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Introduction

An informed patriotism is what we want. And are we doing a good
enough job teaching our children what America is and what she

represents in the long history of the world?… If we forget what we did, we
won’t know who we are. I’m warning of an eradication of the American

memory that could result, ultimately, in an erosion of the American spirit.

—Ronald Reagan1

America is once again at a crossroads. Though this superpower of almost

unimaginable wealth is unlikely to be brought low by a disaster, there is an
uneasiness about our future that is difficult to explain. An all-important
question has opened up a great chasm between Americans: Is the essence of
our civilization—our culture, our mores, our history—fundamentally good
and worth preserving, or is it rotten at its root?

No policy debate or international crisis quite measures up to this
underlying dilemma. As the young Abraham Lincoln asserted in his famed
Lyceum Address, no “trans-Atlantic military giant” can crush us at a blow.
“At what point then is the approach of danger to be expected?” he asked. “I
answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us. It cannot come
from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and
finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by

suicide.”2

The gravest threat to the United States in the twenty-first century is not
unsustainable debt, inequality, dysfunctional government, foreign enemies,
or even radical Islamists. Lincoln’s insight that no great power or collection
of powers could defeat us is true today, and his warning that our destruction
will be our own work is just as urgent as when he uttered it.

When President Barack Obama said that he aimed to “fundamentally
transform America,” he appealed to a large and growing number of people



who believed that there was something deeply wrong with this country that

needed transformation.3 To them, Obama became a kind of prophet who
would somehow usher in a new order and wash away all the things they
disliked about their country.
The inevitable “march of history,” whereby mankind continually

improves until some utopia is reached, is an idea with a pedigree reaching
back to philosophers like Hegel and Marx. According to this outlook,
history does not only advance toward justice. In its relentless drive to
perfection, it tramples even the thorny problems and complications of
human nature itself.

Obama’s supporters hoped that his election as president was a sign that
we were well on our way to a society in which America’s past—and the
people who represent it—were blissfully washed away, clearing the way for a
new future. The Americans whom Obama once derided as “clinging” to

their religion and their guns4 were sure to disappear, taking their traditional
values with them. We had reached Year Zero of a brave new world, one
removed from the nation’s old sins.
This narrative suffered a serious blow in the presidential election of 2016

when a “basket of deplorables,” as Hillary Clinton labeled them, elected

Donald Trump.5 Suddenly, it appeared that Americans were not yet willing
to give up old notions and traditions despite the Left’s decade-long effort to
erase what they see as the oppressive story of American history. But the
shocking 2016 election results only inspired progressives, enraged by their
sense of political impotence, to accelerate the movement to obliterate the
symbols of our past.
They turned their fury on the source of all their frustrations: the pillars of

American identity. They started with the low-hanging fruit of Confederate
statues but quickly moved on to more central figures of our nation’s past.

A protest by white nationalists and other radical groups at the feet of a
statue of Robert E. Lee in Charlottesville, Virginia, sparked a national debate
over such monuments. Though the racist extremists in Charlottesville
represent a tiny minority of Americans, they provided the leverage
progressives needed to take their war on history to a national level, tarring
anyone who wishes to preserve it as a moral monster.



President Trump expressed his worries about where the iconoclast
movement was headed: “I wonder is it George Washington next week and is
it Thomas Jefferson the week after? You know, you really do have to ask
yourself, where does it stop?”
The answer is that it doesn’t stop. Shortly after Charlottesville, a small but

relentless minority of activists went on the march seeking century-old
monuments to destroy through legal or illegal means. They called into
question memorials of Jefferson, Washington, Andrew Jackson, and
Christopher Columbus, among others. Yes, the left-wing activists targeted
the author of the Declaration of Independence and even Lewis and Clark.
The mayor of Charlottesville called for the removal of a monument
depicting the famed explorers of the West that had been deemed sexist

because their Indian guide, Sacagawea, is portrayed crouching.6 She later
called to end the celebration of hometown hero Thomas Jefferson’s birthday,
wanting to replace it with “Liberation and Freedom Day” despite the fact
that Jefferson was the author of the Declaration of Independence, the

greatest pro-freedom document in the English language.7

It was clear: it wasn’t the Confederacy the activists were coming after—it
was America. It was everything this country was built on and the people
who made it. The attacks became systematic and widespread. If progressives
couldn’t get local city councils or the proper authorities to take down
whatever the Left deemed offensive, the more radical of the activists would
gather a mob and smash statues as authorities looked on or show up in the
dead of night to vandalize them with red paint or sledgehammers.
This moment should give us pause. Far too few of us lucky inhabitants of

the freest, most prosperous country in world history ever bother to ask how
we got here and why the United States has succeeded so spectacularly. Far
too many of us stand by or even cheer while radicals dismantle the pillars of
our nation’s greatness on the theory that they are symbols of the oppression,
racism, and prejudice that make America an irreparably flawed place.
The war on history did not come out of nowhere. It is not a mere spasm

of resentment by a handful of “triggered” snowflakes. In an earlier time,
Americans were inoculated by their education against the defamation of
their nation. But today, a growing hard-left ideological bloc is preying on a



new generation’s ignorance to detach them from American ideas, history,
and cultural norms.

We were given fair warning of this moment by President Ronald Reagan
in his farewell address. The 1980s’ resurgence in national pride and
prosperity would not be sustainable unless the nation nurtured a deep and
genuine patriotism. Reagan feared that a generation of Americans were
raising their children to be ambivalent about their country and that popular
culture was not interested in filling the gap. “If we forget what we did, we
won’t know who we are. I’m warning of an eradication of the American
memory that could result, ultimately, in an erosion of the American spirit,”
he said.

Reagan’s words went largely unheeded, and what he warned about is
coming to pass. The failure of our schools and the indoctrination in our
universities has left the Millennial generation, for all its technical savvy, with
little appreciation of America’s past, which it dismisses as benighted and
contemptible.
There is a spreading belief that the men who built this country were

oppressive and their values irredeemable. The purveyors of this view argue
that we must transcend the ugly ideas, principles, and even people of the
past to perfect our society. We must transform America by wiping out what
previous generations celebrated as exceptional but we know to be damnable.
This is not a matter of honestly recognizing our ancestors’ shortcomings
(while humbly acknowledging that our own descendants will recognize
ours). These militant and self-righteous activists have instilled in their fellow
citizens a fear of being labeled bigots and have cowed the silent majority into
inaction.

One by one, the great men once universally revered by Americans are
becoming reviled or forgotten. Casting aside our heroes is dangerous
enough, but we also risk losing something even more essential. The activists’
target is not only historical figures but the ideas and values that define
America.

Christopher Columbus, for instance, was once a celebrated and uniting
figure. The discoverer of the New World represented the spirit of exploration
and adventure that is in our national DNA. That is the case no longer. Left-
wing historians like Howard Zinn have tied Columbus to the original sins of
a wicked American civilization. Activists are trying to pull down his statues



and abolish Columbus Day. This giant of history deserves better. But the
anti-Columbus crusade is about more than Columbus the man. It is about
undermining what he represents: the world-changing transatlantic
migration that brought Western civilization to the Americas and led to the
establishment of the United States.

It’s not hyperbole to say that the American Revolution was the defining
moment not only in American history but in modern world history. Yet it
and everything it stands for are under attack. Thomas Jefferson has been
singled out as the representative of slavery’s evil and the “hypocrisy” that
sullied the Founding. Jefferson was a flawed man. But America celebrates
him for his role in the founding of the freest nation on Earth, not for his
moral failings. There have been many slave owners in world history, but
there is only one man who penned the Declaration of Independence. If we
Americans abandon that legacy, we abandon our country’s soul. This, in
some way, is what Jefferson’s detractors want.

Columbus and Jefferson are only two of the many men who have been
weighed in the progressives’ balance and found wanting. Their ranks are
growing daily. Many of America’s old heroes were far from angels, but if that
is the standard, then the pedestals in this country (and every other country)
will be empty. The destruction of history will go on until a critical mass of
Americans, ones like Reagan, are able to articulate why the pillars of our
nation are worth holding up. More of us must be willing to say “Enough!”
But to defend our past, we will have to relearn what was once universally
known but is now forgotten and neglected.

If the foundational principles of our country are to be put on trial, they at
least need a fair representation in the court of public opinion. Human
history is brutal and full of tyranny. We lucky few who have been privileged
to be born Americans have a great legacy to uphold. If we wish to pass this
legacy to future generations, we must be able to defend the men and ideals
that got us here. Fewer and fewer are willing to defend what built this
country. Those who want to erase our history will not stop with century-old
statues. They want to expunge not only Confederates or Christopher
Columbus but the essence of American civilization.

Our history, culture, and institutions have been under assault for
generations, and the American elite have failed to defend them. In fact, the
elite—the masters of Hollywood, the mainstream media, and our education



system—are leading the charge. The number of Americans who still resist
speaks to the remarkable appeal of what the United States stands for. But the
old values won’t last if we stand by as the symbols that represent the best of
ourselves are demolished and the great, though imperfect, men and women
of our history are systematically erased from our national memory.

Our civilization is at stake. If we recover our history and the traits that
have allowed us to succeed so spectacularly in the past, we will rise to the
challenges of the twenty-first century as we have in centuries before. If we
fail and the country accepts the narrative that America was rotten to the
core from the beginning, we will be lost even if we overcome our external
foes and rivals.
Those who still care about the principles and historical memory of our

nation need to be armed with information so we can teach others about
what made America special from the start. We have ignored the invaluable
lessons of our parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. We have
dismissed and denigrated the vision that gave us this land of plenty.
The ideas and “mystic chords of memory” that bind the generations are

being severed. How do we restore them? As the great historian Arnold
Toynbee once said, “Civilizations die by suicide, not murder.” This is the
profoundest challenge we face, the one that will ultimately decide if we are to
remain an exceptional nation or not. If we wish to honor previous
generations and do justice to ourselves and our posterity, we must once
again try to understand and defend the world-shaking ideas, actions, and
men who made America great.
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CHAPTER 1

The War on America

Christopher Columbus.…is justly admired as a brilliant navigator, a
fearless man of action, a visionary who opened the eyes of an older world
to an entirely new one. Above all, he personifies a view of the world that

many see as quintessentially American: not merely optimistic, but scornful
of the very notion of despair.

—Ronald Reagan, Columbus Day, 19811

A well-crafted bronze statue of Christopher Columbus, hand on the helm,

sword at his waist, looks out over Columbus Square in Queens, New York.
The statue, next to the Astoria Boulevard subway station, was created by
Italian sculptor Angelo Racioppi, funded in part by a local Italian heritage
organization interested in preserving the Italian-born Columbus’ legacy, and
put in place in 1941. It depicts Columbus as a dashing figure with a defiant
look in his eyes and a daring zeal in his posture. Curiously, a plaque on the
monument says it was dedicated in 1937. It turns out the statue had been
hidden in a basement for a few years in the dark days of the World War II

scrap metal shortage and during some local political squabbling.2 But the
city unveiled it on Columbus Day, 1941, at an event that was attended by
over five thousand people, including New York Mayor Fiorello H.

LaGuardia, who shared Columbus’s Italian heritage.3

Though the Depression-era Italian-American community in New York
City was poor, they nevertheless thought it appropriate to sacrifice for the
legacy of Columbus, whom they considered a great man. The marker with
the misleading “1937” date lays out what this community and so many other



Americans believed for centuries: “But for Columbus, there would be no
America.”

Past Americans found a way to expand their heroic pantheon, to include
more heroes instead of tearing down others. This, in fact, is why many
Columbus statues were erected in the first place. In the first half of the
twentieth century, American citizens were eager to celebrate a man who not
only undeniably contributed to the eventual creation of our country but also
was a particular source of pride for assimilating Italian-Americans, who had
been on the receiving end of discrimination for a generation. Erecting new
statues of Christopher Columbus did not necessitate bulldozing statues of,
for instance, Samuel B. Morse, whose image still stands in Central Park. Like
Columbus, the famed inventor of the telegraph changed the world.
Unfortunately, he also wrote angry, nativist screeds against Catholic
immigrants. Nobody called for his statue to be removed and replaced with
the one of Columbus. America had room for many heroes. It was a more
tolerant age.

Much has changed in just over half a century. The city of San Jose,
California, recently decided that any public display of pride in Christopher
Columbus is simply unacceptable. Egged on by the San Jose Brown Berets, a
radical Chicano ethno-nationalist group, the San Jose City Council voted in
early 2018 to remove Columbus’s statue from city hall. The statue had been
placed there by an Italian heritage organization in 1958. According to a local
news report, the statue was set to come down because “activists repeatedly
denounced the explorer, whose conquests in the Caribbean led to the deaths
of hundreds of thousands of indigenous people, and declared him not

statue-worthy.”4

Like New York in the 1930s, San Jose in 2018 had a mayor of Italian
heritage, but this one wasn’t keen on the most famous Italian in world
history. San Jose Mayor Sam Liccardo, who said that he believed his own
grandfather had contributed to the construction of the statue, meekly
condoned the decision, saying, “Columbus never landed in the Alviso
Marina. So there is no policy basis for keeping a statue of somebody who
was not from San Jose in City Hall.” Perhaps the state of Washington should
abandon its name because George Washington never set foot there. It is
particularly sad that a city with a Spanish name, a direct product of the



Spanish colonization of the New World, finds its own origins worthy of
destruction.

At the time of the city council’s decision, not a single local museum

would take the statue.5 To add to the absurdity, a statue to the Aztec god
Quetzalcoatl stands nearby in downtown San Jose. The snake-shaped statue,
which locals have long complained about as an eyesore, was allegedly placed

there for the sake of “cultural balance.”6 Even if one believes that Columbus
was a brutal, genocidal monster, there is a bizarre double standard at work
in taking down his statue for that reason while keeping a tribute to the
religion of the Aztecs, who subjugated local tribes in Central America and
used their members as human sacrifices hundreds of years before Columbus
and the Spanish arrived in the Americas.

San Jose is just one of many cities that have done their best to erase
Columbus and any recognition of his exploits and contributions to our
civilization. Even New York, the city that once worked so hard to hand out
tributes to Columbus, is now getting rid of its accolades for the explorer.

“Don’t honor genocide, take it down.” These were the words scrawled
across the stone base of the Queens Columbus monument in 2017. What
was once a symbol of a community’s love and pride had, little more than a
half-century later, been marked as a symbol of hate by another mayor of
Italian heritage and targeted for unlawful vandalism. The Queens
monument was one of numerous Columbus statues defaced and vandalized
in the region after New York Mayor Bill de Blasio created a commission to
review all “symbols of hate” in the city, including the famed fourteen-foot
Columbus statue atop the seventy-six-foot column in his namesake

Columbus Circle.7 The monument’s size and public prominence and an
around-the-clock armed guard likely saved it serious attacks in 2017, though
one vandal was able to splash nail polish on the hands of a Columbus figure

at the monument’s base.8 Lesser-known statues weren’t so lucky. Numerous
other tributes to Columbus around the city have been defaced, and all are
facing harsh public criticism.

A two-foot-tall Columbus sculpture in Columbus Memorial Park in
Yonkers was beheaded and smashed with a blunt instrument and its

shattered remains strewn about the area.9 A more-than-century-old statue
in Central Park was covered in paint. The vandals wrote, “Hate will not be



tolerated” and “#Something’s coming” and covered the statue’s hands with
red paint. These incidents were not limited to New York.

Two statues in Connecticut were splashed with red paint on the same

night, just before Columbus Day.10 The oldest Columbus monument in the
country and perhaps the world—constructed over two centuries ago—was

bludgeoned and damaged at a park in Baltimore, Maryland.11 The brazen
vandals even proudly posted a video of the incident on YouTube.

“Christopher Columbus symbolizes the initial invasion of European
capitalism into the Western Hemisphere,” said the film’s narrator. “Columbus
initiated a centuries-old wave of terrorism, murder, genocide, rape, slavery,
ecological degradation, and capitalist exploitation of labor in the Americas.
That Columbian wave of destruction continues on the backs of Indigenous,

African-Americans, and Brown people.”12

Besides the protest of a few concerned citizens and Italian heritage
groups upset with the obliteration of history, there has been little public
defense of the explorer, nor widespread calls to restore his reputation. Native
American advocacy organizations and left-wing activists, armed with the
works of revisionist historians, have been more or less successful in selling
their view of Columbus as a genocidal monster to the American public. The
narrative that Columbus was an evil monster, worthy only of scorn, has
become a mundane truth to many Americans.

It’s a stunning fall from grace for a great American hero. Columbus’s
remarkable westward journey from Europe to the New World is being
consigned to the dustbin of history. This all happened within a generation.
But why?

Replacing Columbus Day

The first serious modern challenge to the Columbus legacy began in
1970s with the calls to end the observance of Columbus Day, officially
established as a national holiday by Congress and President Franklin
Roosevelt in 1937, or to replace it with “Indigenous Peoples’ Day.” The push
began in Berkeley, California, a city well known for its radical politics, in the
run-up to the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage. The
Christopher Columbus Quincentenary Jubilee Commission was planning



for replicas of Columbus-era ships to sail into San Francisco Bay,13 but local
activists and Bay Area leaders flew into a rage and worked to eradicate the
Columbus holiday before the ships were set to show up in port. Berkeley
Mayor Loni Hancock called celebrations of Columbus “Eurocentric” and
claimed that they ignored the “brutal realities of the colonization of

indigenous peoples.”14 The ships never arrived, and the Berkeley City
Council replaced Columbus Day in 1992. Since then, Berkeley has been
joined by Los Angeles, Seattle, Minneapolis, and numerous other cities
across the country in avoiding Columbus Day celebrations or

commemorations.15

At first, the movement to wipe out Columbus seemed to be limited only
to small, radically liberal urban enclaves, but it has grown in scope, and, like
so many progressive efforts, it was injected with a new vigor after the
election of President Donald Trump. Big cities and a number of smaller
localities have successfully purged Columbus by official means, but the pace
of the war on Columbus has been too slow for some. As we have seen, public
declarations against Columbus statues have encouraged radical groups and
individuals to take to vandalism in New York and elsewhere.

Still, there have been “54 counties, districts, cities, incorporated towns,
boroughs, villages and census designated places” named after Columbus in

the United States alone.16 This list, of course, includes the District of
Columbia, the US capital city. While it might seem reasonable to most
Americans to celebrate both Columbus and American Indians, this
compromise is entirely unacceptable to the anti-Columbus crusaders.
Chrissie Castro, for instance, vice chairwoman of the Los Angeles City-
County Native American Indian Commission, said, after her city decided to
replace Columbus Day with Indigenous Peoples’ Day, that simply celebrating
two separate holidays wasn’t good enough. It was more important to
“dismantle a state-sponsored celebration of genocide of indigenous peoples,”
and having an Indigenous Peoples’ celebration on any other day would be a

“further injustice.”17

What is never explained is why so-called indigenous peoples are worthy
of celebration if Columbus is not. Pre-Columbian civilizations from Mexico
to Peru were nearly all responsible for brutal violence on a large scale long
before Columbus arrived on the shores of the New World—including



human sacrifices, even of children, sometimes by tearing out the victim’s

still-beating heart.18

Why is Columbus beyond the pale when the indigenous people who
committed such atrocities on a wide scale are worthy of celebration? What
crimes did Columbus commit that are so heinous that they justify toppling
his statues from our monuments and his heroism from our history?

While there were Columbus detractors almost from the moment he set
foot in the Americas, until recently, the misdeeds he was accused of tended
to be seen in the broader context of his times. While the Discoverer of
America had flaws and while the discovery of America undoubtedly brought
terrible suffering to indigenous peoples, Columbus was still a great man,
worthy of praise for his enterprise and courage and for his unique role in the
spread of Western civilization to the Western hemisphere.

To comprehend the complete reputational reversal, it is important to
understand the esteem he once had, not just in the United States, but
throughout the Americas. In an earlier time, the life and achievements of
Columbus were discussed in almost every classroom, his exploits celebrated
all over the world. From the Founding generation onward, Americans paid
special tribute to Columbus as the original American: a symbol of the
transition from Old World to New World. The United States, in its infancy,
was searching for heroes distinct from those of Great Britain and Europe.
They rediscovered Columbus and paid homage to the fact that his
discoveries made possible the bold new nation that bloomed in 1776.

A Hero for the New World

In 1787, American writer and poet Joel Barlow wrote patriotic verse
about Columbus to celebrate his new country’s connection to the famed
explorer. Barlow eventually expanded his Vision of Columbus into the epic—
and many say turgid—book of poems titled The Columbiad. In the
intervening years, Barlow’s verse has been written off by literary critics, but
in his day, these patriotic poems sold fantastically well and were more or less
well received by the American public.

A more impressive accolade than Barlow’s was written by Phillis
Wheatley, a fourteen-year-old black poet and former slave. In 1775, in a



poem addressed to George Washington, she referred to “Columbia’s scenes
of glorious toils” and Columbia’s triumph over the British.

Washington loved the ode and made it public, bringing her work instant
fame. The “Columbia” of Wheatley’s poem was an allegorical figure
representing the United States, guiding Washington and the revolutionary

patriots to victory over the British.19 The subject and Washington’s
enjoyment of Wheatley’s poem created an explosion of interest in
Columbus. “Soon Columbia and Columbus were appearing in songs, poems,
and essays in newspapers around the colonies.…” Edward Burmila, a
professor at Bradley University explains. “Columbus went from a minor
figure in the history of European exploration to an American hero almost

overnight.”20 In Columbus, Americans had found a man who could
represent a new nation whose people were trying to draw sharp distinctions
between America and the Old World—Europe, and especially Great Britain.

Barlow, Wheatley, and countless others contributed to the widespread
embrace of Columbus, but no one did more to cement the Italian explorer’s
place in the American hall of heroes than Washington Irving, one of the
great American writers in the early days of the Republic. When he traveled
to Spain in 1826, Irving was given a chance to translate the newly published

journals of Columbus into English.21 The journals were somewhat technical,
but Irving was convinced by a friend that he should write a popular book

about the explorer.22 The result ended up being one of the proudest

achievements of Irving’s illustrious career.23 He believed he had faithfully
presented a thoroughly American hero to the world in a light never seen
before. The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus deservedly became the
definitive account of Columbus for generations.

The Return of Old Prejudice

While most nineteenth-century Americans had warm feelings toward
Columbus, he had his critics even then. Criticism of the Discoverer of
America sprang primarily from two sources: left-wing ideological
movements and ethno-nationalist anti-Italian sentiment. Some of the most
savage attacks on Columbus came from Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx, the
founders of Communism, whose broadsides against the Italian explorer



would be echoed by Marxist historian Howard Zinn a century later.24

Lamenting Columbus’s discovery of America as the birth of capitalism,
Engels identified Columbus’s colonization of the New World as the point at
which “big commerce originated, and the so-called world market was
opened.” As Engels wrote, “The enormous treasures which the Europeans
brought from America, and the gains which trade in general yielded, had as
a consequence the ruin of the old aristocracy, and so the bourgeoisie came
into being. The discovery of America was connected with the advent of
machinery, and with that the struggle became necessary which we are
conducting today, the struggle of the propertyless against the property

owners.”25 To these Communist thinkers, greed and exploitation were the
reasons Columbus and others came to the New World. Their interpretation
was highly reductionist and materialistic. As we shall see, Columbus made
his voyage for a complex web of reasons. But echoes of these early
Communist critiques continue to resonate today.

Marxist doctrine had little influence in the late nineteenth-century
United States. Anti-Italian and anti-Catholic sentiment, on the other hand,
had a great deal.

It is an ironic twist of history that the modern denouncers of Columbus,
who have tried to wrap the white supremacist label around his defenders,
have adopted the language and tactics of white supremacists who attacked
the explorer in earlier times. The Ku Klux Klan, better known today for
being anti-black, was, in the late nineteenth century, just as, if not even more
militantly, opposed to Catholics and Italians. Members of the Klan turned
their anger on Columbus and statues of him as an Italian “immigrant”
whose powerful influence on American history they wished to deny or bury.
The Klan worked to end Columbus Day celebrations and turn the country
against his legacy in favor of Anglo-Saxon heroes. In the 1920s, a high
watermark for Klan power, they “attempted to remove Columbus Day as a
state holiday in Oregon,” burned a cross “to disturb a Columbus Day
celebration in Pennsylvania,” and successfully “opposed the erection of a
statue of Columbus in Richmond, Virginia, only to see the decision to reject

the statue reversed.”26

KKK-friendly organizations and publications attempted to generate
resistance to state celebrations of Columbus Day—and were adamant that it



should not be celebrated as a national holiday. One fervently anti-Catholic
paper labeled the effort to institute Columbus Day a “program of
propaganda” by the Knights of Columbus—the Catholic fraternal
organization. “In their program of propaganda, the Knights of Columbus
have been stressing Columbus and his alleged discovery of America, and the
debt America owes the Catholic Church.…It is time to crush such stuff, sit
down on it, smack it to sleep and otherwise put the mark of public discredit

upon it.”27

The anti-Columbus efforts ultimately failed in the face of the widespread
American view of the man as a unifying national hero, a symbol of
American boldness and, importantly, assimilation. The pivotal year in this
debate was 1892, the four hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s voyage.
Anti-Italian and anti-Catholic prejudices ran deep, but these feelings were
outweighed by the widespread willingness to commemorate a true
American hero. President Benjamin Harrison proclaimed a day of
celebration for Columbus, whom he called a “pioneer of progress and
enlightenment,” to “express honor to the discoverer and their appreciation of

the great achievements of the four completed centuries of American life.”28

There was an explosion of celebrations of Columbus across the nation, and
the bitter anti-Columbus groups were simply drowned out by the wave of
enthusiasm for this great hero. In 1934, President Franklin Roosevelt made
Columbus Day an official federal holiday.
The national embrace of Columbus held more or less unquestioned for

the next half-century until the countercultural forces of the 1960s and 1970s
reignited a debate over America’s role in the world and whether or not this
country was “good” or “bad.” In those tumultuous times, anti-Columbus
attitudes once again found fertile ground in American discourse. They now
play a significant role in our culture war.
There are two competing narratives vying for the American soul. In the

beginning, there was Christopher Columbus, but the nature of what he
began is what is now in question. Columbus was the man who planted the
germ of what would become America. For those who value our nation and
its history, Columbus is a bold, intrepid explorer to be celebrated for his
world-changing discovery of the New World under the banner of the
Spanish crown. From his little wooden ships, grand new civilizations would



come forth. But the second Columbus narrative, pushed by those who
dispute the greatness of our country, goes something like this: The Italian-
born navigator set off for what he thought was Asia to find new regions to
exploit. Upon arriving in the New World—which he didn’t discover, since
the Native Americans and Leif Erickson had found it first—Columbus
rapaciously plundered the land and abused the native people in a greedy
search for gold. He introduced slavery and foreign disease to the Americas,
which led to the subjugation and genocide of native peoples. He was the
author of a pristine civilization’s doom, and he planted a corrupt,
murderous, and oppressive one in its place.

Which of the two Columbus narratives holds more truth? While it is
tempting to put the great explorer on the right side or the wrong side of
history by modern standards and ideological calculations, we should instead
appreciate Columbus and his great undertaking in context. His story
deserves more appreciation and less castigation from modern audiences. In
setting course across the Atlantic, Columbus truly changed the course of
human history. Without him, America as we know it wouldn’t exist.

The World of Columbus

One cannot understand Christopher Columbus without understanding
the world he inhabited when he set sail from Spain in 1492 with three small
ships into the unknown waters of the Atlantic. It was a time of great turmoil.
Europe was still recovering from the Black Plague, which had stormed
through the continent a century before, wiping out approximately a third of
the population. The Protestant Reformation was still twenty years in the
future, but the Church was already showing the strain that would eventually
lead to division. Violent religious wars were taking place between
Christianity and Islam in the Middle East and on the fringes of Europe—and
the Christians appeared to be losing. Constantinople, a city that had stood as
a rock of Christendom for over a millennium—many had deemed the city’s
defenses impregnable—fell to the Muslim Ottoman Empire in 1453.

It’s hard for people in the modern world to understand the profound
impact of this event or how it must have shaken the average citizen living in
Europe. Constantinople had been a stop for Christian pilgrims headed



toward Jerusalem—which was already in the hands of Muslims—and
housed countless priceless relics of the Christian religion. It had also been a
major trade hub for luxury goods between the East and the West,

particularly for Italians.29 The fall of Constantinople, coming shortly after
the Black Plague, seemed to signify to many that the end of all things was

near.30 Few could or would have predicted the reinvigoration of the West
that was about to happen—set in motion by Columbus’s discovery of the
New World.

“Just before the discovery of America, thinking men in western Europe
believed that their world, already crumbling, would shortly crash.…”
according to historian Samuel Eliot Morison. “Nevertheless, a new era of
hope and glory and enlargement of the human spirit… was about to

begin.”31

Desperation led to innovation. The way to the East through the Middle
East was now shut, and the world was suddenly a smaller place. But that fact
encouraged European explorers to turn their gaze westward, toward the vast
and unconquered Atlantic. The Portuguese were first to go beyond the maps
of the ancients. The map as it was known to Europeans had expanded little
since Ptolemy had charted out the limits of the Roman Empire in the second
century. Early fifteenth-century precursors to Columbus such as Prince
Henry the Navigator began to venture out from the European coast,
crawling down the African coastline and discovering uninhabited islands.
While the Portuguese got a head start in the burgeoning age of exploration,
others were eager to catch up.

Europe’s bounded world, with dark and unknown patches on its
periphery, was about to expand into something much larger and truly
globalized. Out of darkness, a new hope for Christian civilization would
emerge as if by Providence. The year 1492 was, in many ways, the first hour
of modernity. And the beginning of this transition is marked by the vision of
one intrepid explorer.

The Origins of the Voyage

Christopher Columbus was born in 1451, likely in the Italian Republic of
Genoa, to a family of no particular high standing. He was named after St.



Christopher, the “Christ bearer,” who, according to legend, risked death to
bring a child, who turned out to be Christ, across a raging river. The name
was altogether fitting, for Christopher Columbus would one day carry his
Christian beliefs across a great ocean through great peril and change the
world.

Little is known about Columbus’s early life. His father was a wool
merchant and a government official, his family of middling rank and means.
No contemporary portraits of Columbus exist, only recreations of what we
think he may have looked like.

From descriptions, we know that he was tall and lean. He went gray early
in life, something that only added to the striking presence his
contemporaries remarked on. He began a career on the seas at a young age,
working as a merchant. Most of Columbus’s early voyages were along the

Mediterranean, but he had ventured as far as Iceland.32 By the age of thirty,
he had turned himself into a first-rate seaman. But he must have known he
would never reach the heights of the famed explorers by toiling around the
Mediterranean and the African coast in the wake of others. Turning his
sights on something far grander in the 1480s, Columbus began to consider a
project so ambitious that it would raise him above the great explorers of his
age—or any age.

From his youth, Columbus had been acquainted with the stories of
Marco Polo, a Venetian traveler to China who pre-dated him by over a
century and brought back fantastic tales from the East. Polo was well-known
in Genoa. Imprisoned there after the Battle of Curzola in 1298, Polo dictated
an account of his journey to fellow prisoner Rustichello da Pisa. This work
became known as The Travels of Marco Polo. While Columbus likely heard of
Polo’s travels by word of mouth in his youth—in those days, books were
expensive and hard to come by—he eventually acquired a copy and wrote
extensive notes in the margins. This book survives today and gives some
insight into what sparked Columbus’s interest in sailing to the Orient. For
instance, his curiosity was piqued by an island named Cipangu, which we
now call Japan, because, according to Polo, it was filled with gold.

Much has been made of Columbus’s desire for gold. Many have seen it as

evidence that he was motivated by little more than greed.33 But to view
Columbus’s desires entirely in such crude terms is simply modern folly.



Columbus did aggressively seek gold on his voyages, but he did not do so
just to enrich himself personally, as many of his detractors have claimed.
Instead, it was a means to more high-minded ends. Any voyage he would
undertake would be enormously expensive, far too expensive for man of
comparatively modest means such as himself to finance. He would have to
plead his case to the sovereigns of Europe to back his expeditions. To do so,
he would have to convince his investors that the undertaking would pay off
in some way. Columbus knew that if he couldn’t at least claim to be hoping
to find large sums of gold, he would have little success in convincing anyone
to put up money for his trip. And if he failed to bring back items of value, it
would be difficult to convince his backers to fund further ventures. The
earthly reward Columbus would seek from benefactors was not necessarily
financial. Instead, he wanted what at that time was worth far more than

money—rank and titles for himself and his offspring,34 something he knew
could open doors for success unobtainable by the common man and provide
a baseline below which his children could not fall. In the age of kings and
lords, it was nearly impossible to be a truly self-made man, and Columbus
wanted to raise the station of his family in the rigid hierarchy of Europe.

Marco Polo’s book wasn’t the only account that influenced Columbus’s
thinking; he read widely as he developed his idea about a first-of-its-kind
trip west to Asia. Another book popular in his time, The Travels of John
Mandeville, a medieval account of the world beyond Europe, clearly made

an impression on his mind.35 This work, less focused on the potential for
commercial success in distant lands, called for Christians not only to retake

the Holy Land but to strike out and enlarge Christendom.36 Being content
within the confines of Europe was, in Mandeville’s account, little more than
indolence and avoidance of the duties of a good Christian to aggressively
extend the religion. Mandeville’s book was a call for crusade—and to bring
back the riches of the East to retake Jerusalem.

