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For Anita, ever quotable 
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Preface

American ears ring with hundreds of utterances, spun out of history as well as current events, issuing from the mouths of politicians, soldiers, baseball players, rock stars, television personalities, movie moguls, and the proverbial man and woman on the street. Walt Whitman claimed to “hear America singing,” but, mostly, we hear, day in and day out, America talking. Out loud.

America Out Loud presents about 350 quotations, usually along with the full stories behind them. Unlike the conventional quotation collections you’ve probably browsed through, America Out Loud does not confine itself to the noble and the eloquent (though many of these are here), but also includes the most inspirational, irreverent, intelligent, ignorant, influential, and important things Americans have ever said. This book is an attempt to capture the soundtrack of American life, from Patrick Henry to George W. Bush, from Benjamin Franklin to Chris Rock, from Rosa Parks to Paris Hilton. Have fun reading—and listening!


America Out Loud
1400–1599


“So, after having expelled all the Jews from your kingdoms and dominions, in the same month. . . . Your Highnesses commanded me to go with a suitable fleet to the said regions of India. And for that you granted me great favors and ennobled me so that henceforth I might call myself Don and be Grand Admiral of the Ocean Sea and Viceroy and perpetual governor of all the islands and lands I might discover.”

Christopher Columbus

Quoted in Bartolomé de Las Casas, Diary, 1530s, concerning the events of 1492

Ferdinand and Isabella, monarchs of Spain, issued their authorization for the first voyage of Columbus on April 29, 1492. They believed they were sending the mariner to find a more direct route to “India,” land of gold and spices. Also on April 29, 1492, the royal couple’s Edict of Expulsion, their order banishing all Jews from Spain, was publicly announced. In a further coincidence, the scheduled date of Columbus’s departure, August 2, 1492, was also the deadline Ferdinand and Isabella set for the sailing of all of Spain’s recalcitrant and unconverted Jews, who were to be exiled to the Levant. On that day, 300,000 Jewish men, women, and children, having refused to renounce their religion, crowded the holds of every available vessel and set sail from Spain. The ports of the major coastal cities of the kingdom were so congested that Columbus had to make his departure from the tiny Palos de la Frontera. Even this minor port was so busy, however, that Columbus could not leave on schedule, and was forced to delay his departure for a day. That was his first disappointment. His second would come on October 12, 1492, when he landed not on shores of gold and spices, but on an island of simple people who, though friendly enough, had little to offer him. Still persuaded he had found India, Columbus nevertheless called them Indians.

“Now that these regions are truly and amply explored and another fourth part has been discovered by Amerigo Vespucci, I do not see why anyone can prohibit its being given the name of its discoverer, Amerigo, wise man of genius.”

Martin Waldseemüller

Cosmographiae Introductio, 1507 

After four harrowing voyages to and from the “New World” between 1492 and 1504, Christopher Columbus was cheated of virtually everything the Spanish crown had promised him—riches, titles, dominions, and, in a final irony, even the honor of having his major discovery named for him. Florentine explorer Amerigo Vespucci laid claim to having made four Atlantic voyages of his own, between 1497 and 1504, but historians are certain of only two: one in 1499, resulting in the discovery of Brazil and Venezuela, and another in 1501, to Brazil. After this 1501 voyage, Vespucci coined the phrase Mundus Novus—New World—to describe the region, and the name stuck like glue. Six years later, in 1507, German cartographer Waldseemüller published an account of Vespucci’s voyages, along with a map and Cosmographiae Introductio (Introduction to Cosmography), a treatise on mapmaking. Waldseemüller decided to do a little naming of his own, Latinizing (in the learned fashion of the times) Vespucci’s first name to create “America,” the label by which the two continents Columbus “discovered” were made universally known to Europe.

“The Floridians, when they travel, have a kind of herb dried, which, with a cane and an earthen cup in the end, with fire, and the dried herbs put together, do suck through the cane and smoke thereof, which smoke satisfies their hunger; and therewith they live four or five days without meat or drink . . . ”

John Sparke

Account of John Hawkins’s 1564 voyage to Florida and the West Indies, published 1589

Seeking gold in America, the early explorers mostly found tobacco (“a kind of herb dried”), which, in the long run, proved even more profitable, becoming the New World’s first major export—harvested largely by its first major import, slaves. John Sparke accompanied the English explorer and sometime pirate John Hawkins on his 1564 expedition, and this passage from his 1589 account of the voyage is history’s very first recorded mention of tobacco.


America Out Loud
1600–1699


“Some are of disposition fearful, some bold, most cautious, all Savage.”

Captain John Smith

Describing the Native Americans of Virginia, 1612

In December 1606, a band of 144 men, women, and children boarded the Susan Constant, the Discovery, and the Goodspeed, bound for Virginia. Thirty-nine of their number died at sea before the remaining 105 arrived at the mouth of a river—they called it the James after their king, James I—on May 24, 1607. Where the river met the sea, they scratched out a village they dubbed Jamestown. Within two years, half of the newcomers were dead, mostly victims of starvation, and the desperate survivors resorted to cannibalism or looted the fresh graves of their own people as well as those of local Indians. What pulled them through was the courage and skill of the soldier of fortune the Virginia Company had hired to look after the military defense of the colony. Captain Smith got himself adopted by the local Indians, from whom he wheedled enough corn and yams to save the colony. Then he cracked down on his charges, instituting martial law and decreeing that only those who worked would eat.

