable system of planets.”
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