Columbus considered searching for riches for this purpose a duty, not
greed. Violently expelling Islam from the edges of Europe and the Middle
East sounds harsh to modern ears, but the two religions had been locked in
a death struggle for centuries. Enlightenment concepts such as religious
liberty and religious tolerance were alien to how people saw the world in
those days. A civilization would be either one thing or another, and dissent



from religious orthodoxy was rarely tolerated. True religious freedom, like
many other freedoms, would not be a reality for hundreds of years.
Meanwhile, the struggle between the crescent and the cross was a zero-sum
game of survival or death, and from the perspective of Christian Europe, it
appeared that their side was losing.

Columbus became dead set on being the first explorer to make a journey
across the ocean to Asia to take Christianity outward and riches back. He
brought his idea to travel to the East by way of westward sailing to courts all
over Europe, beginning with Portugal. In a particularly ill-fated pitch,
Columbus pled his case to the Portuguese king and explained the technical
aspects of how he would conduct his expedition. The crafty King Joao II
turned Columbus down—and used the information Columbus had given
him to launch a separate voyage with a different captain. It was a nasty
double-cross, but Columbus would have the last laugh. The Portuguese king
commissioned Fernao de Ulmo for the undertaking, and he only managed
to travel a few days before encountering storms and rough seas. Ulmo

decided to turn around, deeming the journey impossible.37

Columbus pleaded before the Spanish court of Ferdinand II of Aragon
and Isabella I of Castile, dual sovereigns of a still un-unified Spain. The
dashing and charismatic navigator deftly appealed to Isabella’s desire to
spread Christendom to the East and Ferdinand’s interest in leapfrogging

rival nations.38

Many legends have been created about Columbus’s spirited appeals, some
half-truths at best. He certainly never tried to prove that the world was
round rather than flat. Unfortunately, Washington Irving created this
persistent myth. Irving mistakenly wrote that, in trying to prove the science
behind his journey, Columbus had to convince Ferdinand and Isabella’s
team of experts at the university of Salamanca that their flat-earth theories

were incorrect.39 While Irving’s account of the confrontation between the
untutored Columbus and the learned men of Salamanca makes for dramatic
and inspired reading, Irving was mistaken in thinking that the religious and
scientific community of the time contained flat-earthers. Columbus did
indeed, rather unsuccessfully, debate a team of what were then considered
scientists about his theories on the earth, but most of the debate was on the

size of the globe, not its shape.40 As it turned out, the Spanish experts, who



relied on the older—and more accurate—calculations of Ptolemy, were
closer to the truth than Columbus was. The world was much larger than
Columbus believed. Had the Americas not existed, he would have perished
long before reaching Asia.

But neither Columbus nor the scientific community of his day really had
an accurate understanding of the world’s geography, and both had some silly
notions about what Columbus would find at the edge of the map. Yet, unlike
the scientists, who could only contemplate their theories, not test them,
Columbus was bold enough to sail into the unknown, to stake his life and
reputation on what he believed. Columbus could be imperious and difficult,
pigheaded and stubborn, but he was also unquestionably brave. And the
courage of this untutored man paved the way for the greatest discovery of
the last millennium.

Columbus waited years, continually pleading his case, before the Spanish
sovereigns were convinced to back his venture. Though the world-changing
consequences of Columbus’s voyage now make it seem odd that he was
rejected so many times, one has to understand how ambitious and absurd
many of the claims he was making about his proposed venture sounded.
Columbus was looking for a much bigger prize than a few small islands off
the European coastline; he wanted to expand the map of the known world
into what ancient cartographers had only conceived in theory. It’s
understandable that European courts would have been wary to expend
limited resources on such an improbable venture.

Spain, for example, had been engaged in the final stages of the so-called
Reconquista, the expulsion of Muslim powers from the Iberian Peninsula.
Ferdinand and Isabella, like most political leaders both then and now, were
focused on the immediate threats to their power and interests. But then the
sudden resolution of a half-millennium-long war gave Columbus the chance
he needed.

Catholic Spain’s bloody struggle against the Moorish Caliphate is mostly
forgotten in the West, though it is occasionally dredged up as a historical

grievance by modern Islamist groups like al-Qaeda.41 Catholic Spaniards
spent nearly five centuries pushing the Moors out of the Iberian Peninsula.
Ferdinand and Isabella made the final aggressive drive to rid their homeland
of Islamic influence toward the end of the fifteenth century. The so-called



Grenada War concluded in January of 1492, opening the door for Spain to
set its eyes on grander things. No longer burdened by a costly war on their
doorstep, Ferdinand and Isabella could pay more attention to the far-fetched
proposal of an eccentric foreigner. The Spanish sovereigns once again
considered Columbus’s ambitious voyage but still came just short of
accepting it. It was still difficult to convince the sovereigns that this
expensive venture would be worth it to them. Columbus was ready to leave
and plead his case elsewhere, but an influential friend on the court made a
last-minute appeal for the king and queen to reconsider the enterprise. That
time, it worked, and Columbus was sent off with promises of titles for

himself and his posterity.42

Columbus then set out on his famed journey, to cross the Atlantic and
link East and West, something that had never been done before. He was not
looking for an undiscovered continent, nor did he ever conceive its existence
while contemplating his venture. Some historians have claimed that
Columbus learned of the New World’s existence from other explorers before

he set out, but these theories have mostly been debunked.43 He was simply
seeking a better path to the “Indies,” or Asia, which would have been a
notable but more limited accomplishment. Columbus never landed in, nor
would he ever see, Asia. Instead, he became the father of the modern world.

Into the Unknown

On August 3, 1492, Columbus set sail into the great “Green Sea of

Darkness,” as the foreboding Atlantic was sometimes called in those days.44

He departed from the Spanish mainland with a flotilla that included three
Spanish sailing ships that the sailors named the Nina, the Pinta, and the
Santa Maria. Unfortunately, we can only guess at what they looked like since
no original plans or drawings survive. What is known is that these vessels
were tiny by comparison to most ocean-going ships of more modern era.
The Santa Maria, Columbus’s flagship and the largest of the three, was only

about sixty feet long.45 While small, these ships were nevertheless fine
examples of the best vessels available at the time. The Nina, which was a bit
more compact than the Santa Maria, was Columbus’s favorite and served
under his command for three of his four voyages. After one particularly



vicious storm on the return from his first journey, Columbus wrote of the
Nina in his journal, “If she had not been very staunch and well found I

should have been afraid of being lost.”46

With this little flotilla, Columbus set out on a harrowing, two-month
voyage. It is particularly difficult for a modern person to understand the
challenge that Columbus had before him when he set sail. Navigation tools
were incredibly crude by our standards, a far cry from the fully mapped and
electronically connected world that we live in today. Instead, Columbus had
to rely on simple techniques available at the time and a lot of intuition.

One thing he did not do—this is a common misconception—was travel
by stars, or what’s called “celestial” navigation. At the time, instruments
required for navigating by the location of the stars in the sky either weren’t
available or were generally inaccurate, so he had to use other means to find

his way. Columbus was what is called a “dead reckoning” navigator.47 This
kind of navigation relies on setting course by the precise reading of a
compass needle, specialized charts and maps, and calculations based on the
speed of the ship. While Columbus used some primitive celestial navigation
on his voyage, it was ultimately his dead reckoning skills, which were
considerable, that got him where he needed to go. As one historian has
noted, “No such dead-reckoning navigators exist today; no man alive,
limited to the instruments and means at Columbus’s disposal, could obtain

anything near the accuracy of his results.”48

Day after day they sailed, and as the crew became more restless,
Columbus must undoubtedly have become more worried. As an Italian
foreigner sailing with Spanish crews, sudden discontent could have spelled
mutiny, the end of the voyage, and even death for the Admiral of the Ocean
Sea. A couple of months into his voyage, Columbus passed the point where
he believed Asia would be, yet he continued onward. He was determined to
reach his destination despite the simmering discontent among his
subordinates. By early October, the journey almost came to what would have
been an incredibly unfortunate end. Columbus’s underlings were on to the
fact that they were far beyond the point at which they should have spotted
land, and after a string of false sightings, they were at the end of their
patience. Columbus documented this near-mutiny: “Here the people could
stand it no longer, complained of the long voyage; but the Admiral cheered



them as best he could, holding out good hope of the advantages they might
have; and he added that it was useless to complain, since he had come to go
to the Indies, and so had to continue until he found them, with the help of

our Lord.”49 Columbus promised his crew that they would turn back if they
did not spot land within a few days.

In the early hours of October 12, just two days after Columbus had staved
off mutiny, a crewman aboard the Pinta spotted land and shouted, “Tierra,
tierra!” That time, it wasn’t a false alarm.

Columbus and select members of his crew came ashore, kissed the

ground, and gave thanks to God.50 According to contemporary historian
and critic Bartolome de Las Casas, Columbus “raised the royal standard and
the captains carried two banners with the green cross, which were flown by

the Admiral on all his ships.”51 Columbus named the island—likely Watling
Island in the Bahamas—San Salvador in homage to their salvation and
claimed it for the Spanish sovereigns. It was here that the first encounter
between the people of the Old World and the New World took place.

Columbus would spend most of the rest of his life making journeys to
and from the New World. On his second trip, he brought a flotilla with him
and planted colonies on various Caribbean islands. This laid the
groundwork for the widespread Spanish settlement in the New World, with
thousands of colonists making the journey. Not all was well, though, as the
promised gold that some had thought would be covering the ground didn’t
materialize. Columbus’s salesmanship led to exaggeration, disappointment,
and ultimately his ruin. In addition, Columbus was a marvelous explorer but
perhaps not such a good governor. He quarreled with other colonists, and he
was always prone to imperiousness. Doubts that they were in fact in Asia
were growing, further undermining Columbus’s position.

Columbus’s third journey was a disaster. The Spanish colonists resented
his rule, became sour when—contra the modern myths about his cruelty to
the indigenous peoples—he executed Spaniards for mistreating natives, and

plotted to remove him from command.52 A local Spanish official had
Columbus arrested and sent back to Spain in chains, a mortifying and
demeaning blow. In Spain, he was eventually released, but neither his health
nor his reputation ever truly recovered. Columbus was to blame for some of
his misfortune, but he was always operating with severe limitations as a



foreigner from Genoa. And controlling the hotheaded adventurers and
rebellious colonists he had to work with would have tested the limits of even
the greatest leaders of men.

In 1502, Columbus set out on his fourth and final voyage, which capped
off two decades of incredible discoveries never matched in human history.
He made landfall on the South American continent, which eroded his
stubborn belief that he had been in Asia the whole time. His final years were,
sadly, not happy ones. Columbus became embroiled in squabbles about titles
and what the crown owed him. He was shunted aside as Spanish
conquistadors garnered the credit and adulation for the conquest of the New
World. He succumbed to sickness in 1506.

“So died the man who had done more to direct the course of history than
any individual since Augustus Caesar.…” wrote admiring biographer Samuel

Elliot Morison.53 “One only wishes that the Admiral might have been
afforded the sense of fulfillment that would have come from foreseeing all
that flowed from his discoveries; that would have turned all the sorrows of
his last years to joy. The whole history of the Americas stems from the Four
Voyages of Columbus; and as the Greek city-states looked back to the
deathless gods as their founders, so today a score of independent nations
and dominions unite in homage to Christopher the stout-hearted son of

Genoa, who carried Christian civilization across the ocean sea.”54

Columbus Comes into Question

It wasn’t long after Columbus’s death that some began to question his
legacy. One of his early detractors was the aforementioned Bartolomeé de
Las Casas, the first priest ordained in the new world. His father and uncles

had been on Columbus’s second voyage.55 Las Casas is both one of the best
chroniclers of Columbus’s travels and also a ferocious critic of the early
Spanish role in the Americas. In The Devastation of the Indies, published in
1552, he lays out a damning case against Spanish rule, or what he would say
was misrule. It is by far the most citied work by Columbus’s detractors up to
this time. Many of Las Casas’ charges are true. Las Casas highlighted
Spanish misdeeds that are serious by the standards our day or any day. Still,
one must keep the account in perspective. We must be careful about



projecting the perspectives of our time onto debates that took place
hundreds of years ago.

Modern people frequently forget or misunderstand the role religion
played in the still fundamentally medieval world of Columbus. Columbus,
the “Christ bearer,” was expected to bring his Christian beliefs to new lands.
Everyone with any role in his voyages—from financial backers Ferdinand
and Isabella to the lowliest deckhand on the Pinta—agreed, at least in
theory, that this was a primary objective. And while modern critics slam
Columbus, the Spanish, and all the European colonizers for their efforts to
spread their faith, the devoutly religious Las Casas heaped scorn on them for
their failure to do so.

Columbus explained with some excitement in his journal that the natives

appeared to have no religion at all.56 This was considered a good thing.
Barriers to conversion were usually found with people who already had a
firm and affixed set of religious ideas that were hard to overcome. The less-
hardened religious views of the natives in the New World were seen as an
exciting opportunity to convert them to the Christian faith. But the results
of the efforts to bring these people into the Christian fold in the years that
followed were mixed. Cultural misunderstandings, feckless governance, and
occasional abuse of natives stymied attempts at universal conversion.

Las Casas was undoubtedly bitter about the roadblocks the colonizers put
in the way of his chief goal, which was to proselytize America’s native
population. But his frustration led him to make at least one proposal that
would not be acceptable to any modern critic of Columbus. Las Casas
denounced the enslavement of the native populations that occurred from
time to time, yet his solution to this problem was to enslave people from

Africa and import them to the New World instead.57 In Columbus’s age,
slavery wasn’t seen as necessarily reprehensible. It was almost universally
sanctioned in both the Old World and the New. Virtually no one questioned
it under the right circumstances. Las Casas was no different. What upset
him was that souls were being lost because the Spanish policy had alienated
the American natives—and that the Spaniards were prioritizing material
gain over spiritual things.

Howard Zinn and other modern left-wing historians have used Las Casas
writings as a jumping-off point to level their own ideologically oriented



accusations to paint “the real Columbus” as a cruel villain. Certainly the
indigenous peoples of America suffered horribly at the hands of
conquistadors and colonists. Those times were, by almost any measure,
harsher times than ours, and the world was a way off from legal guarantees
regarding cruel and unusual punishments. But there is simply no conclusive
evidence that Columbus operated in a particularly cruel manner.

On the contrary, there is good evidence that Columbus did his utmost to
rein in the cruelty of the Spanish colonists. While deprivations and terrible
crimes did occur, Columbus was quick to punish those under his command
who committed unjust acts against the local population. Stanford professor
emeritus Carol Delaney explains, “Columbus strictly told the crew not to do
things like maraud, or rape, and instead to treat the native people with
respect. There are many examples in his writings where he gave instructions
to this effect. Most of the time when injustices occurred, Columbus wasn’t
even there. There were terrible diseases that got communicated to the

natives, but he can’t be blamed for that.”58

Nevertheless, Las Casas’ account undoubtedly contains some truth. The
Spanish encomienda system, which was comparable to feudalism, was
certainly harsh. But it wasn’t all that different from practices common
throughout the world at that time. And while the Spanish administration of
the lands Columbus discovered was flawed and even cruel in many ways,
this does not detract from what Columbus accomplished.

Whatever can be said of the colonists who followed him, Columbus was a
man who tried to act justly under complicated circumstances. It is fair to say
that Columbus was mostly benign in his interaction with native populations.
Few men, especially of his time, would have acted better than he did in
dealing with the people he met.

Many Spaniards behaved badly in the new world, wantonly killing
peaceful natives and committing other crimes and atrocities that
embarrassed the Spanish crown, but these acts weren’t carried out by
Columbus. In a world in which ruthless conquest and enslavement was
commonplace, Columbus at least attempted to foster benign relations
between European arrivals and native populations.

As Washington Irving judged, Columbus and his benefactor Queen
Isabella behaved honorably toward inhabitants in the New World, even



when many others did not. Irving wrote that Columbus’s “conduct was
characterized by the grandeur of his views, and the magnanimity of his
spirit. Instead of ravaging the newly found countries like many of his
contemporary discoverers, who were intent only on immediate gain, he
regarded them with the eyes of a legislator; he sought to colonize and
cultivate them, to civilize the natives, to subject every thing to the control of
law, order, and religion, and thus to found regular and prosperous empires.”
Irving was unsparing in his criticism of the unseemly elements of
Columbus’s crew and those who followed in his wake: “That he failed in this,
was the fault of the dissolute rabble which it was misfortune to command,

with whom all law was tyranny, and all order oppression.”59

Irving also lamented the early death of Queen Isabella, who he believed
would have contained the abuses of Indians that took place after she had
died. “Had she been spared,” Irving wrote, “her benignant vigilance would
have prevented the scene of horror in the colonization of the New World,
and might have softened the lot of its native inhabitants.”

In addition, it is important to remember that Columbus didn’t break a
kind of pacifist seal in the Americas. The New World had been an incredibly
violent place long before he arrived. He did break the hermetic biological
seal that had protected the peoples of the New World from the diseases of
the Old—which, unfortunately, did far, far more devastation to the great
New World civilizations than anything else. But, as Delaney asks, how can
Columbus be blamed for that? Medical science wasn’t really even in its
infancy at that point; the nature of communicable disease was unknown. In
the end, the diseases introduced to the Americas took more lives than the
conquistadors ever could.

Life in the New World before Columbus’s arrival could hardly be
characterized as one of health, peace, and justice, and it’s silly to think that,
when Columbus arrived in the Bahamas, he somehow introduced mass
violence and slavery to a benign Garden of Eden.

Columbus noted in his journal that when he first encountered natives on

San Salvador, virtually none appeared to be above the age of thirty.60 Tribal
life was harsh, and the Spanish were hardly the only threat. The tribe
Columbus initially encountered, the so-called Tianos, whose weapons would
at best be defined as sharpened sticks, were seemingly living in terror of



another tribal group called the Caribs. The Caribs were thought to have
practiced cannibalism, but this charge against them has been disputed. It is
more likely that the Caribs were simply a warlike tribe that plundered from
their neighbors and killed and forced them into bondage rather than eating
them. At the very least, their ferocity terrified the other local regional

tribes.61

The differences between the peaceful tribes that Columbus encountered
and liked and the more dangerous Caribs have perhaps been exaggerated.
But those differences do explain distinctions in how they were treated. At
the time, enslavement of recalcitrant or violent people defeated in war was
considered just. Columbus’s goal was to show the peaceful people of the
region that it would be good to be willing vassals of the Spanish sovereigns.
Carol Delaney explains the significance of this distinction between the
Caribs and other natives: “vassals cannot be enslaved.”

While the Tianos that Columbus initially met were typically gentle and
good-natured, they were but a tiny slice of a much larger and more
complicated civilizational environment. The nature of Columbus’s
interactions with the Tianos and the Caribs sheds light on how he viewed
the world. He wanted to demonstrate to the Tianos that his aims were
benign; to the Caribs, that aggression would be met with overwhelming
force.

During his second voyage to the New World, Columbus wrote that
defeating and capturing the militant Caribs would set an important early
example because other people would “see the good treatment which is
meted out to well-doers and the punishment which is inflicted upon those

who do evil.”62 According to Delaney, “This is an extraordinarily important
statement. It shows Columbus’s primary intention was that the natives
should be employees of the Crown, not slaves, though he admitted that he
didn’t know the language well enough to ask them what might be

appropriate payment.”63 While the interactions between the natives and
early Spanish arrivals did not always go as Columbus hoped, it is clear that
his intentions were far from genocidal. And while many who followed
Columbus were certainly less enlightened than he was, the notion that he
was the sinister author of the destruction of tribal people wildly misses the
mark. Columbus, in fact, had chastised his crew and other Spanish settlers



in the New World whom he believed had been actually cruelly due to their
greed or poor morals. It is a sad twist of fate that Columbus now gets blamed
for the very actions he tried to prevent.

Many of the so-called Spanish conquistadors who followed Columbus to
the New World undoubtedly came for the purpose of subjugating tribes in
the Americas. Hernán Cortés famously conquered the Aztec empire in the
early sixteenth century—something the Aztecs had been doing to their
neighbors for hundreds of years. The Aztecs were accustomed to violence
and subjugation of other peoples; Cortés simply turned the tables. As one
historian has noted, “During the century before Cortes, the Aztecs created
their great conquest empire by using a very familiar form of warfare leading
eventually to the seizure of land and subjugation of enemy societies as

tributaries.”64

The great Aztec city Tenochtitlan was in many ways sustained by this
system of conquest and forced tribute as well as ritualized human sacrifice

that almost undoubtedly included cannibalism.65 While this doesn’t excuse
all of the Spanish actions in the New World, it does place them in context.
Violence and brutality are inherent in the nature of man. Primitive societies
are often a far cry from the ideal image of the noble savage famously
conjured up by French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau.

If the Spaniards and other Europeans who arrived in the New World are
guilty of genocide, then so were the natives themselves. It wasn’t just one or
two militant tribes in the Caribbean and Central America that engaged in
the destruction and subjugation of their neighbors. Violence, plundering,
and forced bondage on a large scale had been practiced throughout the
Americas long before outsiders showed up. If we must condemn Columbus
and the Spaniards to the ash heap of history, then we must condemn the
natives as well. More sensibly, the savagery that was part of everyday life
should be considered before condemning Columbus or any other leader of
the time.

Giving Columbus His Due

Christopher Columbus never understood the depth of his discovery, nor
did his contemporaries fully appreciate his role in world history. But we



should be able to appreciate the magnitude of what he achieved.
It’s a true shame that Americans have been so quick to abandon

Columbus. His legacy is enormous. He did far more than simply “discover”
the New World. Columbus took the first, brave step into the globalized,
interconnected world we live in today. He propelled the mass migration of
people into the Americas. Most importantly, he planted the seeds of Western
civilization in the New World. Unless we believe, which the radical Left
clearly does, that these are negative developments in the long scope of
human history, we must at least give credit to Columbus as the courageous
pioneer who made this transition possible.

Columbus is well worth celebrating. The journey to the New World was
an impressive feat of seamanship, and his discovery changed the world. The
fact that he didn’t get universal recognition in his own time does not detract
from what he did. The Founders and early generations of Americans were
simply better able to appreciate the full effect of the forces that Columbus’s
discovery had unleashed. They could see that the seeds that Columbus had,
perhaps unwittingly, planted had bloomed with the creation of the United
States. From the decrepit and crumbling Old World, whose shores
Columbus left behind, he paved the way for liberty and a revival of the West.
This is why tributes to Columbus sprang forth in the early days of the

American nation—why, for example, King’s College in New York was
renamed Columbia in 1784. America was throwing off the shackles that had
bound it to the mother continent and creating its own legacy. Columbus
represented the rise of the New World—and America with it.

Certainly others deserve respect and recognition as well. English explorer
John Cabot and French explorer Jacques Cartier, among others, quickly
followed in Columbus’s footsteps; they revealed more about the world
Columbus barely knew he had discovered.
They took enormous risks and faced dangers, but they could at least

expect and plan for some of the challenges they faced on the journey.
Columbus had no such privilege. Historian Samuel Eliot Morison, who
reenacted some of the early voyages of discovery, including the those of
Columbus, wrote in awe: “There is nothing like a personal visit to newly
discovered lands to bring home one the pioneers’ dangers and difficulties.
My admiration for them increases with time. For years I have been living
with the records of heroic navigators and with the ordinary grousing,



grumbling, but believing mariner. God bless ’em all! The world will never see

their like again.”66

There is now widespread antipathy toward Columbus in academia—
which has been maniacally obsessed with the ideology of oppressors and
oppressed for at least a generation—and now in the public mainstream. The
barbs thrown at Columbus are part of a larger push to delegitimize Western
civilization, to deny its benefits to mankind, and to cast its highest
expression—the United States—as somehow ill-conceived, built on a
foundation of lies and cruelty.
The modern anti-Columbus movement is an attempt to reverse engineer

the narrative created by the Founding Fathers, Phillis Wheatley, Washington
Irving, and others. The Founders treated Columbus as a renaissance man
who opened the door for the creation of the United States and as the symbol
of the rebirth of Western civilization in the New World, which had improved
upon the best of European traditions, buried the worst, and ultimately
created something unique and grand in its place. They certainly venerated
Columbus the man, but they were clearly most interested in what he stood
for.

Washington Irving’s fable of Columbus standing up to the learned men of
Spain and telling them the world was round falls short of the truth, but it
does show us something of how early Americans saw Columbus: as
fearlessly facing down the myths of the Old World. And it is ultimately that
idea—of America as the answer to the stable but brutal hierarchies of
Europe’s oppressive establishment—that is under attack. In the twenty-first
century, we have every reason to celebrate the achievements of this great
man of the fifteenth. As a man of his time, he would never fit in with the
cultural attitudes of today, but that is no reason to treat him as a pariah,
unworthy of praise and recognition.

For almost all of human history, mankind has lived under the crushing
weight of tyranny—or, even more perilously, in a state of barbarism, where
life was short and typically violent. Columbus opened the door to a future,
still centuries away, that would see immeasurable benefits for humanity. The
American civilization that ultimately followed in the aftermath of his voyage
and discovery would have been impossible without this man, who should be
honored for his best qualities: boldness, bravery, and faith.



Without Columbus, there would have been no America, and without
America, the blessings of liberty would likely have remained dormant. The
Founders understood this, as did the generations of Americans who carried
on their legacy.

From Columbus’s three little barks crossing the Atlantic, great
civilizations arose. Ultimately, it would not be Columbus’s Spanish patrons
who would build the most prominent among them. Of the waves of
colonizers who came to the Americas—Spanish, Portuguese, French, and
Dutch—it was the latecomers, the English, who created the greatest of the
New World nations and unlocked the awesome potential of the North
American continent. Columbus was the unwitting conduit for the creation
of a future American Republic, and for that, he deserves our respect and
veneration.
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CHAPTER 2

The War on Thanksgiving

For we must consider that we shall be a city upon a hill. The eyes of all
people are upon us, so that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this
work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present

help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword through the world.

—John Winthrop, 1630

In 2017, far-left writer Belen Fernandez wrote in Al Jazeera that Americans

have no reason to celebrate thankfulness: “A lot of people in the United
States won’t have much to be thankful for” on Thanksgiving due to America’s

oppressive policies towards Native Americans,” she wrote.1

Fernandez concluded her article with this anti-American sentiment: “In
the end, you don’t need to gorge yourself on turkey and stuffing to see that
the United States itself is positively sick.” In this narrative, the United States
is unalterably broken; Americans are either sustaining a cruel and genocidal
cultural heritage or engaging in soulless materialism. America the beautiful
is simply America the damned.

Some go even further, condemning the legacy passed down by
Thanksgiving and our Pilgrim forefathers as uniquely evil. “Nobody but
Americans celebrates Thanksgiving. (Canadians have a holiday by the same
name, but an entirely different history and political import),” wrote Glen
Ford, a hard-left commentator. “It is reserved by history and the intent of
‘the founders’ as the supremely white American holiday, the most ghoulish
event on the national calendar. No Halloween of the imagination can rival
the exterminationist reality that was the genesis, and remains the legacy, of



the American Thanksgiving. It is the most loathsome, humanity-insulting

day of the year—a pure glorification of racist barbarity.”2

Pilgrim-bashing, of course, isn’t a sport relegated to the media. On
college campuses, the war on history has reached New England’s colonists in
general.

To get ahead of rampaging iconoclasts, Yale University announced in
August 2017 that it would cover up part of a statue depicting an Indian and
Puritan pointing their respective weapons at each other. The Puritan points
his musket while the Indian responds with his bow, though it’s not clear
from the work that the two actually intend violence toward each other.
Nevertheless, Yale’s head librarian called the nearly-century-old statue “not

appropriate,” and the school placed a covering over the Puritan’s rifle.3

Amusingly, this cowardice on the part of the administration may have
backfired. While the school covered up the depiction of the Puritan’s
weapon, they failed to cover the Indian’s bow pointed in the Puritan’s
direction. National Review’s Kyle Smith mockingly noted the peculiar
message the updated statue might be sending: “Now that only one of the two
men is armed, does Yale mean to imply that persons of color are irrationally
violent or untrustworthy? Troubling, very troubling. A reasonable
interpretation of the work now is that an Indian is sneaking up on an
unarmed Puritan with intent to do him harm. Why must Yale perpetuate

such harmful stereotypes?”4

Tellingly, the school acknowledges that the stone tab cover may be
removed at a later date. The initial action may simply be the administration’s
sad attempt to hide the statue from vandals until the war on history has

passed.5

So is Thanksgiving a celebration of genocide and overconsumption? Were
the Pilgrims and the Puritans damnable rather than commendable?

A Puritan Ethos

“The business of the American people is business!”
This misunderstood line from President Calvin Coolidge’s speech to a

group of newspaper editors in 1925 has frequently been used to malign
America as materialistic—and uninspiring as Coolidge himself is



portrayed.6 Both of those contentions are wrong. What Coolidge really said
was, “The chief business of the American people is business.” Americans
were, after all, a notably enterprising people, and Coolidge wasn’t afraid to
praise them for it. But he highlighted something even more important than
America’s considerable commercial prowess. He also said, “The chief ideal of
the American people is idealism.” As he explained, Americans “make no
concealment of the fact that we want wealth, but there are many other things
that we want very much more. We want peace and honor, and that charity
which is so strong an element of all civilization.…I cannot repeat too often
that America is a nation of idealists. That is the only motive to which they

ever give any strong and lasting reaction.”7

It is fitting that this paean to America came from the Vermont-born
Coolidge, who was both the figurative and literal descendant of the New
England Puritans who had arrived on the shores of New England three
centuries before. His synthesis of high-minded idealism with the embrace of

business as a blessing came straight from his Puritan forbearers.8 In the
Puritans’ view, rewards came from hard work, and those rewards could be
used to do good that would be impossible without the fruit of labor.

Even today, many come to America for material opportunities. The
Puritans, despite their reputation for religious zealotry above material gain,
were quite commercial, and they left that legacy to America. But in addition
to the raw incentive of economic gain, which drives all men to a certain
extent, they also left us the idealistic hope that an as yet unformed America
could be transformed into a haven for something better.

From its creation, America has been an idealistic nation, a country set
apart, a city on a hill—and, on the elevation of that pedestal, an object of
loathing to some. It has also always been a Christian country, despite
contentions to the contrary. America’s idealism has manifested itself in many
different ways, to be sure. America has changed enormously in the past few
centuries, yet it still bears ties to its original foundation before the Founding
when a few English colonists braved the dangers of the Atlantic crossing and
made their home in the New World. What they established outstripped all of
the other previous colonial ventures, which had produced only limited
success up to that point. As the English trickled into North America, they
brought their unique characteristics to the newly discovered continent—a



secret sauce of cultural traits and religious doctrines that opened the door
for grander things to come.

Of the English who settled in North America, the Pilgrims stand out in
the modern imagination. There were other British emigrants who preceded
them and became a large part of the development of America; however, it is
the image of the Pilgrims, above all others, that is etched our national
consciousness. Why?

“They Knew They Were Pilgrims”

The celebration of Thanksgiving has something to do with our long-
lasting attachment to the Pilgrims. Days of thanksgiving were common in
the early days of the republic, but they weren’t necessarily associated with
the Pilgrims’ “First Thanksgiving.” Setting aside a day of thanks to God is
hardly an original concept; it exists in cultures, countries, and religions all
over the world. But Thanksgiving, one of America’s oldest national holidays,
is something unique. It was an offshoot of Forefather’s Day, a New England
—mostly Plymouth—holiday that celebrated the origins of the region, one
that, through the efforts of great statesman like Daniel Webster, developed
over time into a national tradition.

From the Pilgrim feasts of the early 1600s to the modern development of
Thanksgiving in the nineteenth century, this quintessentially American
holiday has become a profound expression of our national culture. The
Fourth of July is a celebration of American independence, of the creation of
the United States, and of the particular ideas on which our American
institutions were erected. But Thanksgiving represents something else,
something no less important to American civilization. While Independence
Day is a celebration of freedom, Thanksgiving is a celebration of the things
the Pilgrims stood for: religious faith and the Christian origins of our
nation, family, charity, and thankfulness for earthly blessings—the fruits of
our labor. Thanksgiving is deeply woven into American culture. And it’s
what the holiday says about America that makes it problematic to its
modern assailants.
Their line of attack is based on a quasi-Marxist reduction of history to the

tale of oppressors versus the oppressed. In a narrative remarkably similar to



the attacks on Columbus, Pilgrims are portrayed as an oppressor class who
came to America, mindlessly butchered and subjugated its native
inhabitants, and constructed a wicked city upon the woes of the
downtrodden.
The modern celebration of Thanksgiving is written off as a disgusting

celebration of capitalism, a crass reveling in material wealth even as
oppressed groups suffer.