“In the Name of God, amen. We, whose names are underwritten . . . having undertaken for the Glory of God, and advancement of the Christian faith, and the Honour of our King and Country, a voyage to plant the first colony in the northern Parts of Virginia; Do by these presents, solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and one another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a civil Body Politick, for our better ordering and preservation . . . ”

Mayflower Compact

November 21, 1620 

On September 16, 1620, 102 men, women, and children boarded a little craft called the Mayflower and sailed from Plymouth, England. Sixty-five miserable days later, they sighted land on November 19. According to firsthand accounts, rough seas off Nantucket forced the skipper, Captain Christopher Jones, to veer away from the mouth of the Hudson River, where the Pilgrims were officially authorized to establish a settlement, and sent them north to Cape Cod instead, land lying beyond the authority and control of the Virginia Company, which had financed their voyage. Some historians believe that the Pilgrims—as about half the passengers, seekers of religious freedom, were later known—actually bribed Captain Jones to alter course so that they would be independent from external authority. For whatever reason, the Mayflower dropped anchor off present-day Provincetown, Massachusetts, on November 21 (November 11 by the old Julian calendar). Because the settlers consisted of two distinct groups—the Pilgrims and the people the Pilgrims called “Strangers”—it was decided, while the ship still rode at anchor, to avoid potential conflict by drawing up a governing agreement before setting foot on shore. Historians consider the resulting document, which they call the “Mayflower Compact,” the first constitution written in North America.

“Souls! Damn your souls! Make tobacco!”

Sir Edward Seymour

A lord of the treasury, 1660s

As one of the lords of the British treasury, Seymour had his eye on the bottom line where the issue of colonial exports was concerned. He became indignant over what he believed was the Virginia colonists’ distraction from profitable commerce through their excessive concern for the religious needs of their community.

“Whereas some doubts have arisen whether children got by any Englishman upon a Negro woman shall be slave or free, be it therefore enacted and declared by this present Grand Assembly, that all children born in this country shall be held bond or free only according to the condition of the mother; and that if any Christians shall commit fornication with a Negro man or woman, he or she so offending shall pay double fine imposed by the former act.”

Virginia slave law

December 1662

Slavery was introduced to the colonies in 1619 when a Dutch slave ship landed a cargo of twenty Africans at Jamestown.


America Out Loud
1700–1776


“Westward the course of Empire takes its way; 
The first four acts already passed, 
A fifth shall close the drama of the day: 
Time’s noblest offspring is the last.”

Bishop George Berkeley

On the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in America, 1729 

The Irish philosopher was living in the colony of Rhode Island when he wrote this.

On Industry: 
“Lose no time. 
Be always employ’d in something useful. 
Cut off all unnecessary actions.”

On Temperance: 
“Eat not to dullness. 
Drink not to elevation.”

Benjamin Franklin

From his personal rules for conduct, about 1730 

Probably the most universally admired American of his time, both in America and abroad, Franklin was a businessman, entrepreneur, author, publisher, politician, public servant, philosopher, scientist, inventor, revolutionary, diplomat, and statesman. He printed many of the aphorisms associated with him (“A penny saved is a penny earned”) in his popular Poor Richard’s Almanack. Industrious? Yes. Temperate? Not so much. Franklin was celebrated on two continents as a ladies’ man and all-round party animal.

“I can with truth assure you, I heard the Bullets whistle and believe me there was something charming in the sound.”

Lieutenant Colonel George Washington

To his brother John Augustine Washington, May 31, 1754 

At the age of twenty-one, Washington received a lieutenant colonel’s commission in the Virginia militia. He was sent out with a tiny band of amateur soldiers to warn the French to clear out of Pennsylvania Territory claimed by Virginia, and ended up in two skirmishes that touched off the French and Indian War (1754–1763), a conflict that become what historians identify as the first “world” war. As for Washington, he discovered in himself a limitless reserve of courage and a fiery passion for combat.

“Taxation without representation is tyranny.”

James Otis

1763 

By the mid 1760s, the phrase “no taxation without representation” had become a rallying cry of protest throughout Boston, hotbed of the American Revolution. No one knows for sure who coined the phrase, but Otis, a prominent attorney, was most famously associated with it, having proclaimed in a speech transcribed by audience member John Adams—who described the passionately eloquent Otis as a “fire of flame”—that “Taxation without representation is tyranny.”

“The God who gave us life, gave us liberty at the same time.”

Thomas Jefferson

Attorney and Virginia legislator, 
in Summary View of the Rights of British America, 1774

United colonial protest forced the repeal of the Stamp Act, but the independence movement continued to simmer. 