And the religion of the New England colonists is not admired today. The
word “Puritan”—a catch-all description for the radical Protestants who
colonized new England, though it more properly describes the founders of
the Massachusetts Bay Colony than the Separatist Pilgrims—has negative

connotations. The Puritans are caricatured as dour, fun-hating prudes.9 And
worse, they are supposed to be bigoted zealots, full of irrational religious
fervor. The Salem Witch Trials, in which several people were unjustly
executed for witchcraft, are inevitably dragged up to contrast the New
England colonists with our enlightened modern selves. It is forgotten that
this sordid affair originated in paranoia over a looming invasion by French
Canada—one that never came—and that its abatement came from the
intervention of one of the most religious and conservative Puritan leaders,
Increase Mather, who was the president of Harvard, a deeply religious
institution at the time. It was religion, not science, that stamped out cruel

and irrational superstition.10

The negative portrayal of the Puritans is nothing new. Even the name
“Puritan” derives from the mocking nickname their fellow sixteenth-century
Englishmen gave them for trying to purify the Anglican Church in Great
Britain. Both the Puritans who founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony and
their Separatist brethren, the Pilgrims, were despised and persecuted by the
established Church of England—thus their motivation to come to America.
And today, the Pilgrims’ Thanksgiving feast may be one of the few positive
representations we still have of the New England colonists in American life.
The zealous Protestants who settled New England may not have had our
modern notions of religion, science, and liberty—for good or ill—but we
should be thankful that they helped create what would become the
dominant culture in the future United States. Without Columbus, the
massive exodus across the Atlantic would not have happened, or at least it



would have been delayed. But Columbus is the father of the Americas, not of
what we would call America—the United States. That nation, different from
Europe, and even from the other New World nations, owes a unique debt to
this particular band of English colonists.
The Europe of the mid-1500s was a turbulent and fast-changing place.

Christopher Columbus opened the New World up to Spanish colonization
in the 1490s, but in the century after his death, the great Columbian
Exchange flowered into something far greater than he ever conceived. What
started as a trickle of swashbuckling Spanish explorers grew into a
widespread migration to the Americas by an increasingly diverse assortment
of colonists from different European countries, each planting the seeds of its
nation’s distinct cultural and religious attitudes in new lands. The exodus to
the New World was fueled by great changes occurring in the Old. Europe
was emerging from its medieval period. When Columbus had sailed in
1492, there was one predominant Christian religion in the West. In 1517,
just twenty-five years later, a German priest by the name of Martin Luther
questioned the hegemony of the Catholic Church, launching a deep schism
that would never be repaired. The Protestant Reformation gained in strength
over the next century, causing religious and civil turmoil in and between
nations.

England wasn’t free from these convulsions. King Henry VIII began the
Protestantization of the country when he broke off from the Catholic
Church because Rome wouldn’t approve of a divorce from his wife,
Catherine of Aragon, in 1533. This set off a series of wild religious swings
from monarch to monarch as the country flipped from Catholic to
Protestant, then back to Catholic and back to Protestant again. Violent
purges ensued. As the country finally settled down as a mostly Protestant
kingdom under King James I (a monarch of lax morals who nevertheless
was responsible for the King James Bible), both fears of a Catholic return to
power—which would undoubtedly bring more violence—and discontent
that the state-ordained church was failing to uphold the strict doctrines of
the Protestant faith continued to fester.

While England was ahead of its peers in developing a modern free
market economy and finance capitalism that would soon shatter the feudal
order, it was also going through a period of corruption and moral decline.
“Enterprising older women stocked bawdy houses with girls, tavern houses



hosted crooked gamblers and pickpockets for a share of the take, and the
royal monopoly could not keep pace with unlicensed alehouses,” explains
historian Walter A. McDougal. “Drunkenness and its offspring—crime,
fights, and promiscuous sex—seemed out of control. Vagrants accosted
travelers, footpads haunted London, gangs of rootless toughs of both sexes

lived off the land like brigands.”11

To the devoutly religious, moral rot seemed to be everywhere.
The turbulent moral climate gave rise to the Puritans, critics of the lax

church and what they saw as the increasing depravity of society. Man, they
believed, was inherently fallen, doomed to sin and damnation but for the
grace of Christ. While a perfect world was never attainable, the world could
be improved by those who had dedicated their lives to God. The English
Puritans increasingly believed that that project would be impossible in their
home country.
They did not lay the blame for declining morals on this growing free

market system. While they were some of the strongest critics of the
individualism produced by this new development in human relations, they
did not believe that either capitalism or wealth was the ultimate problem.
Instead, it was the failure of the church to instill the virtues needed to create
a good society in accordance with Christian morals. In fact, as we shall see,
some of the earliest Puritan settlers in America quickly came around to the
idea that a free market was generally in accordance with human nature and
that socialist and collectivist economic schemes would only lead to failure—
and worse, to vice.
The Protestant colonists who settled New England were from numerous

distinct groups of dissenters from the established Church of England. While
the Puritans believed it could be corrected from within, others, including
the Pilgrims, thought the Anglican Church was hopelessly corrupt and
needed to be abandoned entirely. The crown and established church looked
at them with unease and occasional outright hostility. Nevertheless, they had
reason to fear violence and repression. King James was aggressively asserting
“the divine right of kings,” a philosophy that had been on the wane in
England for centuries.
This philosophy essentially put the king above the law and challenged the

limitations that had been placed on his power in English law since the



Magna Carta four hundred years before. The rights of Englishmen and the
English common law had been cornerstones of the liberty that set Britain
apart from the rest of Europe. The established Church of England was also
cracking down on dissenters of all stripes.

Violent religious purges were common in that era, as the Puritans were
well aware. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, a publication popular at the time,
described in grisly detail the various ways Protestant martyrs had been
killed for their faith, especially under the Catholic Queen Mary I in the
1550s. The practice of executing people by burning them at the stake,
though on the decline, was still in use. Persecution of Puritans had calmed
down under Queen Mary’s successor, Elizabeth I, who was Protestant, but
the looming fear of violent persecution continued, and not without reason.
Catholic agitation and the Gunpowder Plot of Guy Fawkes, an attempt to
blow up Parliament and overthrow the Protestant king in 1605, fostered a

climate of fear.12

Today, it is easy to forget how ferocious religious divides could be in
earlier times. One may say the Puritans were “bigoted” toward Catholics, but
their fear and loathing stemmed from the reality that most of Europe at that
time had been convulsed by religious wars. The right of conscience and the
freedom to worship were rarely if ever recognized by either side.

In light of growing threats, one group of Protestants, the most well-
known to modern Americans, decided to leave England illegally in 1608.
The initial destination for these Separatists, as they were sometimes known,
was not America but Holland, a familiar Protestant neighbor with a
reputation for respecting religious liberty. After several abortive attempts,
which led to many arrests, a significant portion of their number were finally
able to escape and mostly settled in Leiden, Holland. While the Dutch were
mostly welcoming to the newcomers, the English Separatists ultimately
found themselves out of place in their new country. Though they no longer
feared religious persecution, they struggled to mesh with Dutch society.
Many felt that the Dutch lacked morals and feared that their children would

be corrupted.13 Worse, they feared that Catholic Spain, which had once had
dominion over Holland, was preparing to invade the small country and
make it Catholic once again. A decade after coming to Holland, many of
these Separatists decided they needed to move on. As the young William



Bradford, who would go on to become one of the greatest of their number,

would write, “… they knew they were pilgrims.”14

Bradford wrote a journal about his experiences. These writings weren’t
published in his lifetime, but they were eventually turned into the book Of
Plymouth Plantation, a work widely read in the nineteenth century. Bradford
was an archetype of the best Puritan culture would produce. As one writer
said of him, “…  all the grandest characteristics of the best traditions of

puritanism seem to be concentrated in him.”15 But in 1620, William
Bradford was just one of many looking for a new and better life.
These Pilgrims, as we call them today thanks to Bradford’s

characterization, eventually settled on a logical destination for their flock:
America. After, perhaps surprisingly, securing a royal charter from King
James—mostly by agreeing that the monarchy would have dominion over
the land but not religious authority—the Separatists set up a joint venture

with the Virginia Company to settle in the New World.16 Thus began the
great voyage of the Pilgrims across the Atlantic.
The story of the Mayflower is still familiar to most American

schoolchildren. A gaggle of about 130 passengers and crew crowded aboard
the little wooden ship in 1620, setting sail for the New World on September
6. Shipbuilding had advanced from Columbus’s day, but it was nevertheless a
tiny ship, only about 100 feet long, and it was battered by storms along the
way. Only one man died in the perilous journey to a land in which there
would be no welcome, but it was still a difficult crossing. On November 9,
they finally made landfall at Cape Cod, which was far away from where they
had intended to settle in Virginia. Storms had blown them well off their
course. Many of the crew and passengers were ill and desperately needed to
get onto dry land. But despite not reaching their original destination, they
decided to stay.

“Many of the passengers were no doubt eager to set foot on land once
again,” historian Nathaniel Philbrick has written. “All were thankful that
they had finally arrived safely in America. And yet it was difficult for them
to look to the future with anything but dread. There were three thousand

miles of ocean between them and home.”17

William Bradford reflected on the Pilgrims’ first day in the New World:
“Having thus passed the vast ocean, and the sea of troubles before while they



were making their preparations, they had no friends to welcome them, no
inns to entertain and refresh their weather-beaten bodies, nor houses—

much less towns—to repair to.”18

After exploring the area for about a month, the Pilgrims decided to settle
in at a place they called New Plymouth. It is then that they decided to draw
up a plan for a new government for Plymouth Colony. This was necessary in
part because they were actually outside the jurisdiction of the Virginia
Company. They also had to account for the fact that some of their fellow
travelers were not Puritans. So they needed to hash out a document that
would set up broad guidelines for the venture’s governance. The document
they drew up, the Mayflower Compact, is rightly regarded as a triumph of

self-government.19

In some ways, the Mayflower Compact was decidedly un-revolutionary.
The Plymouth Colony would be governed similarly to small towns in

England.20 Nevertheless, it was revolutionary in one key way: it established a
society built on consent in the New World. From this firm foundation would
sprout the future United States, whose Founders would refine and codify
this powerful philosophy of consent into the greatest liberty-protective
document ever created: the Constitution of the United States. In addition to
creating the Mayflower Compact, the Pilgrims—along with the English
colonists in general—brought with them the English common law, which
relied on precedent and provided a better bulwark for liberty over other

European legal systems at that time.21

As important as the creation of the Mayflower Compact would be in
American history, the Pilgrims had more immediate practical concerns.
They had to survive in the harsh New England wilderness. They had been
dropped into an unrelenting world of ferocious winters, foreign terrain, and
numerous aggressive Indian tribes. But the Pilgrims were, in their minds,
people on a divinely inspired mission. They were going to make things work.
The first year of this attempt was beset by miserable failure, hardship, and
death. In just a few months, about half of the Pilgrims had died. They

suffered through disease, exacerbated by exposure to harsh elements.22

At this moment, they hit a stroke of luck—or Providence. They had met
several local Indians in their early days in America, most of whom were
aloof or occasionally hostile. Sadly, the local Indian tribes had been utterly



devastated by disease, an unfortunate byproduct of being isolated from the
larger world for centuries. But one Indian whom they encountered was
friendly and healthy and had a strong command of the English language.
Tisquantum, or Squanto, came to them at just the right time. A slaver had
taken him prisoner over five years earlier, and he had originally been set to
be sold into bondage in Spain. But Squanto escaped and ended up in
England. In England, he learned English, found employment, and traveled
through Europe. He had returned to his homeland in the employ of a British
explorer a year before the Pilgrims arrived. When Squanto arrived at his
home, he found it desolate; disease had annihilated his village and all his
close relations.

As tragic as Squanto’s life had been, he used his skills—developed in his
experiences on both sides of the Atlantic—to become a serious player in
local politics. Regardless of his motivations, Squanto was a godsend to the
Pilgrims. Bradford called him a “special instrument sent of God.” Squanto
helped them make treaties with local tribes, “showed them how to plant
corn, where to take fish and other commodities, and guided them to

unknown places, and never left [the Pilgrims] till he died.”23 It was the treaty
that Squanto brokered between the Pilgrims and the Pokanokets tribe that
led to the famous Thanksgiving of American lore. This was a remarkable feat
given the way the Pilgrims had bumbled through their initial contacts with
Indian tribes, provoking immediate hostility. It was almost miraculous how
Squanto helped patch things up.

After the first year of hardship, the surviving Pilgrims held a day of
thanksgiving, the Thanksgiving we have come to celebrate in modern
America. Historians have described it as a harvest festival with religious
overtones. Of course, nearly everything the Pilgrims did had religious
overtones. But although some on the far left have peddled a “National Day
of Mourning”—a “holiday” based on racial grievance and animosity—in
order to rebuke Thanksgiving as a kind of celebration of white supremacy,
the original thanksgiving was actually more of an Indian celebration than an
English one.

“Countless Victorian-era engravings notwithstanding, the Pilgrims did
not spend the day sitting around a long table draped with a white linen
cloth, clasping each other’s hands in prayer as a few curious Indians looked



on,” according to Nathaniel Philbrick. “Instead of an English affair, the First
Thanksgiving soon became an overwhelmingly Native celebration when
[Indian chief] Massasoit and a hundred Pokanokets (more than twice the

entire English population of Plymouth) arrived at the settlement.”24

The Pilgrims have sometimes been portrayed as charity cases at the
original Thanksgiving, being helped along by the good graces of local
Indians. This is a misinterpretation. Both sides found that cooperation
suited their interests. The Pokanokets saw the Pilgrims as a valuable ally to
counterbalance the Narragansetts, a much larger and more powerful local
tribe. And the Pilgrims needed local allies and tutors in survival in the New
World.
This joint celebration between very different kinds of Americans was

appropriate, given the holiday’s meaning to our E Pluribus Unum nation
hundreds of years in the future.

Communism Fails

In this early period of suffering and struggle for the Pilgrims, William
Bradford rose to leadership within the colony. After the death of the
Plymouth colony’s first governor, John Carver, the Pilgrims chose Bradford
to be the governor of the colony, a post he held off and on for the rest of his
life.

Bradford’s writings laid out the tribulations of the early settlers at
Plymouth in incredible detail. These mostly middle-class people, used to
urban living in England, fared poorly in the harsh climate of their new
home. Initially, the Pilgrims attempted to create a communistic economy,
counting on altruistic sharing rather than the profit motive in an effort to
appease their British investors. Even on this very small scale, and in a tight-
knight religious community of true believers, the collectivist economy broke

down.25 Growth was slow, and the people were hardly able to feed

themselves. They were suffering the “misery of want,” Bradford wrote.26

Bradford decided to loosen up the economic restrictions, allowing the
settlers to own and cultivate their own crops on their own land. This, as he
wrote, “made all hands more industrious, so that much more corn was
planted than otherwise.”



There has been some debate about whether or not this system was true
socialism or a kind of predatory indentured servitude. Historian Samuel
Elliot Morison said, “it was not communism” but rather “a very degrading

and onerous slavery to the English capitalists.”27 But in practice, it was very
similar to a socialized economy, and the sorry results—starvation and
misery—exposed precisely why socialism and communism continually fail
whenever attempted. Those who worked hard received no additional benefit,
and those who worked less did no worse. Without private property, the
incentive to work hard dissipated. The unfairness of the system created
squabbles and conflict between even religious brethren. Far from a
brotherhood of man, the communal economy created enmity and,
ultimately, greater scarcity.

Having watched this experiment fail, William Bradford laid out one of
the most articulate arguments against socialism long before the modern
word even came into use—three centuries before Karl Marx wrote The
Communist Manifesto. It is worth quoting Bradford at length on his
experience with proto-communism and his conclusions about its effects on
even a moral people:

The failure of this experiment in communal service, which was tried
for several years, and by good and honest men, proves the emptiness
of the theory of Plato and other ancients, applauded by some of later
times, —that the taking away of private property, and the possession
of it in community, by a commonwealth, would make a state happy
and flourishing; as if they were wiser than God.

For in this instance, community of property (so far as it went) was
found to breed much confusion and discontent, and retard much
employment which would have been to the general benefit and
comfort. For the young men who were most able and fit for service
objected to being forced to spend their time and strength in working
for other men’s wives and children, without any recompense. The
strong man or the resourceful man had no more share of food,
clothes, etc., than the weak man who was not able to do a quarter the
other could. This was thought injustice.…
This feature would have been worse still if it had been men of an

inferior class. If (it was thought) all were to share alike, and all were



to do alike, then all were on an equality throughout, and one was as
good as another; and so, if it did not actually abolish those very
relations which God himself has set among men, it did at least
greatly diminish the respect that is so important should it be
preserved amongst them.

Let none argue that this is due to human failing, rather than to
this communistic plan of life in itself. I answer, seeing that all men
have this failing in them, that God in His wisdom saw another plan

of life was fitter for them.28

The course “fitter” to man was freedom—what in modern terminology
we call the free market—and private property. Having learned this, the
Plymouth Colony was able to survive and thrive. The colony moved along
the path of privatization, entirely abandoning its brief “communistic”
experiment. Over the next decades, Plymouth grew steadily; though not
situated to be an economic powerhouse, it survived. The Pilgrims’ limited
but significant success did not go unnoticed. Others in search of religious
freedom began to see the New World as a beacon of hope, a place where
they could create a good and great society for themselves.

Alexis de Tocqueville, the famed French observer of American life,
attributed the creation of a unique American culture to this Pilgrim
experience. As he wrote in Democracy in America, “Persecuted by the
government of the mother-country, and disgusted by the habits of a society
opposed to the rigor of their own principles, the Puritans went forth to seek
some rude and unfrequented part of the world, where they could live

according to their own opinions, and worship God in freedom.”29

A Shining City Upon a Hill

Within the next decade, a new king would ascend to the throne, one who
was even more unpalatable to the Puritans in England. King Charles I
insisted on enforcing the divine right of kings, began assuming absolute
power, laid repressive taxes on the people, and—worst of all from the
Puritans’ perspective—married a Catholic woman. This encouraged distrust
and fear that their way of life was increasingly in peril. John Winthrop, a



prominent English lawyer and Puritan leader, began to organize a large
migration from England in the footsteps of those early Pilgrims.

Materially, Winthrop had done well for himself in England and was a
successful man in his community. To leave for the New World meant he
would give up a comfortable existence for a hard life, one that he would
likely have to endure for the rest of his days. The Pilgrims may have eked out
a meager existence in America, but other colonies had fared worse, being
raided by hostile Indians or suffering total collapse. Winthrop thought the
risk was worth it. He and other Puritans hatched out a plan to create a more
or less autonomous colony in America. They held several meetings, and
Winthrop quickly established himself as the lead spokesman of this venture.
He was the primary author of a document that laid out the reasons for
emigration. In the work, called “General Observations,” he explained how, as
followers of Christ, they should not turn from the hardships of the New

World for the sake of staying in their comfortable homes in England.30

Not only were Puritans in danger of religious persecution, Winthrop
argued, but in the wake of the economic boom occurring in England, the
people had lost their way and were increasingly turning their eyes away
from God. While Winthrop personally blamed England’s religious
authorities for this, he carefully left criticism of them out of his public
proposition to emigrate. Criticizing the church directly could have brought
his whole project to a screeching halt. Instead, he offered a hopeful vision of
a “fresh start” in an as-yet unformed country, separated by thousands of

miles from Old World corruption.31

The result of Winthrop’s efforts was the largest Puritan migration to
America. The Winthrop fleet, as it became known, was comprised of eleven
ships and over a thousand colonists, dwarfing the Pilgrim venture from a
decade earlier. At some point on the journey, Winthrop likely delivered from
his flagship, Arabella, what became the most important, and certainly the
most cited, sermon of the last five hundred years: “A Model of Christian
Charity.”
The sermon was similar in rhetoric to numerous other Puritan sermons

at the time, and it perhaps did not seem so profound to those who first
heard it. But like the Declaration of Independence and the Gettysburg
Address, “A Model of Christian Charity” perfectly encapsulated something



deeply important about America. The broad outline of American
exceptionalism and the characteristics that have defined us as a people and
have made us unique in the world began to take shape in Winthrop’s speech.

Winthrop began:

GOD ALMIGHTY in his most holy and wise providence, hath so
disposed of the condition of ’ mankind, as in all times some must be
rich, some poor, some high and eminent in power and dignity;
others mean and in submission.

Material inequality was seen as natural; to fight it would be to fight the
laws of God and nature. People were simply different, as God intended. But
that some did better or worse materially did not mean that they were better
or worse morally; it simply meant that God had different intentions for each.
Individuals might have different gifts, but all were sinful and equally guilty
in the eyes of God. To be talented and gifted required duty and humility, not
the self-worship of innate superiority. Success and wealth were blessings,
neither to be envied nor elevated beyond their proper context. As historian
Francis Bremer has written, the Puritans “rejected any perfectionist claims
for equality of power or condition,” but they were to use the gifts that were
given to voluntarily help their fellow man. They sought unity, not
conformity; they sought charity, not leveling. This was the basis of a strong

community.32

Winthrop instructed the Puritan emigrants to create a good and godly
society in the New World, to be an example to others:

For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes
of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God
in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His
present help from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word
through the world.

The “city upon a hill” phrase is borrowed from the Bible, specifically
Matthew 5:14–16, in which Christ tells his followers, “Ye are the light of the
world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hid.” In a fallen world, the



Puritans hoped to set an example and be a beacon of light and hope for
others.

Winthrop’s “city upon a hill” line has echoed down through the centuries,
an important element of how Americans view themselves. In his farewell
speech to Massachusetts, President-Elect John F. Kennedy—notably, given
his Irish-Catholic heritage—paid homage to Winthrop and his state’s

Puritan forebears.33

Winthrop’s band of settlers would ultimately form the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, including Boston and Salem. In future years, they would merge with
others bands of Puritans to form the distinct nature of the New England
region.

As others migrated to the New World in future years, Puritan culture
spread. A minority faction of people in England became the dominant strain
in New England. “In England the stronghold of Puritanism was in the
middle classes, and it was from the middle classes that the majority of the
emigrants came,” Tocqueville wrote. “The population of New England
increased rapidly; and whilst the hierarchy of rank despotically classed the
inhabitants of the mother-country, the colony continued to present the novel
spectacle of a community homogeneous in all its parts. A democracy, more
perfect than any which antiquity had dreamt of, started in full size and

panoply from the midst of an ancient feudal society.”34

The Fallen Nature of Man

The relationship between English settlers and Indians was quite complex,
just as it was for Columbus and the early Spanish colonists and the natives
they encountered. Though treatment of Indians has become a modern
reason to rebuke early settlers as uniquely genocidal and oppressive, the
picture of a pristine continent, untroubled by violence and war like a kind of
Garden of Eden until suddenly corrupted by the introduction of Europeans,
is not in accordance with reality. While early contact between cultures was
often troubled or became violent, the modern narrative—warped by a
reduction of all history to endless stories of oppressor against oppressed
groups—poorly serves the reality of early-1600s America.



When the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth, they were surrounded by an
interlocking web of local tribes, many of which—despite dwindled numbers
due to disease—were very powerful in relation to the newcomers.
Though the numbers of Puritans and other English colonists grew

substantially while Indian populations shrank or disappeared, it wasn’t
because the English pursued a policy of annihilation as Communist
historian Howard Zinn has framed it. Zinn uses the Pequot War and King
Philip’s War—which took place in the 1630s and 1670s respectively—as his
evidence; in his telling, the Puritan settlers instigated a violent slaughter of
local Indians in the first war, then, after years of peace with their Indian
neighbors, they initiated another even more genocidal war against them a

generation later.35

It is true that the Puritan settlers often viewed Indian tribes as
mischievous “savages,” but this distinction was based less on racial than
cultural lines. The Puritans, for instance, saw their Irish cousins, racially
indistinct from the English, as “barbarians” as well. In fact, the Puritans had
little understanding of racial differences. They thought the people of the

New World had darker skin because they had been exposed to the sun.36

Fear, misunderstanding, and sometimes prejudice, not deep-seated
racism and hatred, defined the Puritan attitude toward native people.

In the Pequot War, which began in 1636, the Puritan settlers were the
underdogs. The Pequot were a powerful tribe originally from the area
around the modern state of New York. Their name likely meant “destroyer,”
“destroyer of men,” or something to that effect, and they were generally
hostile toward their neighbors. They invaded what is now Connecticut and
took land from the local Indian inhabitants, which is where they also
bumped into the expanding Puritan settlements. The local tribes attempted
to ally themselves with the Puritans for security and aid since they had been
driven off their land, but the Puritans were initially hesitant to be involved in
the conflict at all. Despite attempts to avoid it, they were eventually dragged
into this regional struggle. After several English settlers were killed by the
Pequot, they decided to wage a desperate war against a numerically superior

foe.37

The several hundred Puritans that had settled in Connecticut allied with
various local tribes and eventually defeated the Pequot, who numbered in



the thousands. After this bloody incident, there was about four decades of
peace.

Here it is important to note that, as violent as the Puritan battles with the
Pequot were, they are in no way outside the norm of violence through
human history. Though Zinn and others would pin particular cruelty on the
Puritans or the later United States, violence such as this had been committed
between peoples, including the native tribes in New England, for a very long
time. The Pequot simply saw the Puritans as another local tribe, one that had
to be dealt with like any other—often with violence.

Zinn and others on the left tell the story of these conflicts to deceive
people into believing that somehow Puritans, Americans, and Westerners
are inherently violent and malicious—to convince their audience that
somehow the bad things in this world are attributable to Western civilization
rather than the fallen nature of man. It’s an attempt to prove that our
civilization was uniquely built on cruelty and that the Left offers another,
better way that is attainable if we reject those Western norms.

What’s quite clear is that human societies have generally been violent,
especially tribal ones. Yes, modern nations have the technological capacity
to kill on a grander scale (and let us note that nations governed from the left
—namely Stalin’s Soviet Union and Mao’s China—are the most guilty on this
count, outdoing even the Nazis in murder on a mass scale), but the life of
the average citizen in these modern societies is notably longer and less
subject to violence. In fact, modern Western nations are some of the least

violent places in all of human history.38

Tribal societies fought over land, they fought over food—they fought over
everything just as frequently—if not far more frequently—than modern

nations.39 It is only our removal from the brutality of these primitive
societies that has allowed the fanciful notion of the “noble savage” to gain a
foothold on our imaginations. And this mythical notion has created the
perception that civilization is somehow worse than tribal society and

somehow against our nature.40

Peddlers of the myth of the noble savage, like Zinn, play a shell game to
deceive people, most of whom live in the very comfortable world created by
Western civilization—which was not, despite Zinn’s dishonest rhetoric, built



on a foundation of unique violence and plunder.41 The truth is quite the
opposite.
The rule of law, respect for private property rights, and strict limitations

on the power of government made it so Englishmen, Puritans, and
eventually Americans could live in a society of less violence, not more. The
technology created by this uniquely successful culture also gave it unique
advantages in winning wars, if it had to wage them. Thus, the Puritans
defeated their neighbors when conflict arose. That the Puritans fought and
defeated the Pequot proves nothing more sinister than that they were human
beings trying to cope in a fallen world in which only the dead have seen the
end of war. Those who believe in the perfectibility of man can’t accept this—
something that helps explain their apparently unquenchable rage at our
history.
The unique characteristics of the British settlers—not just the Puritans,

but the other groups that settled in the New World as well—set the course
for American civilization in the centuries to come. But it was not just their
Britishness that made them unique. It was also the enterprising attitude of
those who dared to cross an ocean to build a new life in a strange land, those
who struck out to form a new society. As Winston Churchill wrote, these
people were outsiders, and “out of sympathy with the Government at home.
The creation of towns and settlements from the wilderness, warfare with the
Indians, and remoteness and novelty of the scene widened the gulf with the

Old World.”42

Diverse Backgrounds, Same Forefathers

These early American settlers laid the foundation for a self-reliant, self-
sufficient, and Christian society in the New World. Though they would have
never seen themselves as anything other than British, they were creating the
basis for a new civilization that would emerge in coming centuries—and
chart a distinct course away from Great Britain and Europe as a whole. They
did not seek liberty in the same sense that their descendants would in 1776,
but they established the rudiments of self-government that would allow the
American Revolution to succeed where other revolutions failed. The cultural



norms for a free and independent society were being molded long before the
United States existed.
The Thanksgiving we have today isn’t exactly like the one Pilgrims and

Indians shared in 1621. Thanksgiving, as we know it today, is mostly a
creation of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries rather than the
seventeenth. It was George Washington who issued the first proclamation
declaring a national day of thanksgiving in 1789 to mark the beginning of a
new nation under the Constitution.

Washington said that Congress had recommended “a day of public
thanksgiving and prayer to be observed by acknowledging with grateful
hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God especially by affording them
an opportunity peaceably to establish a form of government for their safety

and happiness.”43

Many other presidents would issue proclamations of thanksgiving after
the initial one, but Thanksgiving didn’t become an annual holiday until the
days of Abraham Lincoln. And it might have never become a national
holiday if not for two important people: Daniel Webster and Sarah Josepha
Hale.
Thanksgivings, plural, were haphazardly commemorated throughout the

country, especially in New England, but we have Daniel Webster, a New
Hampshire-born politician who became a leading Massachusetts statesman
and one of America’s most famous men, to thank for laying the groundwork
for the national holiday. It was Webster who merged Thanksgiving
proclamations with tributes to Pilgrim and Puritan forefathers, who became
forefathers for us all. In his profoundly important early nineteenth-century
tribute, Webster explained why we must keep the flame of the Pilgrims alive
and why it was important to foster and pass on the cultural inheritance that
New Englanders—and in some sense all Americans—had received from
them.

What was this great inheritance? It was the Puritan ethos: the values of
hardy folk who braved incredible hardship so that future generations could
enjoy a new and better world than the one their ancestors lived in. When we
think of “American exceptionalism,” a concept more fully fleshed out by
Tocqueville in the nineteenth century, we are thinking in part of the ideals of
the Puritan forbearers from two centuries before. These settlers were looking



for nothing less than a promised land across the ocean, as John Winthrop
ably articulated for posterity.

It was American cultural mores, not just abstract ideals, that made
America’s experiment in liberty uniquely successful. As one political
scientist summarizes Tocqueville’s analysis: “the Puritans taught their
descendants that freedom was given by God for moral and religious
purposes and that those who ignored these purposes did so at their souls’

peril.”44 Even as the country secularized in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, many of the cultural habits of the original colonists
stuck. This culture endured at the bedrock of American life, and Daniel
Webster cemented its importance in the minds of Americans for his
generation and those that followed.

On a mild winter day in 1820, a large crowd gathered at the First Parish
Church in Massachusetts to celebrate Forefather’s Day. The regional New
England holiday would be particularly special that year, the two hundredth
anniversary of the Pilgrims landing at Plymouth Rock. Daniel Webster, a
prominent orator and a budding American statesman, was set to address the
crowd. Webster had been preoccupied with his role in amending his state’s
constitution, but he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to speak at this special
event. As historian Robert Remini explains, “Here in Plymouth,
Massachusetts, in 1820 he was asked, in effect, to speak to the origins of the
nation, its basic foundations. Nothing short of an effort worthy of Edmund

Burke would suffice.”45

For an hour and a half, and mostly without notes, Webster delivered one
of the greatest patriotic speeches in American history. He began by noting
that the “Pilgrim Fathers” had left their descendants an incredible legacy,
then called for his own generation to offer future ones “some proof that we
have endeavored to transmit the great inheritance unimpaired; that in our
estimate of public principles and private virtue, in our veneration of religion
and piety, in our devotion to civil and religion’s liberty, in our regard for
whatever advances human knowledge or improves human happiness, we are

not altogether unworthy of our origin.”46

Webster made the case for commemorating history: “Human and mortal
although we are, we are nevertheless not mere insulated beings, without



relation to the past or the future. We live in the past by a knowledge of its
history; and in the future, by hope and anticipation.”
This was not a call to venerate history for its own sake or simply to tell an

engaging story; instead, it was a call to grapple with the past in order to
better ourselves and our future. Webster explained how the unique traits of
the Puritans had ultimately contributed to the creation of the United States.
Their most important values—self-government, private property, Christian
morals, industry, and even, to a certain extent, religious liberty—lived on in
his country centuries later. These ideas, he argued, had deepened with time.
And he called on these moral underpinnings to oppose a great evil of his
age, one with which Americans were becoming ever more consumed: the
institution of slavery. Webster denounced the slave trade in particular as the
ultimate offense against the nation’s Puritan heritage. Webster said, “It is not
fit that the land of the Pilgrims should bear the shame longer.”

A Noble Tradition of Giving Thanks

Webster’s speech elevated the Puritans in the eyes of Americans and
defined them for his generation. He helped expand their heritage beyond
New England: Americans of all regions and all backgrounds were the sons
and daughters of the Puritan forefathers. But it wasn’t until the mid-
nineteenth century that the modern Thanksgiving, with the Pilgrims as
central characters, took real shape. For that, we must thank Sarah Josepha
Hale, a famed New England author—born in New Hampshire, like Webster
—who wrote books and children’s poems, including “Mary Had a Little
Lamb.”

Sarah Hale was a fierce advocate of education and the preservation of
American history. She was involved in efforts to create the Bunker Hill
Memorial in Boston and in the preservation of Mount Vernon, George

Washington’s Virginia estate.47

Hale was among the greatest of a proud tradition of American female
educators. Starting in the 1830s, Hale began a campaign to solidify
Thanksgiving as a national tradition along with the celebration of
Independence Day. If the Fourth of July was a celebration of American ideas,



then Thanksgiving would be a celebration of American culture, family, and
religion.

Hale wrote in 1837 that such a celebration “might, without
inconvenience, be observed on the same day of November, say the last
Thursday in the month, throughout all New England; and also in our sister
states, who have engrafted it upon their social system. It would then have a
national character, which would, eventually, induce all the states to join in
the commemoration of ‘Ingathering,’ which it celebrates. It is a festival which
will never become obsolete, for it cherishes the best affections of the heart—
the social and domestic ties. It calls together the dispersed members of the
family circle, and brings plenty, joy and gladness to the dwellings of the poor

and lowly.”48

By the 1850s, most states had a thanksgiving celebration of some type on
the books, but Hale wanted to make it a national celebration. In 1852, a
decade before Thanksgiving became a nationally recognized holiday, she
wrote, “The Fourth of July is the exponent of independence and civil
freedom. Thanksgiving Day is the national pledge of Christian faith in God,
acknowledging him as the dispenser of blessings. These two festivals should
be joyfully and universally observed throughout our whole country, and
thus incorporated in our habits of thought as inseparable from American
life.”

It was during the Civil War that Hale had a breakthrough. She had called
for Secretary of State William H. Seward and President Abraham Lincoln to
create a day of national thanksgiving. Lincoln had made several calls for
thanksgiving during the war, but he eventually came around to Hale’s idea of
codifying it into a standing holiday. Lincoln issued a proclamation on
October 3, 1863. After describing the state of the Civil War as it stood at that
time, he said, “I do therefore invite my fellow citizens in every part of the
United States, and also those who are at sea and those who are sojourning in
foreign lands, to set apart and observe the last Thursday of November next,
as a day of Thanksgiving and Praise to our beneficent Father who dwelleth

in the Heavens.”49

And so began the celebration of Thanksgiving, tied both to what America
was and to what it became. It is a celebration of family and material
prosperity; two things the Puritans would have undoubtedly appreciated.



The underlying message of the holiday is that America is a promised land of
plenty and that we should be grateful to be blessed with such abundance.
Nothing captures this better than the 1943 Norman Rockwell painting
Freedom from Want, which depicts a happy extended family about to eat
turkey at table full of food. It’s notable that this idyllic painting was released
in the dark days of World War II. Even amid the most devastating war in
human history, Americans had an expectation of material satisfaction and a
belief that they would soon return to the good life. The fascists and
communists may have promised struggle and the forward march of man,
but America offered hearth and home and plenty.

Our Puritan Heritage: A Blessing, Not a Curse

Though the United States may be far removed from the world of the
Puritan forefathers, elements of Puritanism remain in our culture.
Americans consistently rate as the most charitable people on earth,

surpassing most others countries by wide margins.50 We outpace Europeans
in charitable giving and donate more than any developed nation in terms of

the share of GDP, which far exceeds that of other countries.51 And religious
Americans, who see a much larger role for private charity and a smaller one

for government agencies, are the most giving among us.52 In this, Americans
today uphold what Winthrop commanded in his speech on Christian
charity.
The Puritans and the other early English colonists established the cultural

norms that would lead to a successful Revolution and American
independence. Religious liberty—expounded upon by philosopher John
Locke and embraced by the Founding Fathers—was still several generations
away when the Puritans came to America. Yet they gave American the
concept of ordered liberty, of men constrained by moral law rather than the
divine right of kings. The United States did not turn out precisely as the
Puritans had envisioned; we nonetheless owe them a great debt. While
America’s has undoubtedly expanded from its narrower Protestant origins
and become more pluralistic, it is undeniable that America and Christianity
are intertwined.



It is often debated whether the United States was founded as a Christian
country. In the sense of an established religion, as in many nations
throughout world history, the answer is no. But having no established
national religion is a very different thing from being anti-religious. America
certainly wasn’t founded as an atheist country or even as a non-religious
country. Nor would the Founders, regardless of their personal views, have
encouraged us to go down that path.

More important for the sake of our current debates, it is impossible to
separate America from its profoundly religious, mostly Protestant Christian

origin as some modern, mostly left-wing historians have tried to do.53

Efforts to purge Christianity and religion from American public life are not
true to our nation’s heritage.
The history of America from the time of the Puritans to the Founding

and through the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Great Awakenings, to
the debates over slavery and to the religious references in the speeches of
prominent American figures across the political spectrum up to our own
day shows that America is unquestionably imbued with a Christian culture.
Christianity was baked into American DNA, in large part thanks to Puritans
and other early English settlers.

Before the Founding Fathers created the United States in 1776, rupturing
with England forever, American culture had had almost two centuries to
develop apart from the Old World. While the Puritans were subsumed into
general New England and then into a wider American culture, there were
undoubtedly traits that survived—beliefs, traditions, and a general outlook
that made Americans particularly fit for liberty and ready to transition to life
under free, republican institutions that could only be dreamed about in
Europe and around the globe. These traits poured out from America’s deeply
religious origin. The Founders, who had various religious views whether
orthodox Christians or deists, drew from this cultural well even as they
sometimes questioned religious establishments.

Even Thomas Paine, one of the least religious of the Founders, used
biblical arguments in his wildly popular book Common Sense, which helped
galvanize the country to declare independence and reject monarchy forever.

It is common today to say that America is the only country based on an
idea. That is only partly true. The United States, when it was formed as a



political unit in 1776, was based on ideas, but so was the First French
Republic in 1792. Why did the one succeed while the other degenerated into
bloody chaos? American culture preceded American ideas. Notions of

liberty fit the new nation like a glove.54

Tocqueville admired America’s successful blend of religious and secular

elements.55 This was a great strength for the newly founded country—a
critical element in producing a virtuous citizenry able to pursue happiness
within a system of ordered liberty.

America has been blessed to be a Christian nation from its inception.
Though it has gone through periods of spiritual decline and revival, religious
faith has always been the frame of reference for how we see the world. Many
see this as a threat and an impediment to their ambitions for transforming
America—something that explains the ferocity of their attacks on the
Christian history of our nation. Americans shouldn’t buy into the silly
suggestion that Christianity and Puritanism are sources of intolerance and
authoritarianism. If anything, they have been the vital check on the worst
impulses in human nature and the vicious ideologies—such as fascism and
communism—that have plagued modernity.

“Puritanism” is far too often used by Americans as an epithet to malign
their political opponents. Despising our Puritan forefathers is an easy trap to
fall into. But Puritanism, rightly understood, has meant liberty, prosperity,
and a culture of self-restraint balanced with the desire for and celebration of
plenty. Today, we must consider the consequences of rejecting these values,
disdaining the—fortunately still widely practiced—holiday that celebrates
them, and abandoning the strength that America’s religious history has
given to our nation. Today, Thanksgiving is a holiday largely embraced by
immigrants. Though they may not be Christians, they are joining the larger
American cultural tradition. It’s a tradition that welcomes all Americans to
the table, and it is a tribute to the hard work, generosity, and thankfulness
inherent in our culture—in contrast with the selfishness and greed with
which angry leftists falsely charge America.
The chief ideal of the Thanksgiving holiday is gratitude: gratitude for the

blessings of life and labor. It is with this healthy attitude that Americans have
viewed their nation’s past, even as times have not always been good; the fact
is they have often been far, far worse elsewhere. Rare has it been in our



history that large swaths of Americans, even those who suffered or were
treated poorly by fellow citizens or their government, fled to other lands.
Instead of the ethos of gratitude embraced by Thanksgiving, the war on
history offers resentment, narrow-mindedness, and ingratitude. It is easy for
students or faculty at Yale to demand the removal of a statue or plaque
because their institution was built on “racism” and “slavery,” but it is much
harder to turn down a scholarship or tenure. Would they really pledge their
“lives, fortunes, and sacred honor,” as the “first” generation of Americans
did, to that cause if they knew that their blessings might be stripped from
them?
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CHAPTER 3

The War on the Founding

To Americans and all peoples who fight that tyranny against which he
swore eternal hostility, Thomas Jefferson is an ever-living and ever-

inspiring champion of man’s inalienable rights.

—Bernard Mayo, 19421

Weighing in on the debate over Confederate statues in 2017, President

Donald Trump said to reporters, “George Washington was a slave owner… 
are we going to take down statues to George Washington? How about
Thomas Jefferson? What do you think of Thomas Jefferson? You like him?… 
Are we going to take down the statue? Because he was a major slave owner.”

Trump’s insinuation that activists would turn their attention to the
Founders after they were done with Confederates was mocked by many in
the media and even some historians on the premise that the difference
between the Founders and the Confederates would be obvious to
Americans. “It’s the difference between a monument to the founder of our
nation, and a monument to a key figure in an effort to break apart the
nation,” said Douglas Blackmon, an author and senior fellow at the
University of Virginia’s Miller Center in an interview with the Washington
Post. “The most kind explanation of that can only be ignorance, and I don’t

say that to insult the president.”2

Unfortunately, the president was right. First, they came for the
Confederates, and then they very quickly came for everyone else, the
Founders included. This was always the real goal: to uproot and demolish
traditional America, to attack the men, institutions, and ideas that set this
nation’s course over the centuries. For them, America was never great. And



to sell the rest of us on that proposition, they need to tear down everything
that represents American greatness. The Founders, the American Revolution
they made, and the Declaration of Independence are at the top of their list.
The Declaration and its author, Thomas Jefferson, are special targets of their
calumny. If they can persuade America to despise and reject our Founding,
they will be well on their way to their ultimate goal of “fundamentally
transforming” the United States.

What made our Revolution one of the very few successful revolutions—
arguably the only one—in the history of mankind? Progressive thinkers in
the early twentieth century attributed the American Revolution to economic
factors, using quasi-Marxist historical interpretations to claim that the

Founders were just wealthy men trying to protect their interests.3 These
leftists promoted their vision of the Founders as anti-Democratic to justify
upending the institutions the Founders created, and they had some success
in doing so.

But historians in the later twentieth century, like Gordon Wood and
Forrest McDonald, reexamined the progressives’ history and found it
wanting. Reducing the Founders’ motivations to mere economics was wildly
off base. Ideas, not base interests, motivated the men who founded the
United States. A simplistic economic narrative was inadequate to the
complicated history of the American rupture with England.

While the causes of America’s Revolution remain hotly contested,
historian Walter McDougal has succinctly summed up the multiple factors
in play: “The whole experience of the colonists dating back to 1607… made
self-government, religious freedom, economic opportunity, and territorial
growth inseparable. Almost everyone from Massachusetts to Georgia could
agree that civil and religious liberty went hand in hand, liberty could not
long survive without virtue, an exploding population could not survive
without virtue, and an exploding population could aspire to no liberty at all

if its territorial and commercial expansion were artificially choked.”4

The foundation for an independent and unique experiment in self-
government in the United States had already been established over
generations, from the time Columbus arrived in the New World, through
the English migrations and settlement in the thirteen colonies, and up to the
moment when the British Parliament and King George III foolishly tried to



put the genie back in the bottle and chain this burgeoning nation to their
will.

And perhaps no man represented the soul of that new nation yearning
for liberty better than Thomas Jefferson.

For much of American history, the Founders were untouchable. Even as
many powerful men, including Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt,
worked to undermine their legacy, few would have dared attack them
openly. Members of the Progressive Movement in the early twentieth
century may have opposed the principles of constitutional government that
the founding generation created, but they carefully avoided publicly
denouncing them. President Franklin Roosevelt’s “Second Bill of Rights,”
harkening back to the original Bill of Rights, was a clever sleight of hand, a
successful attempt to convince the American people that ideas in
fundamental opposition to those of the Founders were somehow what the

Founders would have wanted.5 It was Roosevelt who had the Thomas
Jefferson Memorial constructed in Washington, D.C., in the 1930s. This is
somewhat ironic given the fact that Jefferson’s strict constructionist
constitutional principles would have prevented him from carrying out such
a federal project. Roosevelt’s New Deal economics would also likely have
horrified Jefferson.

Today, attacks on the Founders typically start with Jefferson. With the
emphasis now on what the Founders didn’t do (abolish slavery) rather than
what they did (build the foundations for the freest country in human
history), the contrast between Jefferson’s eloquent denunciations of slavery
and his failure to put his principles into action make him an easy target for
those want to paint the Founders as rank hypocrites. The self-contradictions
of the author of the Declaration of Independence on what is increasingly the
only issue modern audiences care about has made Jefferson ripe for
destruction.
That’s not to say that other Founders haven’t found themselves on the

wrong side of the war on history.

Even George Washington, the “indispensable man”6 of the Revolution,
has had a few salvos thrown his way. The famed Christ Church in
Alexandria, Virginia, which Washington attended for years, decided to take
down a plaque in Washington’s honor in the name of inclusivity. The church,



which has displayed a banner outside saying “All are welcome—no

exceptions,” made an exception for the Father of Our Country.7 Perhaps
even more pathetically, the San Francisco school board voted unanimously
to destroy a mural with George Washington at a public school because it

also depicted slaves and a dead American Indian.8 The school board deemed
the mural too offensive for modern sensitivities. The mural was painted in
1936 by artist Victor Arnautoff, who was, ironically enough, a man of the
Left in his time and was trying to present a less flattering portrayal of

Washington.9 No matter—staying sufficiently “woke” typically prevails over
reason or thoughtfulness.

If Jefferson falls to this crusade, there will be no stopping the eventual
takedown of Washington. That Washington freed his slaves upon his death
will be seen as insufficient—just as Jefferson’s writing the greatest anti-
slavery document of the modern age fails to save him from scathing attacks.

Jefferson’s perceived hypocrisy in regard to the institution of slavery has
made him the chief target of modern attacks on the Founders. In fact, this
isn’t the first time Jefferson’s legacy has come under siege. In the nineteenth
century, one radical abolitionist wrote of Jefferson’s failure on the slavery

issue, “Never did a man achieve more fame for what he did not do.”10 That
statement may have been true at the time, but Americans today are starting
to forget what he did do. They have lost touch with the immense
accomplishments of this venerated American whose greatest fault is that he
dared criticize an institution as old as mankind while failing to extinguish it
within a single generation. This is no reason to abandon Jefferson, who may
be one of the most influential men of the last millennium. Jefferson and the
Founders delivered to posterity a timeless model for man’s liberty and
flourishing that has never been matched.

Americans of the past generally revered the Founding Fathers and what
they accomplished for good reason. Though the Founders were fallible, like
anyone else, unlike anyone else, they built a uniquely successful system for
ordering society upon great truths about human nature.

But if they are regarded at all in modern times, the Founding Fathers are
increasingly dismissed for their failings, large or small, while the
transformative nature of what they accomplished is downplayed or simply
neglected. Americans would be foolish to abandon this inheritance.



At the critical moment of our nation’s conception, the American colonies
contained a deep roster of talent. And the Revolution was a fortuitous
moment for these talented men. Few of the great statesmen and
philosophers through history ever had anything like the opportunity they
had: to create enduring institutions for a new civilization at the moment of
its birth. Thomas Jefferson, among the greatest of that illustrious group, was
a key figure in the early debates over what America could and would be.
Though his archnemesis Alexander Hamilton—who has had a bit of a
revival of late—certainly had his victories and did much to set the course of
our burgeoning country, Jefferson’s ideas have had a unique impact on
America for two and a half centuries—from Independence to the Civil War
and Emancipation to the Civil Rights Movement. Mid-twentieth-century
historian James Thurlow Adams surmised that, without Hamilton, our
country “would assuredly have been killed in body,” yet, “without Jefferson

the new nation might have lost its soul.”11

That the United States in the twentieth century is an unrivaled
superpower of vast economic and military strength is a tribute to Hamilton,
who foresaw our fate as a commercial and military power. But in times of
turmoil and uncertainty over who we are, generations of Americans have
turned to Jefferson as a source of inspiration. America is at its best when it is
strong in body and soul. When our civic traditions are under threat, it is to
Jefferson, the original articulator of our liberties, that we look for renewal.

Americans through the generations have fought over the meaning of the
Founding—but always reclaimed its legacy. The Founders have been
criticized in every era, but that criticism used to be made within the
framework of understanding that their accomplishments were enormous
and worth studying. Now a pernicious dogmatism about the Founders’
failures is obscuring the most important aspects of their legacy. We no
longer embrace what made them great while occasionally being
disappointed by their all-too-human shortcomings. Instead, their flaws are
magnified out of proportion and out of the context of the time they lived in.
And, perhaps because of the loftiness of rhetoric, no Founder has suffered
more from this way of thinking than Thomas Jefferson. His reputation has
undergone a dramatic reversal—nowhere more than at the university he
created and was so proud of.



From Champion of Freedom to Deplorable

Thomas Jefferson’s face appears alongside those of George Washington,
Abraham Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt on Mount Rushmore for good
reason. He has been one of America’s most celebrated men and presidents.
But the famous Virginian never cared much for touting his presidential
legacy. Jefferson’s tomb, located near his Charlottesville home, is adorned by
an impressive granite obelisk with an inscription representing what he
believed were his greatest accomplishments. Jefferson specially designed the
gravestone with meticulous care.
The obelisk reads:

Here was buried
Thomas Jefferson

Author of the Declaration of American Independence
of the Statute of Virginia for religious freedom

& Father of the University of Virginia

“By these, as testimonials that I have lived, I wish most to be

remembered,” Jefferson wrote.12

If Americans entirely forget everything about Jefferson or turn on him as
a monstrous hypocrite, they will still enjoy the fruits of these three indelible
marks of his legacy: a nation founded on the timeless principles of liberty
and the natural equality of men laid out in the Declaration, religious liberty
enshrined in our laws, and a commitment to education that has produced a

population capable of sustaining freedom.13 All of these things are under
attack in America, but at least they exist in our national DNA, waiting to be
rediscovered.

Noticeably missing from Jefferson’s list of accomplishments was his
service as president of the United States or in any other public office that he
held in his long political career. Jefferson, the man of ideas, wished for future
generations to know him by the “self-evident truths” that he would pass
down to them, not by the practical compromises of his political career. He
hoped these ideas would be transmitted through his beloved school, the
University of Virginia, which he founded in 1819.



The university went through some tumultuous early years, and many
thought it was doomed to fail. Charlottesville was seen as a backwater; the
early students were often substandard. What’s more, the school was created
as a radical experiment. It wasn’t attached to a religious denomination—
though religion itself wasn’t discouraged—and students were expected to
abide by an honor code rather than the strict rules that governed other

universities, a tradition that continues today.14

The early struggles of the school took a huge toll on Jefferson. A near-
rebellion by professors and students in 1825, just a year before Jefferson’s

death, brought the distraught and ailing Founder to tears.15 But thanks to
his care and enormous personal sacrifice, the school ultimately found its
footing, becoming one of the most prestigious universities in the country.
Students at UVA have more or less venerated Mr. Jefferson, as they
reverently call him, ever since. It would be unthinkable to denounce him.
Until now.
The traditional Grounds of UVA have played host to many tributes to

Jefferson, but one act in the late nineteenth century was perhaps the school’s
greatest demonstration of devotion to its founder.
The Rotunda, which Jefferson designed, caught fire in 1895. Through the

fearsome inferno, in a daring deed of bravery, students dragged Jefferson’s

statue out of the Rotunda, allegedly on a mattress.16 The life-sized marble
statue, created by sculptor Alexander Galt in 1860, took a few bumps in the
dramatic rescue, but it survives to this day. Students managed to save many
of the books in the Rotunda too, something that would undoubtedly have
made the legendary bibliophile happy.

UVA wouldn’t exist without Mr. Jefferson, but that hasn’t stopped some of
today’s students and professors from trying to erase the institution’s
connection to its founder. A group of UVA students and outside community
activists gathered in front of the restored Rotunda in 2017 to protest
Jefferson and “white supremacy” after a group of white supremacists had
gathered in the city to protest the removal of Confederate statues. Any
distinction between Confederates and the Founders seemed to make little
difference to those assembled on the Grounds. The university had already
gone out of its way to acknowledge Jefferson’s legacy as a slaveholder—and
even planned to erect a memorial to the enslaved laborers who helped build



the school—but this clearly wasn’t enough for the aggrieved.17 Protesters
besieged the Jefferson statue that stands in front of the Rotunda and placed
signs on it calling the Founding Father a “rapist” and a “racist.” Then, in a
defiant and illegal act, they covered the statue with a giant shroud. One
would think this act would have provoked a harsh and defiant rebuke from
school authorities in defense of the man to whom they owe so much.
Instead, UVA President Teresa Sullivan offered only mild condemnation of
the attack on the school’s founder and seemed to accept the behavior as a
reasonable protest.

“I strongly disagree with the protestors’ decision to cover the Jefferson
statue,” Sullivan said. “I also recognize the rights of those present at the
protest to express their emotions and opinions regarding the recent horrific
events that occurred on our Grounds and in Charlottesville,” Sullivan wrote.
“Our community continues to heal, and we must remain respectful of one

another.”18 Apparently “one another” did not include the school’s founder.
This wasn’t the first time that Jefferson had come under attack at the

school. Sullivan had been embroiled in another controversy the year before
when students and faculty publicly lambasted her for quoting Jefferson in
messages to the student body. “For many of us, the inclusion of Jefferson
quotations in these emails undermines the message of unity, equality, and
civility that you are attempting to convey,” read a statement to Sullivan from

the angry students and teachers.19 “I think that Jefferson is often celebrated
for his accomplishments with little or no acknowledgement of the atrocities
he committed against hundreds of human beings,” wrote a UVA psychology

professor.20

Thomas Jefferson is now politically incorrect at the school he founded.
While he still has defenders and admirers at the university, the attacks on his
legacy and the lack of an effective rebuttal would have been almost
unthinkable a century ago.
The collapse of Jefferson’s reputation has spread far beyond the college

campus. All around the country, state Democratic Party chapters are
changing the name of Jefferson-Jackson Day dinners, which were named
after Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, two figures they used to celebrate as
their party’s founders. But no more.



Even the Jefferson Memorial in Washington, D.C., the cherished project
of Franklin Roosevelt, has come under fire. In the wake of the
Charlottesville controversy, the Reverend Al Sharpton absurdly suggested
that public financial support of the monument cease and that the statue of

Jefferson be moved to a private museum.21 “When you look at the fact that
public monuments are supported by public funds you’re asking me to
subsidize the insult of my family,” Sharpton said. “I would repeat that the
public should not be paying to uphold somebody who has had that kind of
background. You have private museums, you have other things that you may
want to do there.”
This is a shabby way to treat the legacy of a man who contributed in so

many ways, great and small, to who we are today. The attacks on Jefferson
are emblematic of the overall assault on the Founding, an attempt to eject
from our institutions, culture, and people the philosophy that underpins the
American Republic and has left a permanent stamp on the American
character. From the perspective of the modern Left, that philosophy, that
Republic, and that American character are all problematic—in dire need of
being “fundamentally transform[ed].”
The Founding of the United States was a pivotal moment not just in

American history but in all of human history. What the Founders achieved
was the creation not just of a new nation but of a “novus ordo seclorum”—a
new order of the ages. The thirteen colonies, with a population of only about
three million people—roughly equivalent to the population of Arkansas
today—produced one of the most extraordinary generations ever to grace
the earth. Gaining Independence from Great Britain, the preeminent world
power at the time, was itself impressive. But even more important, the
Founders, drawing on the wisdom of millennia of philosophy and history,

defined what it meant to be a free country.22

They transformed their collection of colonies, at the time little more than
a New World backwater, into the focus of Western civilization. In a few short
centuries, this fledgling republic, once a rare outlier in a sea of monarchies
and other tyrannical governments, bloomed into the most powerful nation
on earth. But it has always drawn sustenance from its original dedication to
freedom. Expanding on that tradition, America became the “Empire of

Liberty” Jefferson once dreamed about.23



Author of Liberty

At a White House gathering of Nobel Prize winners, President John F.
Kennedy famously said, “I think this is the most extraordinary collection of
talent, of human knowledge, that has ever been gathered together at the
White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined

alone.”24 Even among the great thinkers who founded the United States, few
matched the sheer breadth of what Jefferson was capable of intellectually—
he was a great architect, inventor, and scientist. He even popularized
American culinary habits that have persevered to our day, such as eating ice

cream.25 He played a large role in the design of America’s most famous
buildings and battled with European students of natural history to
demonstrate that New World flora and fauna were in no way inferior to

those of the old world.26 He was a true Renaissance man. But his greatest
achievements lay in the realm of politics.

Jefferson, the greatest dreamer of the Founders, sometimes let his flights
of nearly utopian fancy lead him to absurd, naïve, or simply wrong
conclusions. He loved France and believed in the French Revolution, and he
certainly overestimated its positive effects, clinging to faith in it far longer
than more hard-headed Founders like John Adams or Alexander Hamilton.
In some of his private notes, particularly to James Madison, Jefferson
proposed wild ideas that have unfortunately been taken by those unfamiliar
with his eclectic mind as fundamental elements of his political philosophy.
Jefferson’s more eccentric flights of fancy were usually deftly shot down by
his friend Madison, who—even Jefferson would likely have admitted—was
the better constitutional thinker. Like many brilliant men, Jefferson had a
significant number of bad ideas for every great one. But for all of Jefferson’s
ideological excesses and contradictions, no Founder better expressed the
highest ideals of the Founding.
The first gift that Jefferson bequeathed to America was independence,

which he and the Founding generation secured through great risk and
sacrifice. But the Declaration of Independence laid claim to more than
separation from Great Britain. Jefferson gave expression to the American
mind in its formative moments. In one sense, the Declaration of
Independence merely formalized a separation that had been long in the



making, after repeated abuses from parliament and the king. While there
were obvious practical urgencies to prioritize at the moment of declaring
independence, looking back in 1825, just a year before his death, Jefferson
explained to his friend Henry Lee that in writing the Declaration, his goal
had been “Not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before
thought of, not merely to say things which had never been said before; but
to place before mankind the common sense of the subject, in terms so plain
and firm as to command their assent, and to justify ourselves in the
independent stand we are compelled to take. Neither aiming at originality of
principle or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous
writing, it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to
give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the

occasion.”27

The beautiful language and “self-evident” truths that flowed from the pen
of Jefferson left a lasting mark on the country. Jefferson’s words articulated
the goal of the American Revolution: not to overthrow just one hated king
but to overthrow tyranny itself. Jefferson’s America would be great because it
was committed to liberty from the moment of its birth.
The Declaration of Independence distinguishes the United States not only

from its mother country of Great Britain but also from revolutionary France.
The Declaration is quite different from the English Bill of Rights, created in
1689 after the Glorious Revolution, which makes no mention of God-given
rights and instead refers to the traditional “ancient rights and liberties” of
Englishmen. It was born of the long English Civil War and makes no
universal claims about humanity.
There is also, as political theorist Charles Kesler explained, a wide

philosophical gap between the Declaration of Independence and the French
Declaration of the Rights of Man. A critical distinction between them is that
they rely on different philosophical traditions within the Enlightenment.
Americans were committed to the moderate version of the natural rights
philosophy articulated by John Locke (Jefferson once described Locke as one
of the three greatest men who ever lived). The French relied more heavily on
the doctrines of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, which ultimately place the power of
the state and the “general will” over the rights of man and put less

importance on “the consent of the governed.”28 It is also notable that the



Declaration of Independence is exceedingly cautious about revolution for a
revolutionary document. Jefferson took care to cite a “long chain of
abuses”—rather than a more limited injury, even to fundamental rights—to
justify political separation from Britain.

Americans did not demand that government be perfect, and they did not
revolt after even serious grievances. They turned to revolution only when it
had become clear that submission to these continual abuses would lead to
absolute tyranny. The Declaration was radical for the time in the universality
of its claims of right but prudent in its implementation of those principles.
The Founders recognized that even the greatest people are still subject to the
temptations of human nature and that the best governments can make
grievous mistakes, which are better resolved through deliberation than
revolution. This understanding of human nature also informed the Founders
when they later designed the Constitution, which they created with the
intention of checking power with power, ambition with ambition, rather
than empowering a “general will.” The American Founding gave birth to a
nation with the liberty of the Roman Republic and the power of the Roman
Empire.

America’s unique path after the American Revolution cannot be
attributed merely to our British cultural inheritance, nor can it be chalked
up to abstractions—like the “liberté, égalité, fraternité” that fueled the French
Revolution. The United States charted its own course, in large part thanks
directly to the Declaration of Independence, the greatest accomplishment of
Jefferson’s life and one that should always keep him in the pantheon of
greatest Americans.

The Scourge of Slavery

The issue that most threatens to destroy Jefferson’s legacy is his failure on
the issue of slavery, in part because this failure seems to run entirely counter
to the claims of the Declaration of Independence. Because of the cavernous
gap between Jefferson’s words in the Declaration—“all men are created
equal”—and the reality of slavery in early America and specifically in his
own life, Jefferson is charged with being a charlatan. This is simply not true.



While Jefferson had personal and intellectual failings when it came to
slavery, it is absurd to single him out as the man to blame for it. Jefferson’s
greatest accomplishment, the Declaration of Independence, was, as Martin
Luther King would say, a “promissory note”—“a promise that all men would
be guaranteed the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of

happiness.”29 And America would eventually make good on that promise.
The Declaration ultimately made it impossible for slavery to continue into
America’s future.

Americans today have a distorted view of slavery. Too commonly, it is
seen as a uniquely American problem, one of the prime reasons to doubt
America was ever a good or great country to begin with.

But in fact, in the four hundred years of the trans-Atlantic slave trade,
only about four percent of imported slaves came to the British North
American colonies and the United States. Most were initially brought to
Brazil, the West Indies, and the Caribbean, though many of these eventually

ended up in the US.30 The United States was far from the only place that had
slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—an incontrovertible fact
that many Americans, even those attending our elite schools, would be
shocked to hear.

After passing out short quizzes to test the general knowledge of his
students for over a decade, college professor Duke Pesta of the University of
Wisconsin—Oshkosh has observed a worrying trend. A growing majority of
his students now believe that America invented slavery and that the
institution had no history outside the United States. Worse, slave ownership
seems to be just about the only thing students know about the Founders.
“On one quiz, 29 out of 32 students responding knew that Jefferson owned
slaves, but only three out of the 32 correctly identified him as president,”
according to a College Fix article about Pesta’s quizzes. “Interestingly, more

students—six of 32—actually believed Ben Franklin had been president.”31

Today’s students have turned the way we see slavery’s history in the
United States on its head. Its existence here was astonishing not because it
was a uniquely American institution but because it was so deeply out of step
with a country founded on the concepts of liberty and the natural equality of
man. That a nation that had allowed, by far, the greatest freedom to ordinary



citizens also allowed an institution so removed from that ideal was what was
shocking.

At the time of America’s creation, most of mankind was in one form of
bondage or another. Grinding poverty and repressive governments were the
norm; they were accepted as the simple reality of human existence. That the
“peculiar institution,” as slavery was once called, lingered and festered for
the nearly ninety years it took from the Founding of the United States to
Emancipation is certainly lamentable. But it was the exceptional creed of
America, written into its DNA from infancy, that allowed slavery to be
wiped out in the Civil War.
That exceptional creed was enshrined in the Declaration of

Independence, which Abraham Lincoln called the “apple of gold” to the

Constitution’s “frame of silver.”32

Some today argue that Jefferson meant his assertion that “all men are
created equal” to apply to white men only. But this slander is false.

As historian Dumas Malone has written, “If Jefferson had been present
and had been questioned on this point he would have said that the general
statement did apply to slaves, and that these unfortunate creatures had lost
their freedom and all semblance of equality through the operation of human

law, which in this respect was in conflict with the higher law of Nature.”33

Does the fact that Jefferson could write stirringly of equality while
owning other human beings make him, and the rest of the Founders,
contemptible hypocrites? One particularly uncharitable historian has called
Jefferson’s inability to end slavery both personally and for the nation a

“treason against the hopes of the world.”34

It is easy to condemn Jefferson and the Founders for not doing enough to
extinguish a social system now universally reviled when we don’t have to
deal with the complex consequences of abolition. Slavery was woven into the
cultural and economic fabric of American society, and it could not be so
easily removed even by those who deeply hated it. Given this reality, it is
perhaps less remarkable that they failed to immediately rid themselves of it,
and more remarkable that their efforts put it on the inevitable path to
extinction.

Historian Bernard Bailyn has written of the wrongheaded modern
inversion in the way of looking at the slavery issue: “To note only that



certain leaders of the Revolution continued to enjoy the profits of so savage
an institution and in their reforms failed to obliterate it inverts the
proportions of the story. What is significant in the historical context of the
time is not that the liberty-loving Revolutionaries allowed slavery to survive,
but that they—even those who profited directly from the institution—went
so far in condemning it, confining it, and setting in motion the forces that

would ultimately destroy it.”35

The personal reasons for Jefferson’s failure to release his slaves will
perhaps never be known to anyone but him. In Jefferson’s day, there were
many obstacles to and few avenues for personal or general emancipation.
Despite these barriers, in the years immediately after the War of
Independence, many slaveholders, even in the South, released their slaves in
order to stay true to the principles of the American Revolution. For a while,
slavery was seen as the unfortunate legacy of British colonial policy—in fact,
it was an abuse that an early draft of the Declaration of Independence had

laid at their feet.36 But that window was short-lived, as Virginia and other
states, increasingly paranoid about slave rebellions, created laws that made it
difficult to free slaves within the state, especially for slaveholders with
considerable debts, which Jefferson certainly had.