“It is vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. The gentlemen may cry, Peace, peace! but there is no peace. The war has actually begun! The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God. I know not what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!”

Patrick Henry

Speech in the Virginia House of Burgesses, 
Richmond, March 23, 1775

“If the British went out by water, to show two lanterns in the north church steeple; and if by land, one as a signal, for we were apprehensive it would be difficult to cross the Charles River or get over Boston Neck.”

Paul Revere

A letter to Jeremy Belknap, April 16, 1775

Silversmith by trade, Patriot by conviction, Revere took on the mission of alerting the colonial militia, including the celebrated Minutemen, to the movements of British “regulars” out to seize Patriot leaders and Patriot arms on the eve of Lexington and Concord, the first battles of the American Revolution. With Robert Newman, the sexton of the Old North Church, Revere had agreed on critical lantern signals to indicate whether the redcoats were advancing via an overland route or “by sea,” across the Charles River. Generations of American schoolchildren learned of this not from Revere’s letter to Belknap—written two days before Revere’s celebrated ride—but from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s commemorative poem of April 19, 1860, “Paul Revere’s Ride”:

He said to his friend, “If the British march 
By land or sea from the town to-night, 
Hang a lantern aloft in the belfry arch 
Of the North Church tower, as a signal light— 
One, if by land, and two, if by sea; 
And I on the opposite shore will be, 
Ready to ride and spread the alarm 
Through every Middlesex village and farm, 
For the country-folk to be up and to arm.”

“What a glorious morning for America!”

Samuel Adams

On hearing the gunfire at Lexington, Massachusetts, April 19, 1775 

Second cousin of John Adams, Sam Adams was perhaps the single most vocal leader of the American independence movement.

“By the rude bridge that arched the flood, Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled, Here once the embattled farmers stood, And fired the shot heard round the world.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson

“Concord Hymn,” July 4, 1837 

By the time Emerson wrote this poem, he was well on his way to becoming America’s most-quoted philosopher. He had a gift for encapsulating great ideas and momentous events in a single line, as in this poem commemorating the first fight of the American Revolution, which commenced with the “shot heard round the world.”

“In the name of the great Jehovah, and the Continental Congress!”

Ethan Allen

May 10, 1775 

Allen, the colorful, blustering, hard-drinking colonel of the “Green Mountain Boys,” Patriot militia from Vermont, stunned the British commandant of Fort Ticonderoga, New York, by his sudden appearance and imperious demand for the fort’s surrender. “By whose authority do you act?” the redcoat managed to blurt out and, according to Washington Irving (Life of Washington, 1855–59), received this memorable reply.

“Don’t one of you fire until you see the whites of their eyes!”

Colonel William Prescott

Commander of the American militia on Breed’s Hill, Boston, June 17, 1775 
The battle is traditionally misnamed after Bunker Hill, which is adjacent to Breed’s.

“Don’t Tread on Me.”

Motto on the first official American flag

Hoisted by John Paul Jones on Commodore Esek Hopkins’s flagship Alfred, December 3, 1775

This image was common during the American Revolution.
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“There is something absurd, in supposing a Continent to be perpetually governed by an island.”

Thomas Paine

Common Sense, January 10, 1776 

A recent immigrant from England (he arrived in 1774), Paine accepted the invitation of revolutionary Dr. Benjamin Rush to write a pamphlet intended to ensure that the American Revolution, already under way, would be fought with one objective only: absolute independence from Britain. Common Sense was a colonial bestseller. Paine donated the copyright to the states and made not a penny from the pamphlet.

“That these colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.”

Richard Henry Lee

Resolution adopted by the Second Continental Congress, July 2, 1776 

The next step was the adoption of the Declaration of Independence.

“The second day of July 1776 . . . ought to be commemorated, as the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more.”

John Adams

To his wife, Abigail, July 3, 1776 

If the nation had listened to Adams, the Fourth of July, with all its noise and fireworks included, would be celebrated on the Second, when the Continental Congress approved Richard Henry Lee’s resolution for independence.

“We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness . . . ”

Thomas Jefferson

From the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776 

In an 1822 letter, Adams recalled how he chose Thomas Jefferson (below) to draft the Declaration of Independence, then talked him into actually taking the job. (Jefferson, by the way, later denied that Adams had pressured him at all.) “Jefferson proposed to me to make the draught,” Adams wrote:
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I said, “I will not.”

“You should do it.”

“Oh! No.”

“Why will you not? You ought to do it.”

“I will not.”

“Why?”

“Reason enough.”

“What can be your reasons?”

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

“Well,” said Jefferson, “if you are decided, I will do as well as I can.”

“Gentlemen, we must now all hang together or we shall most assuredly hang separately.”

Attributed to Benjamin Franklin

After signing the Declaration of Independence, August 2, 1776

“If we mean to have heroes, statesmen and philosophers, we should have learned women.”

Abigail Adams

August 14, 1776

Wife of John Adams, Abigail was a brilliant woman, whose letters to her husband and to Jefferson (whom she treated like a son) make for remarkably good reading.

“My only regret is that I have but one life to lose for my country.”
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