Jefferson, like many planters, and especially public men of his time, lived
with high expenses and debt, due in part to the nature of farming and in
part to the high cost of public life. At times, Jefferson lived beyond his
means, but decades of time in public life would have taken a toll on anyone’s
finances. In sharp contrast to today, there were few ways for politicians in
those days to enrich themselves, and they mostly had to finance their own

careers in public service, as Jefferson did.37 Even the best businessmen
among the Founders, like George Washington, struggled to maintain their
income while serving their country in office. And debt made it difficult for
slaveholders who wished to emancipate their slaves to do so, even at the
time of their deaths. A Virginia law passed in 1792 gave creditors the ability
to seize even freed slaves to recoup what was owed them. Not only would
this mean that emancipation could be temporary, but it could also lead to

the sudden breakup of families as people were re-enslaved by creditors.38

Jefferson nearly had a financially plausible avenue to release his slaves in
1817 when his great Polish friend, Thaddeus Kosciuszko, who had fought in



the American Revolution, bequeathed part of his own wealth to Jefferson so

that Jefferson’s slaves could be freed, cared for, and educated.39 Tragically,
because of legal complications over this will, Jefferson never received the

money.40

Even if Jefferson had been able to free his slaves after death, as George
Washington famously did, those so emancipated would not necessarily have
remained free. Many former slaves were put back in bondage, unable to care
for themselves in a society that greatly restricted their ability to make a
living and a new life for themselves.

Jefferson was aware of these complications, and the problem tortured
him. As he aged, he became gloomy at the prospects for general
emancipation and worried that insurrection and ugly race wars would
result. But even with these doubts, Jefferson still believed a day would come,
the sooner the better, when an institution he saw as a blight on society
would be ended.

The Hemings Affair

One particularly common attack on Jefferson as a slaveowner is that he
engaged in an illicit relationship with one of his slaves, Sally Hemings, and
sired several children by her. Some have gone as far as to call Jefferson a
rapist. At one time, these accusations were entirely dismissed by historians
as the baseless ramblings of a few hyperpartisan journalists, in particular
James Callender, a disgruntled former Jefferson supporter who was angry

that he didn’t get a government job.41 But recent scholars have been more
willing to accept the idea that the liaison is possibly true, historian Annette

Gordon-Reed having made the best case in its favor.42 In fact, it has now
become common to accept the story as an unquestionable fact rather than
the conjecture it is. In 2018, Monticello, which is run by the Thomas
Jefferson Foundation, decided to “end” the debate and officially declare that
Jefferson indeed had children by Sally Hemings. But while it is indeed
possible that Thomas Jefferson had children by her, it is far from the settled
fact.

A 1998 DNA test showed that at least one of Sally Hemings’ children,
Eston, shared genetic heritage with the Jefferson family. What is harder to



determine is which Jefferson is the father of Hemings’ children. There are

over two dozen potential candidates for paternity.43

Nevertheless, many have taken this DNA evidence as proof that Thomas
Jefferson indeed had children with Sally. But there are many reasons to
doubt that conclusion. A report from the Thomas Jefferson Heritage Society,
composed of twelve serious scholars—including some of the best Founding-
era historians—concluded that, based on the historical and DNA evidence,
it is unlikely that Jefferson was Eston’s father. All but one of the scholars
leaned toward identifying Jefferson’s younger brother Randolph as the more
likely candidate for paternity. The one scholar who dissented, saying that
Thomas Jefferson was the more likely candidate, also acknowledged that,
“On the available evidence, it is impossible to be certain which Jefferson

fathered Eston Hemings.”44 On top of uncertainty about the facts, we don’t
know the nature of Jefferson’s relationship with Sally Hemings, if it existed at
all. Though relationships between slaves and slave owners always had an
immoral element due to the intrinsic power dynamic, it seems highly
unlikely that Jefferson “raped” Hemings in the traditional sense of the word.
Though her thoughts and opinions are lost to history, her actions
demonstrate that she had as friendly a relationship with Jefferson as possible
given her servitude.

Jefferson brought Hemings and another slave, James, with him to Paris
while he served as a diplomat to France. Given that slavery was actually
illegal in the city, Hemings had the opportunity to appeal to the courts for
her freedom after she had stayed there for a period of time, but she never
did. There are many ways to interpret this fact. She could have been
romantically involved with Jefferson, or she could have simply wanted to
return to Virginia to the only home she had ever known—as did other slaves

who accompanied Jefferson on the trip.45 Human relationships are complex
in every era, and projecting modern sensibilities back to Jefferson’s day is too
blunt a tool to explain the actions of the men and women of the time.

We simply cannot know, and the evidence doesn’t show us, the full truth
of what happened between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings centuries

ago.46 But that hasn’t stopped the allegation of their relationship from being
used as a club against Jefferson. Though so much attention has been given to
this topic one way or another, it doesn’t diminish the magnitude of what



Jefferson has given our civilization. Though his life, like many of those in his
generation, was deeply intertwined with the institution of slavery, it was the
philosophy that he expounded upon in the seminal moment of our nation’s
creation that put us on the path to its eradication.

A Rebuke to Tyrants

Jefferson’s legacy with regard to slavery is complicated, as contradictory
as the institution itself, interwoven into the social fabric of a nation
dedicated to liberty. While Jefferson’s failed attempts to eradicate it
personally and publicly in his lifetime will always stand out as a
disappointment to future generations, they don’t relieve us of the obligation
to understand how his legacy administered a poison pill to this loathsome
social arrangement.
The biggest blow to slavery, of course, came from the Declaration of

Independence, which made slavery in a country founded on natural human
equality an absurdity. This created an inescapable conundrum for
slaveowners as well as non-slaveowning Americans. In the final years before
the Civil War, many of the most pro-slavery radicals in the South entirely
rejected Jefferson’s ideas on account of his dedication to equality and natural
rights. But Jefferson’s contribution to ending slavery in America was not
merely rhetorical or philosophical. He was a key driver in passing the
Northwest Ordinance under the Articles of Confederation in 1787, before
the creation of the Constitution. The Northwest Ordinance prohibited
slavery in new territories that would become the states of Ohio, Indiana,
Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota—all free states. These states,
which grew rapidly in population and wealth in large part because they were
free of slavery, would supply essential manpower for a Union victory in the
Civil War a generation later.
This remarkable piece of legislation, a tribute to the anti-slavery and

freedom-loving impulses of the early republic, may have even been
overshadowed by a 1784 law that would have prohibited slavery in any new
state formed after the year 1800. Sadly, the anti-slavery measure was
defeated by a single vote. In a letter to James Madison, Jefferson blamed a
single Virginia legislator, his unnamed protégé James Monroe, for being sick



in bed and not coming to cast his vote. “The voice of a single individual of
the state [of Virginia] which was divided, or one of those which of the
negative, would have prevented this abominable crime from spreading itself
over the new country. Thus we see the fate of millions unborn hanging on
the tongue of one man, and heaven was silent in that awful moment! But it is
hoped it will not always be silent, and that the friends to the rights of human

nature will in the end prevail.”47

Jefferson was perhaps exaggerating the likelihood of this anti-slavery
legislation passing, but there is no doubt that it would have substantially
altered the future of the growing United States. It is difficult to prognosticate
how different things might have been, but if the institution of slavery had
been contained to the states in which it had initially existed, it might have
withered on the vine without the need for the bloodiest war in American
history.

Jefferson lamented his inability to end the scourge of slavery, and even as
he became less hopeful in old age, he never wavered from his belief that
America would in the end do away with it forever. At the twilight of his life,
he said, “At the age of eighty-two, with one foot in the grave and the other
uplifted to follow it, I do not permit myself to take part in any new
enterprises… not even the great one [of emancipating the slaves] which has
been through life that of my greatest anxieties. The march of events has not
been such as to render its completion practicable within the limits of time
allotted to me; and I leave its accomplishment as the work of another
generation.…The abolishment of the evil is not impossible; it ought never
therefore to be despaired of. Every plan should be adopted, every

experiment tried, which may do something towards the ultimate object.”48

There can be no doubt from the historical record that the Founders as a
whole were strongly against the institution of slavery even as they
compromised with its existence. And Jefferson provided some of the most
potent explanations of why it was an evil to be eradicated from the new
republic. Though his most fervent denunciations came in private letters and
correspondence, his public works were littered with arguments against
slavery as incompatible with a free country. In his only book, Notes on the
State of Virginia, Jefferson wrote some of the most incredible denunciations
of slavery ever penned by man, including the dire warning, “I tremble for



my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep
forever.”

It is easy for a man to condemn a sin he knows he will never commit,
easy for modern Americans to chastise the slaveowners of our nation’s past.
But it is far harder to condemn a sin we ourselves are guilty of, one pervasive
and common among our neighbors. And yet Jefferson did that because he
believed that, as deeply entrenched as slavery was, it could not survive
forever in a country dedicated to the principles he had expressed in the
Declaration.

In the end, despite Jefferson’s failure to personally ensure that slavery
would be abolished, perhaps no single man in the history of the United
States besides Abraham Lincoln did more contribute to its extinction.

And though Lincoln, a generation later, was privately critical of Jefferson
and according to one historian had doubts about his “moral character,” he
nevertheless gave enormous credit to the Sage of Monticello for cementing

universal notions of liberty in the American mind.49

Lincoln made clear what the opponents of slavery owed to the author of
the Declaration of Independence in a famous 1859 letter regarding a
birthday celebration for Jefferson in Boston. “The principles of Jefferson are
the definitions and axioms of free society,” Lincoln wrote. While the zealous
defenders of slavery had called Jefferson’s “self-evident truths” nothing but
“self-evident lies,” Lincoln gave “[a]ll honor to Jefferson—to the man who, in
the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single
people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely
revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all
times, and so to embalm it there, that today, and in all coming days, it shall
be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing

tyranny and oppression.”50

This is Jefferson’s ultimate legacy.
Lincoln understood that Jefferson’s words served as a powerful refutation

of those who claimed that some were born to rule and others to serve in
bondage. The Declaration asserts that we were all born free—despite the
power of positive law to deny us that God-given right. And when it was not
just America but the whole world that was threatened with subjugation and
bondage, at the zenith of fascism and communism in World War II,



Jefferson’s words reverberated to freedom-loving people everywhere. The
great Jefferson historian Dumas Malone wrote just after World War II, “In
the very recent past, when totalitarianism threatened to engulf the world,
men’s minds inevitably turned back to this foe of every kind of tyranny.…
the doctrines of the Declaration stand in complete antithesis to those which
the totalitarians of the twentieth century proclaimed. Jefferson’s words

should make tyranny tremble in any age.”51

Jefferson’s contribution to America’s founding was both radical and
conservative. It was radical in that he embedded potent abstract ideas in our
nation’s creation and purpose. It was conservative because Americans of
every generation can look back to the very moment of our creation as a
people and point to the most eloquent defense of the natural rights and
freedom of man in human history.

Whether the abstractions of the Declaration of Independence are, in fact,
self-evident truths is still debated today. Regardless, Jefferson’s effort to etch
a love of liberty onto the hearts of his countrymen succeeded.
The reason Jefferson’s ideas still reverberate is that the Founders weren’t

great merely because they were around when the United States was created,
nor merely because they were learned and led fascinating lives. They were
great because they were right, because they hit upon universal truths about
humanity and the correct way to organize political institutions. This is what
the hard-left statue-topplers deny and oppose. They have turned on the
monuments to Jefferson’s legacy in their as-yet-futile attempt to crush his
timeless ideas out of existence. Unable to convince their fellow citizens of
the justice of their very different understanding of human rights, human
nature, and human happiness, they turn to cowardly acts of vandalism for
validation and catharsis.

We should also keep in mind, for those who at least still nominally
embrace the abstract principles that the Founding generation brought into
focus, that it was these flesh and blood men who brought them into being
for untold numbers of people thereafter. If we believe, as Jefferson did, that
all men are created equal and endowed with unalienable rights, then we do a
disservice to ourselves by simply casting aside the very real men who
conceived and brought those ideas to fruition, regardless of their faults.



It was Jefferson, together with the American people—with slavery still a
part of their heritage—who were at the forefront of making self-government
and preservation of natural rights a reality. It should not be difficult to honor
them while acknowledging when they were wrong, mistaken, or simply fell
short of their goals.

For those across the political spectrum who still wish to preserve the
philosophy on which our nation was founded, Jefferson’s great achievements
remain to teach and inspire. These lessons will be ignored or reviled by those
who are gleefully taking an ax (or a can of red paint) to his legacy, but they
should be embraced by an America that is still the chief champion of liberty
in the world.

Jefferson’s assertion of universal God-given rights was a necessary—if not
sufficient—cause of the eventual abolition of slavery in the United States.
Slavery was wrong, in part, because it violated the notion that all men are
created equal. In the end, America could not escape the logical conclusions
of the philosophy articulated in the Declaration.

And that same philosophy also has implications for Americans today. If it
is wrong to deny the rights and the personhood of individuals of certain
races and put them into bondage, thus depriving them of liberty, isn’t it just
as bad to deny life to innocent human beings because they have not yet been
born? As science has given us a better understanding that life begins long
before birth, can we so harshly judge men of Jefferson’s time for failing in the
moral cause of abolishing slavery when we today deny life and personhood

to the unborn?52

Abortion is a complicated issue, to be sure, but the question is not above

our pay grade, as President Barack Obama once suggested.53 It is a matter of
life and death, right and wrong, and to hide from such questions is every bit
as self-serving as the choices of slave owners who couldn’t free their slaves
because the institutions paid too well. Should we not, like Jefferson, shudder
at the idea that God is just and that his justice cannot sleep forever?

Legal abortion is not the only thing in America today that flies in the face
of the bedrock principles articulated by Jefferson. As the reader will recall,
one of Jefferson’s proudest moments that he put on his tombstone was a law
protecting religious liberty in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Jefferson has
sometimes been claimed as a hero by militant secularists who resent religion



and wish to purge it from American public life. But that was not the agenda
of the Sage of Monticello.

Jefferson was certainly no orthodox Christian; his cutting up the Bible to
create a version that suited his beliefs certainly demonstrates that fact. But
he had no desire to remove religion from public life. If anything, he
encouraged robust debate about religious doctrines, by which he thought we
would better be able to discover the truth. Jefferson financially supported
churches of all types in his hometown of Charlottesville. What he feared was
religious establishments—in the same way he feared all powerful institutions
that could compel a man to act against his will and his conscience by force.

In the 1770s, established mainline churches often suppressed various
Evangelical churches and other dissenters, such as Jews and Catholics. But
today, religious believers are under siege from a new force in American life.
It’s not religious establishments forcing people to accept and financially
support doctrines that violate their consciences; it’s so-called social justice
warriors who are attempting to establish their own belief systems as a kind
of established national secular religion—and requiring religious people to
kowtow to those beliefs in violation of their consciences. They are ruthlessly
turning the force of government coercion on Americans of faith who don’t
accept their social philosophy.

Jefferson poignantly wrote in his 1777 Bill for Establishing Religious
Freedom in Virginia that “to compel a man to furnish contributions of
money for the propagation of opinions he disbelieves and abhors is sinful
and tyrannical.” To use the power of government to force an individual to
embrace principles he does not believe or to reject beliefs that he holds to be
true is nothing short of tyranny. And this is precisely the battleground on
which we’re fighting over religious liberty in modern America. The case of
Jack Phillips, a Christian baker who refused to create a cake specifically for a
gay wedding, which was against his religious convictions, is the exactly the
sort of thing that horrified Jefferson. In regard to religious liberty, Jefferson
has much to teach us.

An Ungrateful Posterity



Thomas Jefferson did not get everything about America’s future right. The
nation embraced finance capitalism and became an industrial powerhouse,
abandoning its reliance on agriculture. Despite this Hamiltonian
transformation, we have maintained some connection to one of the things
Jefferson most admired about agricultural society: widespread property
ownership.
The property-holding ethos was dominant when Jefferson became

president in 1800. Remarkably, there were more property owners in
America at that time than in all of Europe, even though Europeans
outnumbered Americans by about thirty to one. This incredible statistic is
simply early evidence of the existence of the great property-holding middle
class that would make the United States not only an economic powerhouse
but a desirable place to live. Jefferson furthered promoted land ownership
through the Louisiana Purchase, which opened up the West to development

and settlement.54

In one of his most consequential acts as president, Jefferson took
advantage of Napoleon’s need for money in his European wars to purchase
just over eight hundred thousand square miles of territory in the American
West. The Louisiana Purchase nearly doubled the size of the US. This
masterstroke has paid dividends for over two centuries. By pushing out Old
World empires and creating a haven for a multitude of self-governing
people, America could truly claim to be the land of opportunity for the
common man.

Jefferson’s accomplishment is somehow lost on modern-day Louisiana
Democrats, who said that they needed to end their traditional yearly dinner
honoring Jefferson and Andrew Jackson to “reflect the progress of the party
and the changing times.” It is an incredibly sad rebuke to a man who did so
much to ensure that their state would be American rather than part of the
French or Spanish empire. One need only look slightly southward, to the sad
state of modern Mexico, to understand how this might have turned out. But
Louisiana and the West were added to Jefferson’s “Empire of Liberty.” All
who live under this system today should be thankful. Jefferson said that the
Louisiana Purchase would be “replete with blessings to unborn millions of

men.” And so it has been.55



But as great as the Louisiana Purchase was for this country, it pales in
comparison to the gift of a culture of liberty, now and forever buttressed by
the timeless ideas of Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence.
This, above all things, was his gift to Americans. While activists comb

through Jefferson’s life to find faults and hypocrisy—largely to discredit the
American Founding as a whole—it is instructive to step back and consider
how few great men would survive such scrutiny.

Martin Luther King, Jr., is one of the most admired men in America.
King, like Lincoln before him, channeled Jefferson’s words and philosophy to
fight against the injustice of unequal treatment under the law on the basis of
race. He spoke in a language that Americans of all backgrounds understood;
he appealed to their Christian values and to the nation’s founding ideals.
King offered reconciliation and redemption and dreamed of an America free
from racial strife, one where individuals could be judged based on the
content of their character.
There are some interesting similarities between King and Jefferson, who

both dreamed of an America that did not quite exist in their time—but
would be brought into existence in part by their own words. Both were
Southerners, of course. Both embraced failed economic ideas—agrarianism
in the case of Jefferson and a mild form of socialism in the case of King.
Both have been accused of gross sexual impropriety. Given his serial affairs
and alleged abetment of a rape, MLK would likely not have survived the

scrutiny of the modern “#Me Too” movement.56

In the end, these failings do not outweigh the gifts that both men gave
our civilization. We must return to that statement by Lincoln: “all honor”
must be given to Jefferson, who injected into the American DNA a creed
that would serve as a standing rebuke to injustice. As Peter C. Meyers has
written, “What Lincoln said of Jefferson is, in its essential spirit, also
properly said of Lincoln and King. All three shared the convictions that just
government must be dedicated to the universal principles of natural human
equality and natural rights. All three agreed that when tyranny and
oppression reappear, as in the course of human events they inevitably will, it
is the highest duty of statesmanship to rededicate society to those guiding

principles.”57



Today’s Left is out of step with these ideas. But the alternative they offer
amounts to nothing more than unrealistic utopianism and cynicism and
hate aimed at the actually successful American experiment in liberty that
was launched by Thomas Jefferson and the other Founders. The ideas of
Jefferson, Lincoln, and King are under attack. Something called “colorblind
racism” is now an object of scorn as increasing numbers of Americans reject
Jefferson’s equal rights and King’s “content of their character” for the
victimhood mentality of “intersectionality.” Collective guilt and collective
retribution are substituted for justice and the spirit of reconciliation.

But Jefferson’s legacy cannot be expunged by damning his name or
turning his statues to dust. It lives on in the liberty-loving culture that makes
America an exceptional nation. Exceptionally equal, just, and free—because
of the world-changing Declaration of Independence. Because of Jefferson’s
Declaration, America, despite all its flaws, always has the potential for a new
birth of freedom.

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


CHAPTER 4

The War on the Common Man

Andrew Jackson.…was the man who had his way. He was the American
whose simple virtues his countrymen most clearly understood, whose

trespasses they most readily forgave; and until Americans are altogether
changed, many, like the Democrats of the Twenties and Thirties, will still
“vote for Jackson,”—for the poor boy who fought his way, step by step, to
the highest station; for the soldier who always went to meet the enemy at

the gate; for the president who never shirked a responsibility.…

—William Garrot Brown, 19001

When the Obama administration announced in 2015 that Andrew Jackson

might be removed from the $20 bill, few rushed to his defense in the way
that people around the country had clamored to save Alexander Hamilton
on the $10 bill. In fact, a flood of detractors piled on to condemn the old
hero. In one particularly vicious article on the left-wing website Vox, Dylan
Matthews laid out a smorgasbord of accusations against Jackson that

portrayed him as the Adolf Hitler of the nineteenth century.2 According to
Matthews, Jackson was “perhaps America’s worst president and the only one
guilty of perpetrating a mass act of ethnic cleansing.…Andrew Jackson was
an executioner, a slaver, an ethnic cleanser, and an economic illiterate. He
deserves no place on our currency, and nothing but contempt from modern
America.”

Even Jackson’s contemporary arch-nemesis Henry Clay would likely have
blanched at this farfetched description.

For the most part, the modern Democratic Party has followed the
direction of progressive ideologues like Matthews. As we have seen, chapters



of the Democrat Party are renaming their annual Jefferson-Jackson Day

dinners, state by state.3 And for some Jackson opponents, getting rid of the
dinners and stripping him off the currency isn’t enough. Activist group Take
’Em Down NOLA has called for the removal of a prominent statue of
Jackson along with the Confederate statues in New Orleans, the city Jackson

famously saved in the War of 1812.4 Some anti-Jackson activists have even
chosen to take their contempt directly to the dead. Vandals attacked and
defaced Andrew and Rachel Jackson’s tombs at his historic home in
Nashville, Tennessee, spray-painting profanities and the word “killer” across

the broken tomb.5

Was Jackson as bloodthirsty as portrayed by activists? Few today know
much beyond his involvement with the legitimately tragic Trail of Tears, but
statues and towns across the country bear his visage and name. An entire era
took his name. Who was he?

As the Founding generation of Jefferson, Hamilton, and Washington
faded, a new one rose to take its place. The Founders had fought to ensure
the blessings of liberty to posterity, and posterity had arrived. With the
doctrines of the Declaration of Independence in their hearts and the robust
institutions created by the Constitution binding them together, this next
generation of Americans cemented the United States as an enduring
republic. The country would be no temporary experiment in self-
government.

No man better represented that generation than Andrew Jackson.
Thomas Jefferson used his pen to write the Declaration of Independence and
secure western territory through the Louisiana Purchase, but Andrew
Jackson secured our independence and made the West unquestionably
American.

Andrew Jackson has always been controversial. From the moment he
burst on the American political scene, he began to attract devoted admirers
and militant opponents. In his own time, Jackson made his share of enemies,
and his finest moments took place when he was locked in combat with an
opponent, whether it was the British at the Battle of New Orleans or his
political rivals when he was president. Jackson was born fighting: if you were
on his side, you loved him; if he was against you, you hated him. From the
time he became nationally renowned for his stunning victory at New



Orleans, which brought down a glorious curtain on the mostly inglorious
War of 1812, nearly until the day he died, Jackson found himself at the heart
of American events. Controversy usually followed.

Jackson’s detractors could be harsh. His opponents believed him to be
imperious, lawless, and ignorant. James Parton, one of his early biographers,
wrote, “His ignorance was as a wall round about him—high, impenetrable.
He was imprisoned in his ignorance, and sometimes raged round his little

dim inclosure [sic] like a tiger in his den.”6

Jackson certainly had his faults, as do most great leaders, but few of his
contemporaneous political opponents questioned his bravery, patriotism,
and vital contribution to the strength and survival of the country. Parton
may have criticized Jackson’s alleged ignorance, but he also wrote, “Most
citizens of the United States will concur in the wish, that when next
European army lands upon American soil, there may be a Jackson to meet
them at the landing place.” Fortunately, because of men like Jackson, no
invading army has landed in America since, and likely never will.

As much antipathy as there was to Jackson in his own day—and even
through the partisan cloud of politics—there was still a universal
understanding that Jackson, whatever his shortcomings, had rendered a vital
service to his country. But the common perception of Jackson today has
managed to sink lower than the estimation of even his most uncharitable
adversaries in his own time. Gone is the recognition of his
accomplishments, and in its place is a distorted and magnified roster of his
flaws.

It may seem strange today, but there was once a time when the American
Left embraced Andrew Jackson as one of their own—the first “man of the
people,” who did battle with “conservative” plutocrats. Democrats celebrated
Jackson as the father of their party, and many liberal historians of the mid-
twentieth century lauded him as a progressive hero. Arthur Schlesinger Jr.’s
Age of Jackson, a marvelously engaging but flawed account of Jackson’s time,
portrayed him as a precursor to President Franklin Roosevelt and a kind of
proto-New Deal’er. It was a tenuous thesis, given that Jackson and much of
the Democrat Party in the 1820s and 1830s believed that virtually any
federal involvement in the economy and state politics was tyrannical.
Schlesinger and other progressives carefully skirted around these Jacksonian



beliefs, usually by claiming that they were pursuing Jacksonian ends through
Hamiltonian (by which they meant big government) means. Jackson, who
had followed politically in the steps of Jefferson, was portrayed as a critical
step from the “elitist” worldview of the Founders to modern “democracy.” In
this somewhat fanciful historical narrative, Jackson was a useful symbol for
the Democratic Party.

He was quickly abandoned when that usefulness came to an end.
As the race, class, and gender “intersectionality” of the New Left eclipsed

the views of the Old Left, Jackson suddenly found himself on “the wrong
side of history.” No longer were men like Jefferson and Jackson figures of
democracy and progress; they were reactionary symbols of all that was
wrong with America. Andrew Jackson is a character almost tailor-made to
be demonized for the modern Left. He has become a caricatured redneck, a
gun-toting white Southerner who owned slaves and fought Indians. It’s no
surprise that Jackson has been dumped into the rapidly filling dustbin of
past American “deplorables.”

While Americans in Jackson’s time made him a symbol of all that was
good about their country, today many project onto him all of the perceived
sins of our past. Modern antipathy toward Jackson, unlike that toward many
other figures of the country’s history discussed in this book, is not coming
only from hard-left progressives. Even conservatives have piled on or merely
shrugged at the attacks. Conservative columnist Dan McLaughlin wrote that
replacing Jackson on the $20 bill with Harriet Tubman, a well-regarded
abolitionist who nevertheless never affected the country nearly as much as
Jackson, would be a good thing. “Do not weep for Andrew Jackson. He had

a good run on the money,” McLaughlin concluded.7

Other conservatives weren’t so ambivalent. Conservative author Dinesh
D’Souza wrote this in Hillary’s America: The Secret History of the Democratic
Party: “I support the debunking of Jackson, but not because he was a bad
American—rather, because he was a typical crooked Democrat.…He
mastered the art of stealing land from the Indians and then selling it at
giveaway prices to white settlers.…Jackson was indeed a ‘man of the people,’
but his popularity was that of a gang leader who distributes his spoils in

exchange for loyalty on the part of those who benefit from his crimes.”8



Jackson, in D’Souza’s account, isn’t quite a devil, but he is a dishonest crook
—which is not much better.

Americans of all political stripes have accepted the idea that Jackson was
at best not particularly praiseworthy, and at worst an evil, pro-slavery racist
who committed genocide against Indians—a cartoon villain.

It seemed that this once-venerated American would slide into
irrelevancy; Andrew Jackson would be abandoned and forgotten by the
country he spent a lifetime fighting for. But as on so many other issues,
President Donald Trump has bucked the increasing bipartisan consensus on
Jackson.

President Trump put Jackson’s portrait in the Oval Office in 2016 and
doubled down later that year with a visit to Jackson’s historic home in
Nashville, Tennessee—the first such visit by a president since Ronald Reagan
in 1982.

“Andrew Jackson was called many names, accused of many things, and by
fighting for change, earned many, many enemies,” Trump said in his speech
at Jackson’s home. “Today, the portrait of this orphan son who rose to the
presidency hangs proudly in the Oval Office, opposite the portrait of
another great American, Thomas Jefferson.”
The similarities between Trump and Jackson may be more superficial

than real, but there is no doubt that “Jacksonian” politics are currently
seeing a revival on the American Right. Burying Jackson’s legacy just as it

becomes more relevant is a missed opportunity.9

And the truth is that Jackson deserves to be defended.
When the Founders created the American Republic, it was an untested

experiment in liberty. They made it work despite ferocious battles. But the
first real test was not getting it to work for themselves; men have briefly
stitched dysfunctional governing systems together plenty of times in history.
No, the real measure of the Founders’ success would be whether the system
they had created would work for their children and the generations that
followed. Napoleon’s genius in battle and expansion of the French Empire
will never quite measure up to the far grander accomplishment of George
Washington, who played a key role in creating an enduring political system.
In the two centuries that followed both men’s deaths, France has gone



through five republics, two empires, and four monarchies, while America
has been blessed with one grand republic under a single Constitution.
The first great test for the American Republic began as the Founders

faded from public life and a new generation took their place. It was at that
moment that Jackson, a common man with uncommon gifts—a born leader
whose formative experiences mirrored that of his countrymen—rose to
meet the challenge.

The Old Hero

Andrew Jackson was born in 1767, the child of relatively poor Scots-Irish
immigrants. His father died shortly before he was born, but he had strong
ties to his mother, siblings, and extended relations. The deteriorating
relationship between the American colonies and the mother country
upended the world of Jackson’s youth in the South Carolina backcountry. As
leaders gathered in makeshift assemblies and finally in Philadelphia to
discuss separation from Great Britain, Jackson and his kin were fighting an
increasingly bloody civil war with their neighbors.

Jackson’s experience was like that of many Americans of his generation.
As a young man in a family of no particular reputation, he was thrown into
the dangerous and disorienting world of the American Revolution. This war
was not just between Americans and a professional army of redcoats. It
pitted neighbor against neighbor, and the South Carolina backcountry was a
particularly fractured and violent place. Jackson and his close relations were
firmly in the Patriot camp. Jackson was too young to serve in the regular
militia, but he did act as a courier and a scout. One incident demonstrated
what kind of man he would become.

When British soldiers captured the thirteen-year-old Jackson and his
brother in 1781, a British officer demanded that Jackson clean his boots. But
Jackson said to the officer, “Sir, I am a prisoner of war and deserve to be
treated as such”—a clever line, given that the treatment of American

prisoners of war was a sore spot for the British.10 For the insolent remark,
the British officer slashed at Jackson with his sword. Jackson blocked the
blow, but received a deep gash on his hand and head. Jackson’s brother died
in captivity, and his mother, who nursed sick American soldiers, fell ill and



died as well. Jackson was an orphan in a perilous world; however, tragedy
and misery toughened him up and molded him into a leader.

British soldiers and frontier violence destroyed the world of Jackson’s
youth. At a young age, he had already sacrificed much for the infant United
States, but through these experiences, he learned the value of independence
and the consequences of being at the mercy of tyrants. Jackson’s early
experience gave him a lifelong and absolute belief in his new country as well
as a healthy distrust of Old World meddling in American affairs. As
historian James Parton wrote, Jackson was “the most American of
Americans—an embodied Declaration of Independence—the Fourth-of-

July incarnate!”11

Jackson was brash and brave and grew into a natural leader. Whatever
dire situation he was in, whether a political fight or a literal fight to the
death, he was always at his best when embroiled in conflict. “I was born for
the storm. Calm does not suit me. I try to live my life as if death may come
at any moment,” Jackson once said. The consequence of his youthful
experiences, one historian wrote, was “something he shared with many
young backcountry men who survived the war: a total fearlessness, a sort of
fatalistic feeling that the worst had already happened and that there was
nothing left to be terrified of.”

In the decades following the Revolution, Jackson strove to become a
successful gentleman of means. Ultimately, he would leave the Carolinas for
frontier Tennessee, where he became a lawyer, judge, and notable member of
his community. Through hard work, risk-taking, and a substantial dose of
violence, Jackson made himself a prominent leader in the state, even briefly
becoming a senator. Jackson was a self-made man in an era that came to
idolize the self-made man.

For the most part, though, Jackson’s early fame extended little beyond the
borders of Tennessee, and he might have been a mere footnote in American
history if not for his role in the War of 1812, which thrust him into the
international spotlight.

Don’t Tread on Me



It is hard to understand how Americans could have thought it was a good
idea to go to war with Great Britain in 1812. Certainly, some American
leaders at the time vociferously railed against the folly of this war of

choice.12 The impressment of American sailors by Britain and other nations,
which was occurring in large part because of the wars taking place in
Europe, had a relatively small effect on American commerce (which actually
suffered more from the misguided embargos of the Thomas Jefferson and
James Madison administrations). Great Britain, like most other major
European powers, paid little attention to the affairs of the United States and
certainly wasn’t inclined to wage a massive transatlantic war at a time of so
many other concerns and immediate threats.

Were Americans simply thick-headed warmongers? Hardly. British
treatment of Americans in the lead-up to the conflict struck at the very heart
of American independence. The egregious molestation of Americans on the
high seas and the flagrant violation of treaty terms were reminders that
Europe still didn’t see the United States as an independent country. America
was still viewed as a rabble of upstart colonies, disrespected and not
considered an equal nation. That Americans were willing to fight a costly
war to ensure that their liberty and independence would not be violated was
a crucial factor in the nation’s future success. The Revolutionary War might
have divided the United States from Britain, but in the War of 1812, Andrew
Jackson secured her independent future.
The late-nineteenth-century American statesman and historian Carl

Schurz explained that “if war is ever justified, there was ample provocation
for it” in the actions of the British toward Americans on the world’s oceans.
“The legitimate interests of the United States had been trampled on by the
belligerent powers, as if entitled to no respect. The American flag had been
treated with a contempt scarcely conceivable now.” Americans had to ask
themselves whether they should simply allow themselves to be wantonly
abused by Old World superpowers—not only “robbed, and maltreated, and
insulted,” but also “despised.” All this “for the privilege of picking up the
poor crumbs of trade which the great powers of Europe would still let them
have.” Ultimately, Schurz wrote, “When a nation knowingly and willingly
accepts the contempt of others, it is in danger of losing also its respect for

itself.”13



The United States had to go to war for the sake of its own dignity.
Inconsequential nations lay down to take the abuse, but while America was
outmatched by any objective assessment, it was not created to be an
inconsequential nation. Failure on the battlefield would be far less
destructive than the crisis that the fragile nation would face if it allowed
transgressions to continue with no military response. Young patriotic
Americans were having none of it. They would fight regardless of the
disparity in power between Great Britain and the United States. They would
take their lumps and defeats, for sure, but they would show that abusing the
rights of their countrymen would come at a price. And no man personified
the “Don’t tread on me,” belligerent underdog ethos better than Andrew
Jackson.

Jackson’s service in the War of 1812 culminated in America’s greatest
battlefield victory since George Washington’s world-changing triumph at the
Battle of Yorktown. After a series of successful wars against a violent faction
of Creek Indians, Jackson, who had quickly risen to the rank of brigadier
general, turned his military talents against the British, who planned to strike
New Orleans, the most important city in the West and the lynchpin of trade
in North America. Jackson was pitted against British General Edward
Packenham, a veteran of the Peninsular War against France and the brother-
in-law of the Duke of Wellington—the famed British general who would to
defeat Napoleon at Waterloo. Jackson, the untutored frontier lawyer, and his
polyglot group of army regulars, state militia, pirates, and freed black slaves
annihilated the professional British army, ending the war on a spectacular
note. The British suffered over two thousand casualties and the American
forces just a handful. Jackson’s defense of the city was a masterful
performance, effectively using a defensive position and superior artillery—
much of it borrowed from the local pirates he had added to his ranks—to
obliterate the invader. It was a monumental victory, one still worthy of
celebration today.

Many elements of this battle have been overlooked, but one is Jackson’s
use of free black volunteers. He addressed these men several times on the
eve of the battle. In his call for volunteers, Jackson said that it was a
“mistaken policy” to deprive black Americans of the right to serve their
country in combat. He insisted that these men, whom he called “sons of



freedom,” would be paid as much as white soldiers and expressed full

confidence in their abilities.14

This moment is notable not just because Jackson, a slaveowner, was
making a fairly radical argument of racial equality for the time but also
because it set an important precedent for the future. Abolitionists and anti-
slavery advocates such as Frederick Douglass would use Jackson’s words to
urge the Union to use freed black soldiers in the Civil War. Interestingly,
some of the “free men of color” who served under Jackson at the Battle of
New Orleans volunteered to fight as a unit for the Confederacy at the
beginning of the Civil War. Though Louisianans were eager to have them
deployed into battle, the Confederate government did not grant their
request to serve. When the Union Army took New Orleans, this unit joined

its ranks.15

Though memory of Jackson’s great victory has faded in the minds of
modern Americans, there is no doubt that the Battle of New Orleans holds a
significant place in the history of the United States. In many ways, it was the
final act in America’s struggle for independence. The War of 1812 went
poorly for the outmatched US military outside a few dramatic ship-to-ship
engagements, and it culminated in the burning of the nation’s capital. But
this was not the war’s legacy. The resounding lesson Jackson dealt to
European powers at New Orleans was that Americans would not relinquish
their rights without violent protest.

Some historical revisionists have tried to write off the significance of this
battle by claiming that, because it took place weeks after a peace treaty had
been brokered in Ghent between the United States and Great Britain, it was
a meaningless victory. But news traveled slowly in those days. This is the
wrong way to look at the battle for several reasons.

First, just because diplomats had brokered a treaty did not mean the war
was really over. The treaty had still not been approved by either Congress or
Parliament, meaning that either side could have reneged on the agreement.
While neither side was interested in continuing the fight, British capture of
New Orleans, an indispensable city for control of the American west, could
have encouraged the British to fight on. On top of that, even if the British
decided to stick with the peace treaty, there was no guarantee that they
would relinquish their hold on the city. The British had never accepted the



legality of the Louisiana Purchase, and they could have easily refused to give
up New Orleans once it was under their military power. The British might
have held onto this economic hub in the same way that they held onto the
rock of Gibraltar at the tip of Spain, gaining a chokehold over American
commerce and neutering the nation’s push west.
The victory also came at a crucial time, when national unity had

unquestionably corroded. A sizable number of New England Federalists
were so opposed to fighting Great Britain that they considered seceding
from the union—culminating in the infamous Hartford Convention, at
which some delegates considered secession unless a list of demands was met.
The victory at New Orleans embarrassed the convention attendees, whose
representatives appeared in Washington, D.C., just as word got out about the
great victory. The whiff of treason wafting from the Hartford Convention
wrecked the Federalist Party and buried talk of secession for a generation.

Most important of all, the triumph gave Americans a surge of confidence
in themselves. The nation could hold its head high, having matched and
defeated one of the great armies of the Old World.
The incredible triumph was a sort of cathartic moment for the young

country, and the sometimes exaggerated claims about its magnificence and
place in history can be explained by the passionate feelings Americans of all
backgrounds experienced at that moment. And their national pride centered
on Andrew Jackson, who became a hero. Following the Battle of New
Orleans, neither the British nor any other any European power would ever
again land an invading army on America’s shores, and the nation gained
respect on the international stage. For that, the American people thanked
Jackson by making him president of the United States.

Jackson and the Indians

Much is now made of how Western expansion came at the expense of
American Indians, and there is some truth to that charge. But North
America was not a bubble in which the only sides were the American
oppressors and the Indian oppressed. In fact, the Western lands were a
mosaic of competing powers and rivalries. There was conflict not just
between the United States and the Indians but between and within tribes. In



addition, there was the ever-looming threat of European nations eager to
pluck off parcels of territory to add to their empires.

A few other things about American interaction with tribal people must
be noted in order to put in context the conflicts between settlers and Indians
for which America is so widely condemned today.

First, the United States is almost unique in the world—particularly for
such a large country—in how much land it has acquired through purchase
rather than conquest. There was, of course, the Louisiana Purchase of
827,000 square miles of land. But there were other purchases too: the Alaska
Purchase, the purchase of Florida in the Adams-Onis Treaty, the Gadsden
Purchase of what became part of several Southwestern states, and a few
smaller deals for islands. Even our most notable addition of land through
conquest, following the Mexican-American War, ended with the United
States paying a hefty sum for the land it had taken at the end of that conflict.

Jackson’s plan to move Americans en masse to lands out West has been
attacked by historians on the Left and Right. But he was not acting chiefly

from financial motives, as some suggest.16 Any desire for personal
enrichment took a back seat to his political philosophy, which dictated that
Americans of all backgrounds should move to uncultivated lands in the
West and settle them. This would serve the multi-part purpose of developing
the national economy, establishing a bulwark of landowners who would
bolster national defense in the sparsely populated border lands, and making
financial prosperity possible for enterprising men and families who wished
to risk a life in the rougher parts of the country. If Jackson’s policy was
crooked, as Dinesh D’Souza and others have charged, then so was Abraham
Lincoln’s Homestead Act in the 1860s. Jackson, like Jefferson before him,
wanted to create a nation of property holders.

But as Americans pushed West, they came into direct conflict with the
peoples already living in those lands. The citizens of other nations such as
France, Spain, or Mexico became citizens of the United States or simply left.
But the situation of the Indian tribes was much more complicated. While the
United States often purchased land from these people too, those purchases
were made more convoluted by the fact that tribes typically had no central
authority to hold their people to the terms of the treaty and often little



concept of property rights. In addition, squatters, immigrants, and ruffians
often barged in without government permission and took over.

To deal with these problems, the United States created a series of
protected “nations” within a nation—what eventually would become the
modern Indian reservation system. This seemed to many to be the best and
most ethical way to deal with the situation. It was an imperfect resolution,
but it was a far cry from what had happened through most of history, when
stronger peoples simply marched in and annihilated natives and other
weaker peoples at worst or enslaved them at best. Yet there have always been
difficulties with having one state within another state, and these became
acute following the War of 1812. Although the US had acquired the
Louisiana territory from the French a decade earlier, the purchase wasn’t set
in stone; the land had to be populated and won on the ground.

Jackson’s first taste of battlefield leadership had come in a series of wars
with the Creek in the Southwest on the eve of the War of 1812. The wars
were sparked by the tense situation of the frontier, where there was a
confluence of rival powers and factions vying for control. Tension between
the United States and the tribes in the region was exacerbated by the
presence of rival European nations, such as England and Spain, which posed
a real and existential threat to the United States. The relationships among all
these groups were often muddled. When the Creek went on the warpath and
committed what Jackson saw as atrocities on American citizens (as well as
their fellow Creeks), he became enraged and resolved to smash their power
in the American Southwest.

One incident in which Creek warriors—likely egged on by the British—
slaughtered a family and carried off the mother particularly outraged
Jackson, who wrote to a friend, “My heart bleeds within me on the
recep[tion] of the news of the horrid cruelty and murders committed by a
party of Creeks, on our innocent wives and little babes.…They must be
punished—and our frontier protected—and I have no doubt but the[y] are
urged on by British agents and tools, and the sooner the[y] can be attacked,
the less will be their resistance, and the fewer will be the nations or tribes

that we will have to war with.”17 Jackson, always the man of action, would
not sit by when he believed his community and his country were under
mortal threat.



The violence that this aggressive Creek faction, called the “Red Sticks,”
orchestrated against their neighbors allowed Jackson and his allies to form a
coalition in opposition, including members of other Indian tribes. Andrew
Jackson, his collection of militia, and his Cherokee allies warred with the
Red Sticks in a series of engagements that culminated in Jackson’s
overwhelming victory in the Battle of Horseshoe Bend.
Though Jackson’s critics point to his Southwest Indian wars to portray

him as an Indian hater, it is absurd to think that Jackson’s military
campaigns against a violent opponent of the United States demonstrates any
special antipathy toward native peoples. Jackson’s experience growing up in
the war-torn South Carolina backcountry undoubtedly inured him to some
harsh realities. He was always prone to fight if he believed his community
was in danger, whether from a European power or a tribal war band. In the
complex and dangerous environment of the early nineteenth-century
frontier, one had to be willing and able to do violence. He fought Indian
enemies in these wars, yes, but he also fought beside Indian allies. Even
more telling is the fact that it was during the war against the Red Sticks that
Jackson adopted his son, Lyncoya, a Creek Indian abandoned by his family
on a battlefield.

Following a particularly bloody battle, Creek women and children who
had been captured by the Americans were brought to Jackson. He singled
out one child whose mother had been killed in the battle and asked the
Creek to care for the boy, but they answered that since all of his relations
were dead, he should just be killed. According to Jackson biographer Robert
Remini, the situation struck Jackson, who three decades earlier had seen his
own family wiped out in war. Jackson adopted the child and sent him home
to be raised as family. Some have dismissed Jackson’s adoption of a Creek
child as a cynical and cruel abduction to provide a “pet” for his other
adopted white son. To modern progressives, of course, the actions of all
white Americans in our country’s past are cynical ploys and examples of

white supremacy.18 The simpler and more plausible explanation is that
Jackson genuinely felt compassion for the child and wished to bring him
into his expanding family. His actions after the adoption certainly seem to
suggest that.



Jackson gave very explicit instructions to his wife Rachel about how he
wanted Lyncoya to be treated: “I therefore want him well taken care of.…
when I reflect that he as to his relations is so much like myself I feel an
unusual sympathy for him.” It is clear that, as Remini explains, Jackson
“wanted the boy kept in the house and not treated like a servant—or an

orphan.”19

Jackson had no biological children of his own, but he reared many
adopted sons and daughters on his plantation. Lyncoya was a wild young
man who, much like his adoptive father, loved the outdoors and caring for
horses. Jackson made personal appeals to get him into West Point, America’s
premier military college, but he was rejected, likely because of political
opposition from the incoming John Quincy Adams presidential
administration, or perhaps even out of racial prejudice. Sadly, as was
common in those days, Lyncoya contracted tuberculosis as a teenager and
died. He was “mourned as a favored son” according to one newspaper
account, which said that Lyncoya had “expired under the roof of the hero
who had conquered his nation but who followed his remains to a decent

grave, and shed a tear as the earth closed over him forever.”20

Jackson and the Cherokee

The primary charge against Andrew Jackson, the deed that is inevitably
brought up in refutation of the “genocide” against the “Five Civilized
Tribes”—the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and Seminole Indians
—is the infamous “Trail of Tears.” Thousands of Indians, expelled from the
Southeastern states, died as they trudged from the Southeastern states
through wild lands to their new home in modern Oklahoma. Jackson is
portrayed as an irredeemable butcher and a heartless racist for his role in
this dark chapter in American history.
This is where the story usually begins and ends. But this simplistic picture

is wildly distorted. Though earlier generations often glossed over the
troubling elements of Jackson’s dealings with Indians, including the Trail of
Tears, in recent times, there has been an absurd overreaction and
mischaracterization of his attitude and actions in the affair.



Jackson tended to hate tribal governments but not tribal people. He dealt
with Indians as he dealt with anyone else, on a case-by-case basis, seeing
some as villains and others as friends. Unlike many of his modern
detractors, Jackson never viewed Indians as an undifferentiated mass;
instead, he saw them as individuals. But he never trusted tribal
governments, whether Creek, Cherokee, or otherwise. “In his direct dealings
with the Indians, Jackson insisted on justice toward both hostile and
peaceful Indians,” as historian Francis Paul Prucha wrote in the 1960s.
“Those who committed outrages against the whites were to be summarily
punished, but the rights of friendly Indians were to be protected. Too much
of Jackson’s reputation in Indian matters has been based on the first of these
positions. Forthright and hard-hitting, he adopted a no-nonsense policy

toward hostile Indians that endeared him to the frontiersmen.”21

Jackson thought the American way of life was simply better than that of
the tribes, just as he thought it was better than the British or European way
of life. He grew to distrust the tribal authorities, often made up of mixed-
race “half-breeds,” as they were called, who, Jackson said, used their relative
wealth and education to gain power and enrich themselves at the expense of

other Indians.22 These leaders, Jackson wrote in a letter, “are like some of our
bawling politicians, who loudly exclaim we are the friends of the people, but
who, when the[y] obtain their views care no more for the happiness or
wellfare [sic] of the people than the Devil does- but each procure[s]
influence through the same channell [sic] and for the same base purpose,

self-agrandisement [sic].”23

Add to that the inherent threat that the tribes posed to American settlers,
and it’s easy to see why the ferociously patriotic and nationalistic Jackson
would be skeptical about the wisdom of their existence within the borders of
settled states or the United States in general. “No country, said Jackson, can
long survive such an arrangement—a sovereign nation within a sovereign
nation,” wrote historian Robert Remini. “It would prevent the United States
from developing into a strong, independent country. The presence of the
Indians jeopardized the ability of the nation to defend itself. Since the
Indians wished to preserve their culture, language, and tribal identity
Jackson saw only one solution to the problem: removal. Otherwise they

faced certain annihilation.”24



Though Andrew Jackson spearheaded the final removal of the Cherokee
people to the West, he was by no means the originator of the idea. Removal
was used by President Thomas Jefferson and every administration thereafter.
This policy wasn’t created out of pure malice toward native people as is now
often believed. To American leaders, Indian removal was a practical solution
to a vexing long-term issue, the difficulty of dealing with generally
autonomous Indian societies operating within the fast-growing American
states that were developing around them, creating uncertain boundaries we

still struggle with today.25

Indian removal was not just an idea that came from the United States
government. Many tribal people worried about maintaining some level of
self-determination in the society that was surrounding and engulfing them.
For most American leaders, the ultimate goal was assimilation. But they
acknowledged that that outcome wasn’t immediately attainable—or even

desired by the tribes.26

The reality for the Americans of Jackson’s day is difficult for modern
Americans to comprehend. Americans were confronting the result of a clash
of civilizations. And in the end, they did manage to preserve remaining
Native tribes as self-governing and independent entities, despite the on-the-
ground reality of the American push to the West. Many, including Jackson,
thought that the best solution might be to grant Indians American
citizenship, but tribes, including the Cherokee, often rejected that idea as
antithetical to their traditional way of life. The second-best solution was
therefore adopted: separate the tribes from the frontiersmen with whom
they had sometimes openly bloody relations and hope that Indian
settlements in the West might remain peaceful, and perhaps eventually join
the Union on equal footing through statehood.

American leaders had additional and even more pressing concerns
besides tension between the tribes and the settlers. The existence of Indian
nations within the states posed a threat to national security hard for
Americans of our time to fathom. It is easy to forget how perilous the
country’s position was in the initial years of its existence. In the early
nineteenth century, it was quite possible that a transatlantic giant could deal
America a tremendous blow and end its existence. Having Native tribes
nestled throughout the United States raised the constant specter of their



forming alliances with European powers. This was not an idle fear; in the
Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, the British had effectively worked
with various tribes, such as the Creeks, to attack Americans. The British had
no qualms about inciting Indians to attack the United States, nor did other
European powers with interests in the New World.

Conflict with the Cherokee came to a head in the 1820s. Georgia’s
population was swelling and beginning to crowd out the Cherokee tribe,
which at the time numbered less than twenty thousand yet which owned a

chunk of land roughly the size of New Jersey.27 Georgian authorities
resented that an enormous part of the state was outside their jurisdiction
and under Cherokee control. Many Georgians skirted the law and trespassed
onto Cherokee land, and there were numerous border disputes. But it
became clear that the situation could no longer be contained when gold was
discovered on Cherokee territory, setting off a prospecting mania that no
government could stop. The Cherokee government was overwhelmed by the
stream of immigrants into their territory, and their only real recourse was to
turn to the increasingly hostile state of Georgia or the federal government
for help.

In an 1831 letter to then-President Andrew Jackson, Georgia Governor
George R. Gilmer explained the situation and demanded a resolution: “… 
the Indians have neither been compelled to pay taxes nor perform any civic
duties. The only operation of the laws since the extension of the jurisdiction
of the State over them has been to protect them from injury by the
punishment of crimes, & the removal of the whites who had been tempted
into their Country by the attraction of the Gold Mines.…If the Cherokees
are to continue inhabitants of this State, they must be rendered subject to the
ordinary operation of the laws with less expense and trouble and more
effectually than heretofore.”

Whether Jackson intervened or not, this crisis was coming to a head.
In his 1828 inaugural address, Jackson had pledged to find some kind of

solution for the tribal problem, saying, “It will be my sincere and constant
desire to observe toward the Indian tribes within our limits a just and liberal
policy, and to give that humane and considerate attention to their rights and
their wants which is consistent with the habits of our Government and the

feelings of our people.”28 While previous presidents had often chosen



inaction on this complicated issue, Jackson was always willing to confront a
challenge head on.

Jackson believed that the only way the Cherokee could survive was if the
tribe was quickly moved out West, beyond the Mississippi River. Before one
concludes that the just action would have been to simply deploy troops to
Georgia to protect the Indians’ lands from incursion by their neighbors, it’s
necessary to understand the crisis that such an action could have triggered.
The nation was already on edge over confrontation between South Carolina
and the federal government over tariffs. Secession and the breakup of the
Union were ever-present possibilities in the period preceding the Civil War.
At a time when Americans were fearful of standing armies, and in which the
trust between the regions was disintegrating, marching an army southward
could easily have provoked rebellion.

It was also far from certain that even federal troops could have actually
stopped the Georgians from moving in and taking Cherokee land regardless.
The issue landed in the Supreme Court. In the famous case Worcester v.

Georgia, which dealt with missionaries arrested for going onto Cherokee
land in defiance of Georgia law, Chief Justice John Marshall ruled that
Georgia’s laws dealing with the Cherokee were null and void and that all
legal interactions with Indian tribes must be exclusively under federal
jurisdiction.

Another modern attack on Jackson is that he was lawless and defied the
court ruling. This simply isn’t true. “John Marshall has made his decision,
now let him enforce it”—the oft-repeated and infamous quote from Jackson
—is likely fake news, nineteenth-century style. It actually came from a
member of the opposition press, Horace Greeley, in an attack on Jackson.
What Jackson really said was “The decision of the Supreme Court has fell
still born, and they find that they cannot coerce Georgia to yield to its
mandate.”

In other words, the Supreme Court ruling had no power of enforcement

because the language of the Judiciary Act of 178929 meant that the court
couldn’t force the state to release the trespassing missionaries at the center of
the case. It was Jackson himself who eventually worked out a deal with
Georgia to have them released.



Historians mostly agree that Jackson followed the letter of the law. As law
professor Gerard Magliocca has written, “Notwithstanding the myth that
Jackson said, ‘John Marshall has made his decision; now let him enforce it,’
in reality there was nothing to enforce. One could say the president had a
moral obligation to persuade Georgia to obey.…But the president had no

legal duty to act.”30

In fact, Marshall’s decision actually gave more authority to the Removal
Act by ruling that the federal government had the sole jurisdiction to deal

with tribal matters.31

Jackson’s actions may not be acceptable to modern Americans, who don’t
have to face the specter of civil war, but given the bloodbath of the 1860s, it

seems quite reasonable for a president to go to great lengths to avoid one.32

Numerous other eastern tribes had been obliterated in the previous
centuries, and the Cherokee were now veering close to that same fate. By
placing them beyond the reach of rapacious states, Jackson and many others
believed the Indians might be able to build themselves up—turn to
agriculture over nomadic hunting—and join the Union on more solid

footing.33

Of course, the final negotiations with the Cherokee were highly
complicated. Their self-appointed leader, John Ross, a man about one-eighth
Cherokee—he was mostly Scots-Irish, like Jackson—was adamant about
staying in Georgia. He was a wealthy plantation owner with many slaves and
deep roots in Cherokee territory. Ross had little desire to pull up stakes, and
he convinced many Cherokee that they needed to hold out. But Ross wasn’t
the only Cherokee leader. Another faction, led by Major Ridge, who was
ethnically half Cherokee and had earned his adopted name “Major” from a
rank he held fighting with Andrew Jackson against the Creek, believed the
key to Cherokee survival was to move West. Ridge, a celebrated warrior,
thought so highly of Old Hickory that he named one of his sons “Andrew
Jackson Ridge.” Ridge was only one of many Cherokee who believed that, by
staying in Georgia, completely surrounded by often hostile people, the tribe

risked destruction, both morally and physically.34

Ridge and others in the so-called “Treaty Party” worked out a deal with
the Jackson administration to move into lands in the West and accept a hefty
payment from the federal government that was to be distributed to the tribe.



They did this knowing full well that it would make them hunted men within
their own community. Ridge said at the signing, “I have signed my own

death warrant.”35 He wasn’t wrong.
Members of the Treaty Party and their followers actually conducted a

successful and mostly uneventful move to their new land in the West while
many other Cherokee stayed behind. Those who stayed behind held out for
years until, under the Martin Van Buren administration, the federal
government insisted they abide by the treaty. What followed was an utter
catastrophe as thousands of Cherokee were forcibly removed from their
property. The Trail of Tears was one of America’s greatest humanitarian
tragedies: Cherokee and members of several other tribes were set on a death
march into the West. Thousands died as a result of the harsh conditions,
exacerbated by corruption and greed among those tasked with
implementing the removal.
The situation barely improved for the Cherokee once they reached their

new home. Ross’s allies conspired and targeted the leaders of the Treaty
Party for assassination. Ridge and other members of the Treaty Party plead
their case to Jackson, who had retired from office, believing him to be the
one American who might be able to help. Jackson flew into a rage and wrote
a letter to President Van Buren calling Ross’s behavior “outrageous and

tyrannical.”36 But there was little Jackson, Van Buren, or the federal
government could do for them. In the final act of this sad fiasco, most Treaty
Party leaders, including Major Ridge, were murdered by assassins.

It is reasonable to criticize Jackson’s removal decision, and even to charge
him with callousness to the Cherokee. His misguided and often
condescending paternalism—a consistent character trait of Jackson’s that on
one hand was a source of his impressive leadership but on the other
sometimes generated a kind of clueless cruelty—undoubtedly played out in
his actions. Perhaps a more cautious or enlightened president could have
untangled the situation in Georgia in a better way. What is not reasonable is
to portray Jackson’s actions as those of a murderous tyrant blinded by
animosity and bigotry. This assessment fails to recognize any of the
complexity of the situation on the ground or the possible consequences of
any of the other options on the table.



Some of the blame for the ultimate outcome must fall on Jackson. He was
the commander in chief, and he made the call that directly led to Cherokee
misery. But it’s also fair to blame some Cherokee leaders, like John Ross,
who led their people to believe falsely that the federal government wouldn’t
hold them to a negotiated treaty. The whole tragedy was a mess, with plenty
of blame to go around. At the end of it all, the Cherokee endure today as the
largest tribe in the United States. Despite their tribulations, they survived
and continue to contribute to the great patchwork that is the United States.

What is clear from both his public and private statements is that Jackson
didn’t seek to wipe out the Cherokee and other tribes. Jackson said in a letter
to his friend, Captain James Gadsden, “You may rest assured that I shall
adhere to the just and humane policy towards the Indians which I have
commenced. In this spirit I have recommended them to quit their
possessions on this side of the Mississippi, and go to a country to the west
where there is every probability that they will always be free from the
mercenary influence of White men, and undisturbed by the local authority
of the states: Under such circumstances the General Government can
exercise a parental control over their interests and possibly perpetuate their

race.”37

Again, Jackson’s view was closer to paternalism than bloodthirsty
genocide.

If Jackson had had his druthers, he would have had Indians live under

American rather than tribal law.38 True, many Indians had been treated as
second-class citizens by their fellow Americans, but looking forward to a
time in which they could live side by side with their countrymen, having
equal rights under the Constitution, is hardly the philosophy of a would-be
Hitler.

Historian Robert Remini perfectly summed up Jackson’s outlook:

It has been asserted that Andrew Jackson hated the Indians and that
racial annihilation was his real objective. Nothing could be further
from the truth. Jackson neither hated the Indians nor intended
genocide. For a slaveowner and Indian fighter he was singularly free
of racial bigotry. He killed Indians in battle, but he had no particular
appetite for it. He simply performed his duty. Moreover, Jackson
befriended many Indians; dozens of chiefs visited him regularly at



the Hermitage. He adopted an Indian orphan boy (Lyncoya) and
raised him as a son. He sanctioned marriages between whites and
Indians. He believed citizenship inevitable for the more civilized
Indians, and he argued that Indian life and heritage might be

preserved (and should be preserved) through removal.39

Jackson hardly had modern racial views, yet his overall philosophy
couldn’t be more fundamentally opposed to the modern ethno-nationalists
of all stripes. He wanted to offer the Indians American citizenship and
assimilation or, alternatively, to allow them to preserve their tribal way of life
away from the bloody territory battles that had become inevitable in the
Southeastern states. While he hated the idea of having states within states,
there is little evidence that his hatred of tribal governments extended to
individuals. While critiques of his Indian policies, which were inherently
paternalistic, are fair, it must be stressed that Jackson was no twentieth-
century-style genocidal dictator.

Jackson’s complicated role in Indian affairs is hardly his greatest legacy—
though it is now, increasingly, the only thing young Americans know about
our seventh president. However, before we get too high on our horses about
Jackson’s treatment of Indians in his time, it should also be noted that few
today concern themselves with the plight of numerous Indian reservations,
which suffer with ineffective and obnoxious government paternalism,
crippling poverty, and shamefully terrible schools.

As Naomi Schaefer Riley, author of The New Trail of Tears: How
Washington Is Destroying American Indians, wrote, according the
Washington Examiner, the unacceptable failure on modern Indian
reservations stems from “lack of economic opportunity, lack of education,
and lack of equal protection under the law.” Further, she wrote that it wasn’t
“the history of forced assimilation, war, and mass murder that have left
American Indians in a deplorable state; it’s the federal government’s policies
today [that are] a microcosm of everything that has gone wrong with

modern liberalism.”40

It’s easy to condemn the people of the nineteenth century while ignoring
our problems in the twenty-first century.

If Jackson had done nothing but fight in the War of 1812 and win his
monumental victory at the Battle of New Orleans, he would be worthy of



respect and admiration today. But an entire epoch in American history, the
Jacksonian Era, was named for this man—and not just because of his
battlefield exploits, as great as they were. It was the ethos that Jackson
represented that established his reputation as one of the most consequential
Americans who ever lived.

The Rise of the Common Man

Following his great victories in the War of 1812, Andrew Jackson became
a symbol for everything Americans admired and wanted to be. Though
Jackson himself felt he had no talent for politics, his fame made him an
instant contender for president. This was at the time of an important
political transition for the United States. States were becoming more
“democratic,” expanding the franchise to the common man. Voting rights,
which before had generally been restricted to men of wealth and property,
were being extended to white males of every socioeconomic class.
This expansion of the franchise became nearly complete after the

contentious presidential election of 1824. None of the candidates for
president received a majority of the Electoral College vote that year, so the
presidential election was thrown to the House of Representatives. Even
though Jackson had won the popular vote, the House chose John Quincy
Adams, son of Founding Father John Adams. Henry Clay, the Speaker of the
House, who had been one of the presidential candidates that year but just
missed the cutoff for eligibility in the House Election, cast his vote for
Adams. Clay was a representative for Kentucky, a state that had backed
Jackson over Adams. This already seemed suspicious to voters. But when
Clay was made Adams’s secretary of state, it provoked cries of a “corrupt
bargain.”
The corrupt bargain charges were probably untrue, but an enraged

Jackson, convinced he had been robbed of the presidency, was not a man to
be trifled with. During the next four years, Jackson and his growing list of
backers became furious at what they saw as growing elitism and malfeasance
from Washington insiders. When a popular wave catapulted Jackson into
power in 1828, it was a dramatic moment in the history of the Republic, the

first truly popular election in our history. Washington, D.C., was appalled.41



How had an ignorant backwoods buffoon become president? Something
must be deeply wrong with the country. The American people saw things
differently.

Jackson may not have been a philosopher, an intellectual, or an Ivy
League graduate, but he had qualities that average Americans respected.
Despite being rough around the edges, Jackson had leadership qualities that
few men of any time possess, along with a profound personal courage and
conviction that made many flock to support him.
The late nineteenth-century American statesman and historian Carl

Schurz wrote a profile of Jackson that perfectly captured the moment of his
election. Though Schurz said that Jackson could be “very ignorant” and
lacked a deep understanding of many policy issues, he also said that it would
be a foolish mistake to dismiss him: “His was in the highest degree the
instinct of a superior will, the genius of command. If he had been on board a
vessel in extreme danger, he would have thundered out his orders without
knowing anything of seamanship, and been indignantly surprised if captain
and crew had not obeyed him. At a fire, his voice would have made
bystanders as well as firemen promptly do his will. In war, he was of course
made general, and without any knowledge of military science he went out to
meet the enemy, made raw militia fight like veterans, and won the most
brilliant victory in the War of 1812. He was not only brave himself; his mere

presence infused bravery into others.”42

In short, Jackson was a natural leader who possessed the rare gift of
command. Born to hardship, fiercely patriotic, and with an absolute belief in
the American experiment in liberty, Jackson was the quintessential
representative of an America that was coming into its strong youth. His
countrymen elevated him to the highest office in the land because they saw
in him an idealized reflection of themselves—a tough, honest, and confident
individual who believed that America would always be the greatest country
as long as it held tight to its Founding principles. The American people saw
him as one of themselves, not above them. Though he had fervent
detractors, especially among the nation’s intellectual class, he garnered a
kind of universal begrudging respect.

Jackson was fighter at a time when a rough man in office seemed the
logical choice for an America still under existential threat from enemies that



included the greatest power then on Earth—the British Empire. In an
America whose recently forged political institutions were still fragile, he was
an important symbol for a people who refused to be trampled underfoot.
One childhood classmate of Jackson’s said he could “throw him three times

out of four, but he would never stay throwed.”43 It was the perfect
description—not only of the youthful Jackson, but also of the youthful
nation.

When Jackson was swept into office in 1828, he stunned the American
political establishment, which had dismissed him as an unserious ruffian at
best, a dangerous proto-Caesar at worst, and likely some combination of the
two. But they had been blind to some very serious problems that had taken
root in Washington, D.C. Following the collapse of the Federalist Party after
the War of 1812, one-party rule had developed into a cushy, back-scratching
affair among those in power. This era has sometimes been called the “Era of
Good Feelings,” but, as historian Robert Remini pointed out, it really

deserves to be called the “first Era of Corruption.”44

When a serious financial panic in 1819 sent the economy into a tailspin
and a series of scandals at the federal, state, and local level broke out, many
began to doubt their elected officials. That the Bank of the United States, a
public-private hybrid and a bit of a precursor to the modern Federal
Reserve, appeared to have a significant role in the downturn was enough to
make many Americans move beyond questioning their political leadership

and toward serious examination of their nation’s elite institutions.45

Some demanded debt relief and government intervention, but the wide
swath of Americans who would ultimately put Andrew Jackson in the White
House weren’t asking for a government handout in the wake of the
downturn. Instead, they demanded that government be strictly contained
and held to its proper role. They believed that their representatives were
using government institutions for self-interested ends. The elite was not wise
or beneficent, just better at staying in power than the average American.
This was an unacceptable violation of the most cherished principles that the
country was founded upon—or so the Jacksonian populists claimed, in a
narrative that should sound familiar from our own time.

Principled Populism



What Jackson and his followers of the 1820s and 1830s left us was the
“democratic” creed in the American bloodstream. It was populist but
principled, as oxymoronic as that may sound. Jackson had surrounded
himself with thinking men—like Martin Van Buren, Francis Preston Blair,
Amos Kendall, a few eccentric “Locofocos” (precursors to modern
libertarians), and other leading lights of his day—who gave political and
policy form to his Jeffersonian instincts. Jackson embraced the Jeffersonian
notion that the government needed to get out of people’s way, but he
abandoned Jefferson’s more utopian ideas. Jackson once said of Jefferson that

he was “the best Republican in theory and the worst in practice.”46

While Jackson was not the political theorist and wordsmith that Jefferson
was, he did offer a coherent worldview to the American people. And in
many ways, he was a far greater leader of men. The basic outline of the
Jacksonian creed was simple, but it had a lasting impact on the course of the
nation.
The first plank of Jackson’s political philosophy was that entrenched

interests in places of power can become dangerous to the liberties of the
American people. This was something Jackson stressed when he ran for
president, and it remained an important theme throughout his two terms in
office. In modern times, people think of issues like term limits—which
Jackson would have certainly been amenable to—for members of Congress.
But Jackson took it a bit further. As small as the federal bureaucracy was at
the time, Jackson believed that civil servants, who tended to see their office
as their own private property, had wiggled their way into comfy positions in
Washington, D.C., and had become slothful, incompetent, and in many
cases corrupt. He intended to drain the swamp.

In his first annual message to Congress, Jackson explained his
philosophy: “In a country where offices are created solely for the benefit of
the people no one man has any more intrinsic right to official station than
another. Offices were not established to give support to particular men at the
public expense,” Jackson continued. “No individual wrong is, therefore, done
by removal, since neither appointment to nor continuance in office is a
matter of right. The incumbent became an officer with a view to public
benefits, and when these require his removal they are not to be sacrificed to



private interests. It is the people, and they alone, who have a right to

complain when a bad officer is substituted for a good one.”47

During Jackson’s presidency, there was actually a law on the books that
limited a civil servant’s time in office to four years, after which he had to

apply for the position again.48 Though many have blamed Jackson for
instituting the “spoils system”—by which political parties reward their
political friends with jobs and punish their enemies by booting them out—
Jackson’s role in perpetuating this problem has been vastly overstated. So has
its pernicious effect on our politics. That system had marked advantages
over the modern one in which, of the nearly three million federal
government employees today, virtually none can lose their jobs for any

reason, including criminal activity.49 And the disadvantages of the “spoils
system” pale in comparison to the dangers of “the Deep State”—a massive
and powerful unelected bureaucracy whose staff appears to feel justified in
interfering in our elections. Andrew Jackson would have been horrified at
the total lack of democratic accountability over these bureaucrats, and we
should be too.
The second major plank of Jacksonianism was an intense opposition to

crony capitalism, the symbiotic relationship between big government and
big business, in which the government interferes with the free market to
pick winners and losers. The forgotten men under this system are the
average Americans without influence in the halls of power, those who work
hard and play by the rules. Jackson’s solution was not to give away handouts
nor to have the government control business—which he would have seen as
economic folly and un-American—but instead to sever the corrupt ties
between business and government whenever possible.

Jackson gave one of his most eloquent denunciations of crony capitalism
in his message to the nation on his veto of the Second Bank of the United
States Charter. Though the national bank did provide financial stability for
the economy, Jackson worried that it had become too powerful and
unaccountable. Indeed, many politicians were on the bank’s payroll. “It is to
be regretted that the rich and powerful too often bend the acts of
government to their selfish purpose.…When the laws undertake to add to
these natural and just advantages artificial distinctions… the humble
members of society—the farmers, mechanics, and laborers—who have



neither the time nor the means of securing like favors to themselves, have a

right to complain of the injustice of their government.”50

Jackson’s position is often mischaracterized as anti-capitalist. The reality
is that his hostility to the Bank was of a piece with his overall economic

philosophy of opportunity for all, favoritism to none.51 Jackson did not seek
to control business by regulatory fiat or high taxation. Instead, his
philosophy revolved around opposing crony kickbacks to the well-
connected at the expense of the average American, seeking to ensure a level
playing field upon which all could compete in a free society.
The third essential plank of the Jacksonian agenda was an aggressive

military and foreign posture in the world—something that differentiated
Jackson from earlier members of his Jeffersonian Democrat party.

It’s important not to overstate Thomas Jefferson’s rejection of military
force as an essential element of American foreign policy. He did launch a
major naval attack against North African pirates, after all, and signed
legislation creating West Point, America’s premier military school. But
Jackson relied even more heavily on the concept of “peace through strength,”
to quote a favorite phrase of Ronald Reagan’s. Jackson invested heavily in the
Navy as a prime weapon for preventing the abuse of American citizens
around the globe and called for a major naval buildup in his farewell
address, in which he paraphrased an ancient Latin saying that expresses a
similar sentiment: “We shall more certainly preserve the peace when it is
well understood that we are prepared for war.” His foreign policy maxim was

“ask nothing but what is right, permit nothing that is wrong.”52

Jackson was willing to threaten to unleash American military force, even
against superior foes, in order to get diplomatic concessions out of other
countries that he felt were treating the United States unfairly. For example,
when France failed to pay America the agreed-upon spoliation claims from
the undeclared “Quasi War” at the end of the eighteenth century, Jackson’s
brinksmanship ultimately convinced the French to pay up. As powerful as
France was compared with the United States of the time, Jackson’s threats
and unwillingness to apologize for them had a powerful result. “The effect of
Jackson’s attitude was not lost upon European governments,” wrote early
twentieth-century political scientist John Fiske. “At home the hurrahs for



Old Hickory were louder than ever. The days when foreign powers could

safely insult us were evidently gone by.”53

Jackson’s militant persona allowed America to punch above its weight in
foreign policy and to establish its claims as more than an afterthought in
European power struggles. Jacksonian militancy in demanding respect for
the rights of American citizens and asserting America’s national interests
abroad was effective in persuading foreign powers not to molest America
and to respond favorably to America’s demands in trade and other deals.

Despite Jackson’s belligerence—more likely because of it—the United
States was not embroiled in any major wars during Jackson’s presidency, and
the country secured more trade agreements than under any previous
administration. The man America’s political establishment had called a
reckless incompetent was getting things done, and his supporters cheered
him on.

Perhaps the most overlooked aspect of Jackson’s presidency was among
the most important issues for the future of the United States: the delicate
balance between state power and federal union, which was in jeopardy from
Jackson’s time until after the Civil War.

Jackson was a nationalist, but he was also a federalist: he thought that
most policies should be left to the states and individuals but that the union
itself was necessary and indivisible. For America to be strong, the federal
government had to be circumscribed to important but limited functions
such as foreign policy and projects of truly national scope. Jackson vetoed
state-level infrastructure projects as a waste of federal dollars—and more
properly the responsibility of the states. He loathed the idea of federal funds
being used as a slush fund for local interests and politicians. Jackson issued
what was at the time a record number of vetoes, many of which were used to
stop these sort of schemes. The Jacksonian creed was, as emblazoned on the

letterhead of a popular newspaper, “The World is governed too much.”54

This cussed independence has been a part of the American soul since the
beginning, but it was solidified in the Age of Jackson, the age of the self-
made man. And from time to time, it surges back to life in a wave of
populist, anti-elite discontent. In the 1820s, it brought Jackson to power; in
1980, it put Ronald Reagan in the White House; in the 2010s, it fueled the
Tea Party movement, which took to the streets motivated by the notion that



the American taxpayer should not bail out major banks that had acted
irresponsibly in the financial crisis, nor should they have to pay for their
neighbor’s house. Like the Jacksonians of earlier times, the Tea Party feared
that the government was working against the average American who had
acted responsibly—and was now being punished for it.

In a campaign promise that would have undoubtedly thrilled Tea Party
supporters, Jackson promised to pay off the national debt, which he thought
was a “national curse.” Remarkably, his administration did just that in 1835
—the only time in history that an advanced modern nation has pulled off
such a feat. This, along with his general opposition to crony capitalism, left
an important mark on American culture thereafter. “The conviction that the
government ought not involve itself in the marketplace remains alive and
well in the United States today and constitutes a bequest from the Jackson
era to our own,” historian Carl Lane has written. “Indeed the nature of
American capitalism today owes much to Jackson’s elimination of the

national debt in 1835.”55

Jackson’s insistence on constraining the power of the federal government
and eliminating debt, curiously enough, led him to a confrontation to
defend the Union itself. Though Jackson’s supporters, especially in the
South, were generally proponents of free trade, Jackson was willing to use
tariffs to serve specific ends, namely to generate revenue to pay off the
national debt. A Southern faction within the Democratic Party led by John
C. Calhoun, Jackson’s one-time vice president, with whom he had had a
falling out, led a resistance movement to the tariffs. Calhoun and his
partisans argued that states could “nullify”—essentially, ignore—federal
laws. Many of the nullifiers were becoming openly secessionist, willing to
break up the Union over the issue.

Because Jackson was a South Carolinian by birth and culture and a strong
proponent of federalism by creed, many assumed that he would support
South Carolina’s proto-secessionist position. But Jackson was militantly
opposed to lawbreaking—and to the idea of shattering the Union. At a
gathering of prominent Democrats for Thomas Jefferson’s birthday, Jackson
gave a toast in a crowd full of nullifiers: “Our federal Union. It must be
preserved.” His unequivocal support for the Union shocked the crowd and
roused the nation. Jackson would eventually issue his famed “Proclamation



Regarding Nullification,” which countered the arguments of the nullifiers
and declared their doctrines unconstitutional. He even threatened to march
federal troops into his home state to rein in what he considered close to
treason.

Jackson was ready to do violence to preserve his country if that’s what it
took. He wrote in a letter, “I thought I w. have to hang some of them [the

nullifiers] & wd. Have done it.”56 Jackson’s fervent pro-Union stance may
have saved the nation in the 1830s. And yet President Donald Trump was
aggressively mocked by the media for claiming that Jackson might have
prevented the Civil War in the 1860s had he been president at that time.

“Had Andrew Jackson been a little later you wouldn’t have had the Civil
War. He was a very tough person, but he had a big heart. He was really angry
that he saw what was happening with regard to the Civil War, he said,
‘There’s no reason for this,’ ” Trump said in an interview with journalist
Salena Zito for the Washington Examiner. “People don’t realize, you know,
the Civil War, if you think about it, why? People don’t ask that question, but
why was there the Civil War? Why could that one not have been worked

out?”57

Of course, it is difficult to say how history would have played out with
Jackson at the helm in the run-up to the Civil War. But one thing is for
certain: he would have taken a harder line than the mealy-mouthed James
Buchanan, who signaled to the nation that while secession was wrong, there
was nothing he could do about it. Jackson, in his day, had made it clear that
he was ready to do battle at a moment’s notice if that was necessary to save
the Union.

Men like Jackson and Daniel Webster, his occasional political opponent,
united in the 1830s to save the nation from immolation. Eventually,
Congress hashed out a compromise on the tariff and the controversy
subsided. But the deep divisions between the North and South survived to
fracture the Union a mere three decades later.
This was a stunningly important moment in American history. Jackson

perceived, accurately, that the nullification crisis was precipitated not just for
the sake of tariffs but by Southern radicals who were concocting arguments
to sever the nation if the institution of slavery came under attack. To be sure,
Jackson, a slaveholding plantation owner, disliked abolitionist “fanatics,” but



he saw them as less of a threat than the nullifiers. While on the question of
slavery Jackson held a different view from Abraham Lincoln, he, like
Lincoln, elevated the Union over slavery.

“The nullifiers in the south intend to blow up a storm on the slave
question,” Jackson wrote prophetically. “This ought to be met, for be assured
these men would do any act to destroy this union and form a southern

confederacy bounded, north, by the Potomac river.”58

While Jackson was dead by the time the Civil War broke out, its
successful conclusion and the salvation of the Union can fairly be said to be
in part his legacy. Though Abraham Lincoln had been a Whig for most of
his life and had often opposed Jackson’s party on domestic matters, he
embraced Jackson’s defense of the Union in the run-up to the Civil War,
citing Jackson’s nullification proclamation in his arguments against
secession. Lincoln rallied many Jacksonians to the banner of his new
Republican Party, including some of Jackson’s closest advisers. Jackson
adviser Francis Preston Blair, for example, one of the founders of the
Democratic Party, ended up also being among the founders of the
Republican Party decades later. Lincoln, like Trump today, kept a portrait of
Jackson at his office in the White House, a fitting homage from one great
American president to another.

But Lincoln’s view is no longer good enough for Jackson’s modern
detractors, who think his faults outweigh his contributions and wish to see
him stripped from our currency, his statues brought down, and his name
cursed and maligned in our classrooms. This is an insult to a man who
helped America get to its feet in a savage world.
The Founders created the American Republic. But the second generation

of Americans left a powerful impression of its own, an indelible cultural
mark on the country for the generations that followed.

“Populism” is a bit of a loaded term. It conjures up images of an
unthinking rabble egged on by self-interested demagogues, or worse, of
French Revolution-style mobs murdering innocents. Undoubtedly, going
back to ancient times, many populist revolutions have ended badly. The
Founders understood this, which is why they placed brakes on pure
democracy when they created our Constitutional system of government. Yet



they also opened the door for genuine democracy to play a serious role in
our system.
The Jacksonians of the early nineteenth century represented a distinct

kind of American populism. At its best, Jacksonian democracy was a
genuine and principled restoration movement that drew upon the best
influences of the Founding to rein in a corrupt ruling class. Both Andrew
Jackson and the movement he represented were ultimately more
conservative than radical.

America has never since matched the elite talent of the Founding
generation, never again produced men like Thomas Jefferson, James
Madison, George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and so many other great
leaders, thinkers, and statesman at once. But fortunately, America’s greatness
does not stem only from its great men; it also comes from the timeless
greatness of the system they created. That system of self-governance relies
on the often unheralded “middling men,” the generally unknown common
folk of America, who may not be as learned as the great elite that once
guided the country in its infancy but who nevertheless maintained and
improved the Republic created by those who came before. Jackson always
believed unwaveringly in such men, and that faith is the key to his enduring
legacy, which resonates through the generations.

Jacksonian populism did not destroy America; it reinvigorated it. While
Jackson had his contemporary detractors, the country was stronger when he
left the presidency than it had been before his ascent to the office. It had
achieved enormous successes. And perhaps just as important, he staved off
worrying trends that endangered the Republic. Jackson was no crooked
gangster masquerading as president, gleefully committing genocide against
vulnerable people. He was an honest, dedicated son of the Founding who
used his presidency to restore what he saw as the original republican vision
for the country, while acting as the great protector from both internal and
external threats to the Union.
The Jacksonian creed, which resides in the American political

bloodstream still, serves as a vital counterweight to the long progressive
trend of the last century, whereby America’s sovereign power has been
transferred from We the People to unaccountable “experts” in Washington,
D.C. It is the often unacknowledged and generally maligned Jacksonian



instinct that still stands in direct opposition to the centralization of power in
the hands of unelected elites.

In an age when a bloated government, an unbridled administrative state
staffed by an arrogant bureaucracy, and a corrupt—and increasingly anti-
American—elite hold enormous power, the lessons of the Jacksonian era are
more relevant than ever. We have every reason to want another Jackson, or
series of Jacksons, to step in, drain the swamp, and restore the Republic.
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CHAPTER 5

The War on the Union

“Madam, don’t bring up your sons to detest the United States government.
Recollect that we form one country now. Abandon all these local

animosities, and make your sons Americans.”

—Robert E Lee to a Confederate widow1

In 1861, Robert E. Lee took up arms against the United States. A century

and a half later, it is Lee’s attackers who are fighting to rend the Union into
hostile factions, to divide us from our fellow citizens, and to make it
impossible for the American Republic to continue whole and entire into the
future.

Ironically, today’s attack on Confederate monuments is an attempt to
destroy the same Union that Abraham Lincoln defended against the
Confederate heroes. The Great Emancipator and the Northern soldiers who
fought to save the Union were willing to reconcile with their fellow
Americans in the South after the war. And America went forward from that
point in history free of shameful race-based slavery—but also honoring the
men who fought on both sides of the conflict that abolished it. But today,
Robert E. Lee’s detractors are committed to ripping up the reconciliation
that bound the United States together after the Civil War. They deplore racial
harmony. They are doing all they can to increase hostility between
Americans, black and white. And they betray their true agenda by tearing
down not only the heroes of the Confederacy but those of the Union as well.

When President Gerald R. Ford reinstated Robert E. Lee’s citizenship on
July 24, 1975, the president said that he was correcting a historical

oversight.2



“As a soldier, Gen. Lee left his mark on military strategy,” Ford wrote. “As
a man, he stood as the symbol of valor and of duty. As an educator, he
appealed to reason and learning to achieve understanding and to build a
stronger nation. The course he chose after the war became a symbol to all
those who had marched with him in the bitter years towards Appomattox.”

Ford signed the House resolution at the Arlington House, Lee’s former
Virginia home, which was captured during the initial stages of the Civil War
and turned into what became Arlington National Cemetery, America’s most
hallowed ground. The house stands not as a tribute to slavery but as a
monument to freedom and valor. It stands silent among the greatest men the
United States has ever produced.
The National Parks Service website once said, “The Robert E. Lee

Memorial honors Lee’s military and public leadership in pre- and post-Civil
War America. Congress designated the memorial to recognize that ‘the
desire and hope of Robert E. Lee for peace and unity within our Nation has
come to pass.’ From the portico you can contemplate our nation’s fate as you
gaze across the river that once divided us.”

On August 14, 2017, that description was changed to language less

complimentary of the Confederate general.3 It could have been worse;
Robert E. Lee was in the news—and he needed to be erased.

After the infamous fringe white supremacist rally in Charlottesville at the
feet of a statue of Lee, demands to remove every symbol associated with the
Confederacy, already strong on far-left college campuses, became
widespread. There were even calls to remove a picture of the Arlington
House from the official logo of the northern Virginia county of Arlington
because, according to a Virginia attorney leading the effort, it was a house
owned by a slaveowner, and “maintaining the current brand/logo… will do

damage to the county’s image.”4 Regrettably, the absurdity was not limited to
Arlington.

Even many conservatives joined the Left’s calls to bring down
Confederate statues after the Charlottesville rally, leaving Lee with few
defenders. Rich Lowry, the editor of the conservative National Review, wrote
a lengthy column calling for the banishment of Confederate monuments to

cemeteries and museums.5 “The monuments should go,” Lowry wrote.
“Some of them simply should be trashed; others transmitted to museums,



battlefields, and cemeteries. The heroism and losses of Confederate soldiers
should be commemorated, but not in everyday public spaces where the
monuments are flashpoints in poisonous racial contention, with white
nationalists often mustering in their defense.”

Because a Robert E. Lee statue had become a rallying point for white
supremacists, according to Lowry and others, Americans should generally
bow to the demands of the activists and tear down similar Confederate
statues nationwide. This position, though well-intentioned, was ultimately
short-sighted. It wasn’t the statues that created poisonous racial contention,
as Lowry called it. Appeasement did nothing to stop increasingly aggressive
calls by activists to further erase history; in fact, it accelerated them. In
addition, the position was out of line with the views American people held.
Immediately after the Charlottesville incident, polls indicated that a
significant majority of Americans supported keeping the Confederate
statues, with a majority also indicating that they saw the statues as symbols

of Southern pride rather than racism.6 Even a plurality of black Americans
favored keeping the Confederate statues—something that highlighted a huge

gap between elite and popular opinion.7

Predictably, instead of a surge of white supremacist rallies after
Charlottesville—in most cases, barely more than a few dozen people were
willing to demonstrate for that cause—there was a mad dash by left-wing
agitators to tear down monuments and statues around the nation.
The Southern Poverty Law Center, a left-wing activist organization,

created a map of Confederate “statues” around the country, many of which
were simple plaques to bring attention to historical battles across the
country, and called for them to be removed. “The effort to remove [the
monuments] is about more than symbolism,” the SPLC website said. “It’s
about starting a conversation about the values and beliefs shared by a
community. It’s about understanding our history as a nation. And it’s about

acknowledging the injustices of the past as we address those of today.”8 It’s
difficult to have a “conversation” about history that has been consigned to a
literal trash heap. This is what the movement became as activists wantonly
attacked statues and monuments around the country.

A “Confederate” monument that was dedicated to post-war peace was
torn down by an angry mob in Atlanta. In Durham, North Carolina, a crowd



assembled in front of a bronze statue dedicated to the young men who had
fought for the Confederacy, tied a rope to it, and pulled it down as police
looked on. Once the statue had been brought down, the protesters kicked
and spat on it. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of the groups that organized
these attacks on statues have Marxist leanings—an ideology which arguably
has contributed at least equally to human misery as that of the

Confederacy.9

A visage of Robert E. Lee carved into limestone at Duke University was
badly mauled. The statue, above the entryway of Duke Chapel, was carved
up and had a chunk of its nose removed. The school didn’t bother to restore
or replace it. An attack on a statue in Houston was fortunately thwarted by
police. A twenty-five-year-old man allegedly carrying materials that could
be turned into explosives was arrested near the statue of a Confederate
soldier. The statue, dedicated to Irish immigrant Richard W. Dowling, was
“erected in 1905 to honor rebel soldiers who died at the Battle of Sabine
Pass.” The militant push to erase Lee from memory got so absurd that the
sports network ESPN pulled an announcer of Asian descent from a
broadcast of a University of Virginia football game because his name was

Robert Lee.10 These were just a handful of the incidents that took place in

the months after Charlottesville.11

Anti-Confederate activists somehow missed Abraham Lincoln’s address

warning of the danger of mob rule.12 If cities and states wouldn’t willingly
pull the statues down, then to hell with democracy. Lawless vengeance
would suffice. It’s an ironic tactic for so-called “anti-fascists.”

To defend Lee—or even fail to denounce him with utmost vigor—was
suddenly tantamount to being pro-slavery, or at least certainly racist.
President Donald Trump’s chief of staff, John Kelly, learned this the hard
way. Following the decision by Christ Church in Alexandria to remove
plaques dedicated to George Washington and Lee, Kelly defended the

Confederate commander on Laura Ingraham’s show on Fox News.13 The
church’s decision was absurd. Church leaders said of the removal, “The
plaques in our sanctuary make some in our presence feel unsafe or
unwelcome.”

Kelly stepped into the debate, warning that it was a lack of compromise
that had led to the Civil War—a fairly uncontroversial opinion not long ago.



He said, “I would tell you that Robert E. Lee was an honorable man. He was
a man that gave up his country to fight for his state, which 150 years ago was
more important than country. It was always loyalty to state first back in
those days. Now it’s different today. But the lack of an ability to compromise
led to the Civil War, and men and women of good faith on both sides made

their stand where their conscience had them make their stand.”14

Kelly’s comment—which may have been incomplete or lacking in nuance
—was nevertheless nearly identical to the opinion of Civil War historian
Shelby Foote, who appeared on a Civil War documentary by the renowned

left-wing documentarian Ken Burns in the 1990s.15 But just two decades
later, a similar statement made Kelly a neo-Confederate propagandist and a

slavery apologist.16 A day after Kelly made his comments, CNN contributor
April Ryan actually asked White House Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee

Sanders whether the administration thought “slavery is wrong.”17

The Confederacy Must Be Destroyed… and the Union Too

Attacks on Confederates were only the tip of the iceberg; any figure
condemned as politically incorrect was ripe for targeting. Christopher
Columbus, the Founders, and Andrew Jackson came under fire, but still the
PC gods were not appeased. Perhaps even more tellingly, Unionist heroes
who directly contributed to defeating the Confederacy have also come under
siege. Men who had actually bled and died to eradicate slavery were tossed
aside for their failure to conform to modern sensibilities—by people who
had never sacrificed a thing to rid the world of any great injustice. This turn
of events gives the lie to the idea that the war on Confederate monuments
had any aim besides eradicating America’s past.

It doesn’t matter what side of the war you fought on. The California city
of Arcata decided to pull down a statue of William McKinley, the twenty-
fifth president of the United States, who had fought for the Union. The
justification for this removal was that McKinley was racist toward American
Indians because he annexed Hawaii. New York Mayor Bill de Blasio’s
commission to purge “symbols of hate,” didn’t stop at Christopher
Columbus. It swept in Ulysses S. Grant, whose tomb resides in New York.
Grant, who led the Army of the Potomac at the end of the Civil War, was the



great architect of the Union victory. As president, he successfully worked to
shatter the original Ku Klux Klan in the South. But at a New York City
Council meeting when politically incorrect figures were brought up for
review, Grant was added to the list of suspect characters. “In 1862, he signed
general order 11, expelling Jews from Kentucky, Tennessee, and Mississippi.
I wonder if you think that given the large number of Jewish, he should be

buried in New York City,” asked a reporter.18 Grant actually regretted this
anti-Semitic action, and when he became president, he went out of his way
to apologize. But personal redemption is meaningless in this crusade. The
joke, “Who’s buried in Grant’s tomb?” might not be so funny in the near
future if this insanity is taken to its logical conclusion; protestors in
Memphis, Tennessee, demanded that the body of Confederate general
Nathan Bedford Forrest—at this point, nearly a century and half after his
death, nothing more than dust—be dug out of his grave in a park and

removed.19

Shockingly, even Abraham Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, has been
targeted by campus radicals. Students at the University of Wisconsin—
Madison (which wouldn’t exist without Lincoln’s Morrill Land Grant
College Act) protested a monument to Abraham Lincoln at their school.
During a Columbus Day protest in 2016, they hung a sign on his neck that
read “#DecolonizeOurCampus.” The activists said that Lincoln was
complicit in the murder of American Indians because of his role in the
Dakota War and that having his statue on campus was “belittling.”

Beyond the Dakota war, one of the protest leaders actually said that
Lincoln had owned slaves. “Everyone thinks of Lincoln as the great, you
know, freer of slaves, but let’s be real: He owned slaves, and as natives, we
want people to know that he ordered the execution of native men,” said one

of the protestors.20 This is nonsense. Lincoln never owned slaves. Ironically,
slave ownership was quite common among Indian tribes, and many joined

with the Confederacy.21

That wasn’t the only Lincoln statue to be marked for destruction. In the
wake of the Charlottesville protests, a Lincoln statue in Chicago was torched
and vandalized with the words “Fuck Law,” which is as good a representation

of the ethos of the vandals as any.22 Whether the work of militant activists,
mindless vandals, or some combination of the two, the attacks on Lincoln



only prove that virtually no figure in America’s history is safe. Impressively,
in less than six months, the movement to topple statues moved from Robert
E. Lee to Abraham Lincoln. Its descent was so rapid it can hardly be called a
slippery slope; it’s an untethered elevator hurtling toward oblivion. The
march to erase history—iconoclasm with no apparent rhyme or reason—
continues.

One Great General Recognizes Another

Before America descends further into the hell of racial strife and an all-
consuming culture war over its past, it’s important to take a step back and
learn from men who knew what it was like to go through a period where
Americans were literally at each other’s throats. The American Civil War was
the great calamity of our nation, the product of a half-century cold war over
what America was to be. Both sides were “conservative” in the sense that
they both claimed to be preserving America, although one side, at its
intellectual core, intended to replace the original foundation. Ultimately, and
thankfully for Americans today, the Union triumphed. Abraham Lincoln
emerged from the war as the man whose ideas were elevated by victory, but
nearly as important, Robert E. Lee would go on to symbolize the best
aspects of Confederate defeat. Both men were instrumental in recreating the
United States from the ashes of cataclysmic war and making it the great,
unconquerable force for good it became in the twentieth century. Instead of
tearing down men who rose to prominence in our past, we should pay
attention to why our society thought to raise them on a pedestal to begin
with.

At the Republican National Convention in 1960, Dwight Eisenhower,
America’s most famous general and formerly the supreme allied commander
in Europe, revealed on national television that in his office he had portraits
of “four great Americans.” Among them was Robert E. Lee, a seemingly odd

inclusion.23 Eisenhower had received a letter from a concerned New York
dentist who was baffled by the choice of Lee and said he did “not understand
how any American can include Robert E. Lee as a person to be emulated.”

In his hometown of Abilene, Kansas, Eisenhower had grown up around
Civil War veterans of both the Blue and the Gray and absorbed their stories.



After World War II, he bought a house next in Gettysburg and became an

expert on the battle. He relished taking world leaders on tours of the site.24

Though he was busy on the campaign trail, Eisenhower took time to
carefully respond to the dentist’s questions and to defend Lee in the
following letter:

August 9, 1960

Dear Dr. Scott:

Respecting your August 1 inquiry calling attention to my often
expressed admiration for General Robert E. Lee, I would say, first,
that we need to understand that at the time of the War between the
States the issue of secession had remained unresolved for more than
70 years. Men of probity, character, public standing and
unquestioned loyalty, both North and South, had disagreed over this
issue as a matter of principle from the day our Constitution was
adopted.

General Robert E. Lee was, in my estimation, one of the
supremely gifted men produced by our Nation. He believed
unswervingly in the Constitutional validity of his cause which until
1865 was still an arguable question in America; he was a poised and
inspiring leader, true to the high trust reposed in him by millions of
his fellow citizens; he was thoughtful yet demanding of his officers
and men, forbearing with captured enemies but ingenious,
unrelenting and personally courageous in battle, and never
disheartened by a reverse or obstacle. Through all his many trials, he
remained selfless almost to a fault and unfailing in his faith in God.
Taken altogether, he was noble as a leader and as a man, and
unsullied as I read the pages of our history.

From deep conviction, I simply say this: a nation of men of Lee’s
calibre would be unconquerable in spirit and soul. Indeed, to the
degree that present-day American youth will strive to emulate his
rare qualities, including his devotion to this land as revealed in his
painstaking efforts to help heal the Nation’s wounds once the bitter



struggle was over, we, in our own time of danger in a divided world,
will be strengthened and our love of freedom sustained.

Such are the reasons that I proudly display the picture of this
great American on my office wall.

Sincerely,
Dwight D. Eisenhower

Eisenhower believed that Lee, despite a war that split the country in two,
was a great American, one whose life and character were worthy of study.
Eisenhower was no Confederate apologist, nor was he blind to the horrors of
slavery and segregation. And yet—at the very time when he gave the order

for the 101st Airborne to forcefully desegregate schools in Arkansas—he
intentionally and prominently displayed the portraits of his “four greatest

Americans,” including Lee, in the Oval Office.25 Among the four was
Abraham Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, a man upon whom he also

lavished enormous praise.26

Eisenhower embraced Lee’s bravery and devotion to duty—and also
celebrated Lincoln’s legacy of liberty and union. In a 1954 speech at Lincoln’s
birthplace, Eisenhower—who had become the Great Emancipator of the Old
World—explained that legacy: “We remember his words because they still
mean for us, and still explain to us, what this great country is: the greatest
power on God’s footstool that has been permitted to exist. A power for good,
among ourselves, and in all the world. And he—this great Lincoln—was the
one who did so much to give us the opportunity to live at a time when that
would be so. When America’s leadership in the world is necessary to the
preservation of freedom and of liberty in that world, just as his presence in
the [eighteen] sixties was necessary to the preservation of liberty and
freedom and union of this Nation.” Eisenhower represented the dominant
opinion of Americans at the time, who could admire both Lincoln and Lee
for their strengths and contributions to the development of the United
States.

Today, the legacy of both men is under attack, though in different ways.
The “myth of the kindly General Lee” as one author put it, is being replaced

by the myth of the evil General Lee.27 To even express the desire to preserve
Lee’s memory as anything other than a monster is heresy. Lee made many



mistakes in life, but his critics have gone too far in making no distinction
between him and the most ardent pro-slavery extremists. They also fail to
understand the necessity of what they call the “myth” of Lee, which was
essential to recreating a still imperfect but unified Republic in the wake of its
near annihilation.

The Great Emancipator

Lincoln remains broadly popular, but his great accomplishments are
often diminished, whether intentionally or not. Though he is given credit for
defeating the Confederacy and saving the Union, his commitment to the
anti-slavery cause is often questioned by modern audiences. And insofar as
he is admired, Lincoln’s presidency is portrayed as an early progressive
triumph, bursting the bounds of the slavery-tainted Constitution. The truth
is that Lincoln saw himself not as an innovator but as a guardian of the
Founders’ timeless principles. In that sense, he was deeply conservative.

Lincoln saw that slavery was incompatible with the principles of the
Founding. Would the United States be a nation committed to the equal
natural rights laid out by Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration, in which
slavery would eventually go extinct, or would it be a slaveholders’ republic
where natural rights were irrelevant?

Slavery, Lincoln argued, existed in the United States due to positive, not
natural law. That is, while protections for slavery remained on the books in
the slave states, they were ultimately illegitimate. This didn’t mean that those
who opposed slavery needed to immediately march armies into the slave
states, but that it was their duty to work within the Constitutional system to
oppose further extension of the institution and put it on the road to
extinction. This was the prudent and just path forward, as Lincoln asserted
time and again. Lincoln knew that if this path were pursued, slavery would
wither on the vine, and so did pro-slavery radicals—which is why they
seceded from the Union after Lincoln was elected.

Lincoln had laid out his anti-slavery philosophy most notably in his
debates with Stephen A. Douglas, but he had also done so in several other
important orations. He had put the Founders firmly in the anti-slavery
camp. He maintained the view that the simple statement from the



Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal” really did
apply to everyone, not just white men, as both the defenders of slavery in the
1850s and many on the Left have maintained. As political philosopher and
Lincoln historian Harry Jaffa has explained in his definitive account of the
Lincoln-Douglas debates, “[Roger] Taney’s decision in the case of Dred Scott
—that the Founders believed the Negroes had no rights which white men
were bound to respect—had now become the hallmark of official

liberalism.”28 Strangely enough, that is, the Left has accepted Taney’s
decision in that infamous case as the correct way to view the Founders. But
this wasn’t Lincoln’s view.

Notions that Lincoln “evolved” on the slavery issue are simply wrong. In
fact, he remained remarkably consistent in explaining that slavery was an
evil that eventually must die out in a free country. Before the war, Lincoln
had argued against those who were morally indifferent to slavery, most
famously Stephen A. Douglas, who thought the issue should be left to the
states, right or wrong. Lincoln shredded this idea in his debates with
Douglas. Ultimately, Douglas’s so-called “popular sovereignty” would have

led to slavery everywhere.29 Lincoln also attacked the other more militant
school of thought associated with Southern statesman John C. Calhoun,
who argued that slavery was a “positive good” rather than an evil.

Lincoln had to convince the public that failing to repudiate pro-slavery
doctrines would lead to a loss of liberty everywhere. He explained that
adhering to the Missouri Compromise of 1820, which kept slavery to the
Southern states, was the best way to put it on the path to extinction. The
country couldn’t ultimately remain half slave and half free, he explained by
means of a commonly understood Bible reference.

In his June 1858 “House Divided” speech, Lincoln avowed his
commitment to the enduring Union while explaining that the time was
coming when the issue of slavery would have to be resolved one way or
another. “A house divided against itself, cannot stand,” Lincoln said to
Illinois Republicans upon receiving their nomination to run for senator. “I
believe this government cannot endure, permanently, half slave and half
free. I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to
fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing
or all the other. Either the opponents of slavery will arrest the further spread



of it, and place it where the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in the
course of ultimate extinction; or its advocates will push it forward, till it shall
become lawful in all the States, old as well as new—North as well as South.”

It was a bold speech, and one for which he was labeled a radical. But it
established Lincoln as one of the foremost anti-slavery men in the country.
After his unsuccessful senate run, this speech and his series of debates with
Douglas made him a presidential contender on the Republican ticket.
Uniting “Conscience” Whigs, anti-slavery and pro-union Jacksonian
Democrats, and even some nativist Know Nothings, Lincoln was propelled
to the presidency. (Lincoln only won about 37 percent of the vote, but the
Democratic Party had split and fielded several candidates, so Lincoln won in
the Electoral College—which is how American presidents are elected. Those
today calling for abolishing the Electoral College as unfair and anti-
democratic should remember that without it, Abraham Lincoln might not
have become president.) When Lincoln was elected, the Southern states
seceded and geared for war.

Lincoln had embraced Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence
and the natural rights philosophy based on equal, God-given natural rights
as truth. He believed this philosophy was the soul of the Republic: the “apple
of gold” to the Constitution’s “frame of silver.” Pro-slavery radicals
understood this too, which is why they founded the Confederacy on
explicitly different ideas. The Confederate constitution explicitly defines and
protects slavery while the US Constitution scrupulously avoids the topic and
never even mentions the word “slave.”

Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens, strangely enough,
affirmed Lincoln’s belief that the Founders were anti-slavery. The
Confederacy, he said, would have to be founded upon a new philosophy of
“science,” explicitly opposed to natural rights as defined in the Declaration
of Independence. The races were inherently unequal. This made the concept
of God-given rights nothing but a farce.

Stephens had once been a member of the defunct Whig Party and a
political ally of Lincoln. Conflict over slavery led them to split. The
“Cornerstone Speech,” which Stephens delivered shortly after the
Confederate states began to secede, articulates what was at the heart of this
new nation, not only in stark contrast but in acknowledged contradiction to
the one created by the Founding Fathers. Stephens had never been an ardent



secessionist, but he was forthright about his understanding of what was
dividing the nation:

The prevailing ideas entertained by [Jefferson] and most of the
leading statesmen at the time of the formation of the old
constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in
violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle,
socially, morally, and politically,” Stephens said. “It was an evil they
knew not well how to deal with, but the general opinion of the men
of that day was that, somehow or other in the order of Providence,
the institution would be evanescent and pass away.

Stephens admitted that the Founding Fathers—despite their allowances
and even some protections for it in the original Constitution—were opposed
to the continuance of slavery. They had understood it was a great evil that
the nation had been born with. “Those ideas, however, were fundamentally
wrong,” Stephens said. “Our new government is founded upon exactly the
opposite ideas; its foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests, upon the great
truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery,
subordination to the superior race, is his natural and normal condition.
This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based
upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth. This truth has been
slow in the process of its development, like all other truths in the various
departments of science.”
This was what the Civil War was about. This four-year conflict was

ultimately over whether the central tenets of the Declaration of
Independence were true, or false. Thus, the Gettysburg Address is the
perfect summation of a generation of debate over slavery and the nature of
the Union:

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this
continent a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the
proposition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that
nation or any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure.
We are met on a great battlefield of that war.



Ronald Reagan said it best in a 1987 speech to high school students in
Indiana: “This is Lincoln’s greatest lesson, this lesson in liberty. He
understood that the idea of human liberty is bound up in the very nature of
our nation. He understood that America cannot be America without
standing for the cause of freedom. He had often asked himself, Mr. Lincoln
once said, what great principle or idea it was that held the Union together
for so long. ‘It was not,’ he said, ‘the mere matter of the separation… from
the motherland.” It was something more. It was “…something in that
Declaration of Independence giving liberty, not alone to the people of this
country, but hope to the world… it was that which gave promise that in due
time the weights should be lifted from the shoulders of all men.”

While many modern historians see Lincoln’s actions as president—
particularly his Emancipation Proclamation only near the end of the war—
as evidence of his evolution on the issue, this is far from the truth. Unlike
the radicals of his day, Lincoln believed that slavery could be driven to
extinction in America only under the Constitution, and the careful path he
trod to that end was the wise statesmanship of principled prudence, not
evidence of evolution or flip-flopping on slavery. Absolute moral
righteousness, regardless of the actual consequences, is the standard by
which the leftist iconoclasts judge historical figures today—rather than wise
statecraft, leadership, or even practical results in achieving the goals they
claim to care about. Lincoln knew that liberty, for the slaves and everyone
else, was not possible without the Union and the Constitution. And Lincoln
freed the slaves—while these vandals have done nothing more impressive
than tear down statues of great Americans.

It’s easy for modern Americans to be moral absolutists about the past—
given our separation from the world in which slavery was the reality and the
lack of consequences for taking any extreme position. Naturally, today’s Left
prefers the most radical abolitionists to Lincoln. But if emancipation had
depended on those extremists, there would likely be no United States—and
there might possibly still be slavery in the Americas today.

American Hero



Southern heroes are treated even more uncharitably than the Great
Emancipator. Confederates like Lee are condemned as uniquely evil men
whose motivations were confined entirely to saving the wicked institution of
slavery.

For those looking back on history with 20/20 vision, it is easy to see the
outcome of the Civil War, Emancipation, and the ultimate triumph of Civil
Rights for Black Americans as foregone conclusions. The reality wasn’t so
neat and tidy. It is far more difficult to rebuild a civilization than destroy it.
There was no guarantee that the United States would ever recover from its
Civil War, but recover it did. Without men like Abraham Lincoln and, yes,
Robert E. Lee, things might have turned out very differently.

It may seem odd to pair Abraham Lincoln and Robert E. Lee together as
positive symbols of the Civil War. After all, they represented opposing sides
in an incredibly bloody conflict. In fact, it’s nearly incredible that both
figures could be celebrated by future Americans in what one historian called

the “cult of Lincoln and Lee,”30 but they certainly were.
As the decades wore on after Union victory and the passions of both sides

began to fade, Americans of the early twentieth centruy eventually came to a
healing understanding of the conflict as a whole. Northerners and
Southerners came to share what has been called the “nationalist
interpretation” of the Civil War—an understanding that while irrepressible
differences between the sections over culture and particularly over the evil
of slavery had led inevitably to violence, ultimately all Americans could
celebrate the triumph of the Union, the end of slavery, the birth of modern
America—and the honorable service of soldiers on both sides of the

conflict.31

Americans could accept that slavery had been a terrible evil and cheer its
demise and yet acknowledge that not everyone who fought on the other side
was evil. That was a necessary condition for accepting them back as fellow
countrymen. In this reconciliation that took place in the decades after the
Civil War, Lincoln and Lee became powerful symbols of the best of both
sides.

Lee had not led the slave states out of the Union. In fact, he had

discouraged secession as a great error.32 He had never belonged to the clique

of militant defenders of slavery who celebrated it as a positive good.33 Yet he



still fought on the wrong side of this great struggle. Lee owned slaves,
resigned his Army commission when his state of Virginia seceded, and then
reluctantly fought for the Confederacy until he was defeated. Shall he be
remembered in history as at best a Benedict Arnold? Americans after the
Civil War came to a very different estimation of his place in history—and we
are better as a nation for it.
Though he was a general and not the president of the seceded states, late

in the war, Lee was the Confederacy, the man who had the most power to
sway the minds of the Southern people. And Lee’s example to a defeated
South was almost unique in human history. When some Southerners
wanted to keep fighting a guerilla war, he urged them to accept defeat,
reconcile with their fellow countrymen, and to abandon animosities and

“make your sons Americans.”34

As one writer for the Atlantic Monthly wrote in 1911, “What finer
sentence could be inscribed on Lee’s statue than that?”

Lincoln, too, was a proponent of reconciliation. He waged the war in a
spirit of “malice toward none” and “charity for all,” in the moving words of
his Second Inaugural Address.

In the early twentieth century, the Arlington Memorial Bridge over the
Potomac River was built as a symbol of reconciliation between North and
South, Yankees and Confederates, Lincoln and Lee. It joins the seat of the
federal government in Washington, D.C., to Virginia, the home of the
Confederate government, and links the Lincoln Memorial with Arlington
House, Robert E. Lee’s home.
Thus a spirit of honor and forgiveness prevailed, a willingness to overlook

past grievances to reunify the nation. Sometimes, it is best to forget the
ugliness of past differences, find the best in old opponents, and move on to a
better future. From that impulse, Lee became almost as important a figure to
Northerners as Southerners. Together, Lincoln and Lee gave America a joint
future. In fact, without them, the US might have had no future at all.
That spirit of reconciliation is now under attack. Though we are now

much farther removed from the bloody conflict of the Civil War than the
Americans—both North and South—who unashamedly venerated Lincoln
and Lee, we have embraced the idea that forgiveness is unacceptable.
Americans must take up old grievances, argue with the past, and once again



be at war with one another.35 Mutual respect and acceptance are gone with
the wind. Racial conflicts and resentments over the history of slavery and
must be carefully guarded and fanned into new flames, never forgotten and
forgiven.

Appomattox, and the Union Restored

It was early April 1865. The Army of Northern Virginia, which had
fought and often won against great odds for four years, was dissolving. There
would be no reinforcements this time. This withered, starving army of
28,000 men was being countered by the well-supplied and confident Army
of the Potomac, at least 150,000 strong.

In their final gasp, the Army of Northern Virginia battled it out near
Appomattox Courthouse in Virginia. The now ragtag Confederate Army
could put up little resistance against the swollen ranks of Federal soldiers
who were quickly bearing down to annihilate what was left of the
bedraggled holdouts. One Union officer noted that the Rebel lines appeared
to have more battle flags than soldiers, a sign of their pathetically decimated

state.36

On April 9, Palm Sunday, Lee saw that the game was up. He would do
what he had to do to ensure that his men would live to see Easter. Lee called
for a meeting with Union General Ulysses S. Grant, the final and most
successful commander of the Army of the Potomac, to negotiate the terms of
surrender. The two entered Appomattox Courthouse on that day as pictures
in contrast.

Grant wrote of this remarkable meeting that, dressed in a “rough
traveling suit, the uniform of a private with the straps of a lieutenant-
general, I must have contrasted very strangely with a man so handsomely

dressed, six feet high and of faultless form.”37 An outside observer, not
knowing the details of the war, might have concluded from the two men’s
appearance that it Lee who was leading the victorious army and Grant who
was leading the rag-tag ranks of the defeated.

Grant noted that, in what was in many ways a rewarding moment of
victory and a sure sign that the war would be concluded soon, he found it
difficult to glory in the downfall of Lee, a man he had served with over a



decade earlier in the Mexican-American War. “I felt like anything rather
than rejoicing at the downfall of a foe who had fought so long and valiantly,
and had suffered so much for a cause, though that cause was, I believe, one
of the worst for which a people ever fought, and one for which there was the
least excuse. I do not question, however, the sincerity of the great mass of
those who were opposed to us,” Grant said.

Lee was in some ways the picture of an American aristocrat, a
stereotypical Southern gentleman in the best sense. His family was among
the most prominent in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Lee’s father, “Light
Horse” Harry Lee, had served under George Washington, and Lee had even
married into Washington’s family. Lee admired Washington greatly, and he
shared many traits of the great man’s character.

Countless volumes have been dedicated to Lee’s battlefield exploits. Even
the abridged version of historian Douglas Southall Freeman’s three-volume
set of books on Lee’s days leading the Army of Northern Virginia runs a

staggering 912 pages.38

Numerous historians have praised Lee as one of the finest generals in the
war. As a military leader, there is much to study and admire about Lee. But it
is ultimately what he did after the fighting was over that has secured his
important place in American history. Lee’s greatest triumph, the
achievement that deserves the respect and gratitude of modern Americans,
has little to do with his exploits at Chancellorsville or any other battlefield.
Instead, it was his actions at the end of the war and in the years that followed
that cemented his place in our history. This is not to say that everything Lee
did was right or correct or that he didn’t make a mistake in abandoning the
United States in favor of the Confederacy in the first place. Alas, Lee was no
George Washington; the “country” he led was built upon a false edifice; his
defeat, not his victory, would be a blessing to humanity.

Lee had called slavery a moral and political evil while believing that
African slaves were better under this system than they were in Africa
because they would be Christianized. While Lee’s position on slavery fell
short of recognizing its true horrors, he never adopted the more radical
doctrine of his day that embraced it as a positive good.

Human bondage has never been a kindly institution, but slavery was so
entrenched in American life that it was difficult for slaveowners, even those



who saw that it was evil, to disentangle themselves. It was legally challenging
to near impossible to release slaves. Some pulled it off, but often the freed
slaves ended up in situations nearly as bad as bondage, as in the case of the
slaves freed by John Randolph of Roanoke, for instance, who were ejected
from the property he had purchased for them in the free state of

Pennsylvania.39 Such unfortunate occurrences were common in a nation
dealing with the legal consequences of being half slave and half free.
Though Southern radicals undoubtedly saw slavery as the reason to break

the Union and wage war, Lee had never been in their camp. Instead, he was
a reluctant rebel, having long held out hope that America’s politicians would
resolve the sectional crisis before it turned to war. For Lee, the critical
decision on which way to go was made when he was asked by Francis
Preston Blair, a former adviser to President Andrew Jackson who had been
authorized to contact Lee by President Lincoln, to lead the Union Army. Lee
said, “Mr. Blair, I look upon secession as anarchy. If I owned the four
millions of slaves at the South, I would sacrifice them all to the Union; but

how can I draw my sword upon Virginia, my native State?”40 Lee resigned
his commission almost immediately thereafter, returned to private life, and
prayed that he would never have to take up arms again. But he was quickly
enlisted by his state, which had joined secession, and went on to serve in the
doomed effort of the Confederacy. Through the war, he never quite came to
the point of thinking Union soldiers his “enemies,” and he clearly, carefully
avoided the term. He referred to his battlefield opponents as “General

Meade’s people,” “General Grant’s people,” or our “friends across the river.”41

To twenty-first-century Americans, Lee’s allegiance to his state over his
country seems obviously wrong. The question of slavery, which had
provided the kindling for a sectional conflict that had been a generation in
the making, is what we focus on the most.
Those who say that the Civil War was over slavery are correct. This

supercharged debate was tearing at the national soul and making
compromise impossible. Issues such as “states’ rights” and tariffs were simply
policies that were interconnected with slavery, not the casus belli. On the
other hand, it’s a mistake to assign the motives of individuals who
participated in the war to this reason alone. For most, interlocking and
sometimes competing factors went into their difficult decisions. Loyalty to



community and family were often of equal or greater concern. For some, the
issue of slavery, whether right or wrong, was absolute, and they would go
with whatever side aligned with their beliefs. Others saw the Union as the
only consideration and stuck with their country no matter their opinion on
slavery. More than a few, like Lee, saw their state as their “country” and
would rally around that regardless of whether it was right or wrong. In one
humorous story, a Maryland officer, upon reading that his state had seceded
from the Union, resigned his commission and sought to join the
Confederacy. When he learned that the reports of secession were false, he
went back and tried to get his commission back. In some cases, men actually
joined a side because they saw more opportunity for advancement in one

army or the other.42

Sometimes even stranger occurrences took place. A group of black
citizens in New Orleans, led by veterans of Andrew Jackson’s victory over
the British in the War of 1812, enthusiastically gathered up a regiment to
volunteer to fight for the Confederacy. The unit, called the Native Guard
Regiment, was well received in New Orleans but rejected by Confederate
leadership. This same group of men joined with the Union Army when the
Federals took the city. Again, the motivations of individuals are often more
complex than the simple ideological convictions we would like to ascribe to

them.43

From Lee’s perspective, the grand mistake was in allowing secession to
occur in the first place. He believed that once states began to break from the
Union, the entire American experiment would be over. If he had gone with
the Union instead of Virginia, he would have risked not only fighting against
his home state in war but also being forever separated from it—a tall order
for a man like Lee. He was not just a Virginian—he was a Lee. For
generations, the Lees had been among the most prominent families in the
Commonwealth. Should he have abandoned his Virginian heritage and
sided with the Union? Yes, but one can at least see that the decision wasn’t so
clear-cut for him and why going with his “country,” Virginia, seemed to him
to be the honorable thing to do.

It’s hard to imagine what might have happened if Lee had led the Union
army from the beginning. Having an able commander from day one instead
of a string of mediocrities certainly could have hastened the war’s end and



Union victory. On the other hand, an extension of the war allowed Lincoln
to push the abolition of slavery to the forefront with the Emancipation
Proclamation. The Union might have been saved with slavery left intact.
History can be complicated.

It was in the final days of his command, while the war was slogging on
toward its conclusion, that Lee made a decision that ultimately began the
long process of rebuilding the country. Confederate President Jefferson
Davis planned to continue the Civil War by disbanding regular armies and
waging a guerilla war against the Union Army. In a letter to Davis, Lee
recommended against such a strategy. Lee told Davis that such a war would
only delay the inevitable defeat and perpetuate more suffering for everyone.

“A partisan war may be continued, and hostilities protracted, causing
individual suffering and the devastation of the country, but I see no prospect
by that means of achieving a separate independence,” Lee wrote in an April
20 letter. “It is for Your Excellency to decide, should you agree with me in
opinion, what is proper to be done. To save useless effusion of blood, I
would recommend measures be taken for suspension of hostilities and the

restoration of peace.”44

Ultimately, Davis came around and turned against the idea of waging
guerilla war. This was just the first step in the last and greatest chapter of
Lee’s life, which began quickly as the war came to a close.

He was horrified, in the last days of the war, to hear that President
Lincoln had been shot. Lee called Lincoln’s assassination a “crime previously
unknown to the country, and one that must be deprecated by every

American.”45

Lincoln’s assassination leaves us with unanswered questions about
whether Reconstruction would have gone more smoothly with stronger
presidential leadership. His successor, Andrew Johnson, though a patriot
and a brave man who had stayed on and risked his life as a unionist
governor of Tennessee when the state had descended to secession, left much
to be desired as a leader after the war.
The nation was exhausted, and much of the former Confederate states,

which now had to be reintegrated into the union, were in shambles. A
generation of young men had lost their lives, including many who were
leaders in their respective communities.



Lee played a quiet but vital role in restoring some semblance of
leadership to the war-torn Southern states.

Lee worked hard to convince the ablest men in the South to stay in the
United States instead of abandoning it for Mexico or Canada. After the war,
many Southerners were bitter about the outcome and wanted nothing to do
with the United States. Lee believed their duty was to their homes in
America. Even more, he thought they should accept the terms of rejoining
the Union. He hoped that the Constitution and free institutions would
survive the cataclysm of war. He worked diligently to make the country
whole again.

“Although the South would have preferred any honorable compromise to
the fratricidal war which has taken place, she now accepts in good faith its
constitutional results, and receives without reserve the amendment which
has already been made to the constitution for the extinction of slavery,” Lee
wrote to the British Lord Acton. “That is an event that has been long sought,
though in a different way, and by none has it been more earnestly desired
than by citizens of Virginia. In other respects I trust that the constitution
may undergo no change, but that it may be handed down to succeeding
generations in the form we received it from our forefathers.”

Lee was likely overstating the amount of anti-slavery opinion that had
existed in Virginia in the days before the war. But his sentiment that the
Union must be restored and the country be allowed to move on was quite
sincere. A reporter who interviewed Lee after the war said that what was
most remarkable about his conversation with Lee was that the former
Confederate general “talked throughout as a citizen of the United States. He
seemed to plant himself on the national platform, and take his observations

from that standpoint.”46

Though many former Confederates attempted to enlist Lee as the symbol
of the “Lost Cause”—a revisionist narrative of a war of Southern resistance
against Northern aggression—Lee’s actions worked against them. “He was
very careful not to attend public meetings that might seem to oppose the
government, or to extol the cause of the Confederacy. When I had the
privilege after his death of examining his private letter-book I found it
literally crowded with letters advising his old soldiers and others to submit



to… authority and become law-abiding citizens,” wrote one editor of Lee’s

private papers.47

Lee actually worried about erecting monuments that might cause
lingering animosity among Americans. He was asked by the Gettysburg
Battlefield Association to come to Gettysburg in 1869 to push for permanent
memorials on the site. The event included both Unionists and Confederates
and proved acrimonious, likely due to the fact that it was less than five years
after the war had concluded. Lee declined the invitation, saying that there
was little he could add to the occasion. Lee thought it “wiser, moreover, not
to keep open the sores of war but to follow the examples of those nations
who endeavored to obliterate the marks of civil strife, to commit to oblivion

the feelings engendered.”48

Does this mean Lee would have wanted to take down his statues today?
Not necessarily. He was concerned about smoothing over animosities
among Americans in his own time. He thought that stirring up acrimony
while the country was so fragile would do more damage than good. Many
Democrats and Confederates at the time undoubtedly wanted to avoid
tributes to Gettysburg and the war because they had lost. Immediately after
the war, tributes were likely to be celebrations of Union victory.

So, ironically, Lee’s chief reason for trepidation about building Civil War
monuments is partly why we should leave up his monuments today. While
statues built in the immediate aftermath of the war occasionally served to
“keep open the sores of the war,” it is the act of pulling down the statues now
that is becoming the source of acrimony.

Lee also had another reason for shooting down ideas to build
Confederate monuments in the immediate years after the war. It wasn’t that
he didn’t want appreciation of his former comrades but that he thought the
war-torn South was in no position to use what few resources it had on
statues. Lee thought it wrong to spend lavishly on the dead when the living
were starving. This might be a good lesson for modern cities spending
lavishly on monument removals or changing city and school names when

their budgets are a mess and their streets filled with crime,49 as is the case

with modern New Orleans.50

Lee’s hesitancy about building statues in the days just after the war helps
explain why most of the Confederate statues we have today were built at



later dates. The Southern Poverty Law Center and other groups claim this is
because the statues had more to do with enforcing white supremacy in the
Jim Crow Era or during civil rights agitation, but that explanation misses the

mark.51 In the 1860s and 1870s, the South, as Lee understood, was simply
too poor to be constructing expensive memorials and would have been
foolish to do so at a time when the region had so many other concerns.
Statues went up for various reasons at later dates, mostly through the work
of the Daughters of the Confederacy, a women’s heritage group. Many
monuments were built to celebrate the fifty- or one-hundred-year
anniversary of the war or for other general commemorations, not for the
purpose of championing white supremacy, as detractors claim. “Because the
Charlottesville Lee went up in 1924, at the apex of Jim Crow, it is easy to
suppose that it was designed to reinforce white supremacy,” historian Allen
Guelzo has written. “But the dedication ceremonies featured high-school
bands, cadets from the Virginia Military Institute, university faculty, and the

American Legion—not the Ku Klux Klan.”52 Guelzo, who is no fan of the
Confederacy, nevertheless explains that the reasons behind the building of
each statue were diverse.

A prime example is the heated battle over the “Silent Sam” statue at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, which ended with a mob
toppling the hundred-year-old monument. The statue, which was dedicated
to the Carolina students who fought for the Confederacy in the Civil War,
was erected by the United Daughters of the Confederacy and other groups
and individuals in 1913. Journalists and historians have pointed out that at
the statue’s dedication ceremony, Julian Shakespeare Carr, a KKK member,
former Confederate soldier, and one-time vice presidential candidate on the
Democrat Party ticket, made numerous racist comments, came out in
support of white supremacy, and said at one point that he had “horse-
whipped a negro wench until her skirts hung in shreds,” after, he said, she

“had insulted and maligned a Southern lady.”53

As noxious as these comments were, Carr was just one of numerous
individuals who spoke at the dedication of the monument, and most made
no reference to white supremacy or anything like it. North Carolina
governor Locke Craig, the principal speaker at the event, only discussed the
bravery and devotion of the young men who had left the school to fight for



the Confederacy—most of whom never returned—and made no reference to

white supremacy or the Lost Cause.54 Craig noted how, following the war,
“the University mourned in silent desolation. Her children had been slain.”
For many, this was the meaning of Silent Sam. Carr’s white supremacist
speech went unremembered until it was rediscovered by a graduate student

in 2011.55 Why should it be the one thing that defines the statue today?
Yes, there were militant racists who wanted to memorialize prejudice, Jim

Crow, and white supremacy. But there were plenty of others at the time who
erected the monuments to pay tribute to fathers and grandfathers who had
died in the war, to honor the soldiers’ memory as men and human beings—
and to celebrate the reconciliation of the two sides as equally American.

We sometimes forget it, but even into the twentieth century, America was
in the process of healing from a savage war in which hundreds of thousands
died, violence and death were a part of daily life, and the country had been
shattered into pieces. The construction of monuments and statues was a
crucial matter of paying tribute to the reality that a generation had fought,
suffered, and often died in the most violent conflict in the history of our
civilization.

In 1914, black civil rights activist Booker T. Washington personally
donated to the construction of a Confederate monument in Alabama
because, as Washington explained, Confederate general George Paul
Harrison Jr. and “men like him” had been “true friends of our race,” and “any
monument that will keep the fine character of such heroes before the public

will prove helpful to both races in the South.”56

Certainly not everyone who contributed to the erection of Confederate
memorials was a proponent of civil rights, as Carr’s screed at the dedication
of Silent Sam attests, but Washington’s comments bear witness to the
complexity of the meaning behind the statues lost on the zealots who wish
them all to come down. Some were built to support white supremacy, others
were built to honor the virtues of ancestors, and some were built by groups
of people who had differing motivations—some noble, some ignoble, and
some in between.

Historian Allen Guelzo has addressed the question of whether Lee’s
statue in Charlottesville serves the purpose of promoting white supremacy.
“The answer would be yes only if we believed that 1865 and 1873 were



yesterday, and that everything about the past is a statement of power (or a
clever concealment of power) in the present,” Guelzo wrote for the Wall
Street Journal. “This is what links the monument-smashers to the campus
deniers of free-speech: They understand monuments and speech solely as
manifestations of power, which only can be confronted and silenced by
power.”

Honoring a Vanquished Foe

It is notable that one of the primary proponents of putting up statues to
the Confederacy’s most famed general wasn’t a Confederate at all.

Charles Francis Adams Jr. was the great-grandson of Founding Father
John Adams, the grandson of President John Quincy Adams, and the son of
Charles Francis Adams Sr., a noted diplomat. The famous Massachusetts
family name was nearly synonymous with the cause of ending slavery. John

Adams had called slavery “hateful” and believed it would quickly die out.57

After his one-term presidency, John Quincy Adams had gone back to
Congress and become one of the most vociferous and certainly most
articulate anti-slavery men in the country. And Charles Francis Adams Sr.
had served as a diplomat to England under President Abraham Lincoln
during the Civil War. The Adamses were about as far removed from the
Confederacy and “the slave power” as a family could be.

Charles Francis Adams Jr. enlisted in the 1st Massachusetts Volunteer
Cavalry during the Civil War and was present at the battles of Gettysburg
and Antietam. He had volunteered out of a sense of duty, even against the
wishes of his family. He led a black regiment during the war when he was

assigned to guard Confederate POWs, which he did proudly.58 Adams was
anti-secessionist and anti-slavery by birth and by personal conviction.
Having fought against Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, he had no personal
reason to view its commander charitably. When the war ended, Adams Jr.
went back to civilian life. He became a businessman and a historian. He
eventually served on the Massachusetts Park Commission, where he had the
task of designing public parks. Few men were as uniquely qualified to
comment on Civil War memorials from the point of view of an opponent of
slavery and a defender of the Union.



And in a 1902 speech delivered to the Phi Beta Kappa Society of the
University of Chicago, Adams made the argument that Americans should
build a statue to Lee and perhaps other prominent Confederates. Adams
noted that Lee and his home state of Virginia had not been ardently in favor
of secession. Slavery had been less commercial and in some ways more
feudal, primitive, and familial in Virginia than in the Deep South states like
Louisiana. In Virginia, it was a dying institution in a declining state rather
than an integral part of the booming cotton economy. Virginians had less of
a financial interest in militantly extending and preserving slavery. When
Virginians did decide to secede, it was only when war seemed inevitable and
partly out of the fear that if they stayed in the Union they would be isolated
from their Southern brethren and might even be forced into war against
them. Lee’s decision to leave the Army was much like his state’s decision to
leave the Union.

Adams then turned to the question of why Lee chose secession when
fellow Virginians Winfield Scott (famed general of the Mexican-American
War and architect of the Union war strategy) and George H. Thomas (who
would become an acclaimed general in his own right during the war) stood
by the United States. Adams explained that Scott had actually been apart
from his state for decades and had only shallow roots in the Commonwealth
of Virginia. Of Thomas, Adams said that he was one of the most deeply
respected and admired men of the Union and certainly had some roots in
Virginia, but there were, he said, “Virginians and there were Virginians.
Thomas was not a Lee.” Breaking with his home state was far simpler for
Thomas than it would have been for Lee, who was the “very quintessence of
Virginia.”

State loyalty had great meaning to Adams. As an Adams, he was tied to
Massachusetts in the same special way that Lee was tied to Virginia. Adams
noted how this very question of loyalty to state or nation had come up for
Massachusetts nearly half a century earlier, when his state had threatened
secession during the War of 1812. Ultimately, his grandfather John Quincy
Adams chose nation before state, something that damaged his political
career. And the speaker himself said that he would have ultimately sided
with country over state, but that it was difficult to come down too hard on
those who chose otherwise. And it was even harder to define Lee as a
“traitor.”



The legal question of citizenship was still complicated in Lee’s day.59 It
was not unreasonable for an American of Lee’s time to consider state
citizenship a priority over national citizenship.

Adams noted how, when Lee was president of Washington College (now
Washington and Lee University), he rebuked a student who had delivered a
tribute to the “Lost Cause”: “General, then President Lee sent for the
student, and, after praising his composition and delivery, seriously warned
him against holding or advancing such views, impressing strongly upon him
the unity of the Nation, and urging him to devote himself loyally to
maintain the integrity and honor of the United States” Adams said. This was
“true patriotism: the pure American spirit.” Though Lee had joined the
Confederate cause, it was mistaken to lump him in with conniving traitors
like Benedict Arnold. “His lights may have been wrong, according to our
ideas then and now they are wrong—but they were his lights, and in acting
in full accordance with them he was right.” This was not “moral indifference”
on the question of secession, which Adams called a “slaveholders’ rebellion,
conceived and put into action for no end but to perpetuate and extend a
system of human servitude, a system the relic of barbarism, an insult of
advancing humanity.”

But good men sometimes fight for bad causes, just as sometimes bad men
fight for good ones. Adams celebrated the fact that slavery had been
conquered forever, and he believed the terrible price paid to eliminate it had
been worth it. Yet he also wanted to celebrate the good qualities of his
Confederate opponents, who had become his fellow countrymen once more.
Americans should be as “brave, chivalrous, self-sacrificing, sincere, and
patriotic,” as many of the men he fought. “So I look forward with confidence
to the time when they too will be represented in our national pantheon,”
Adams said. He anticipated the day when the “bronze effigy of Robert E.
Lee, mounted on his charger and with the insignia of his Confederate rank,
will from its pedestal in the nation’s [capital] look across the Potomac at his
old home at Arlington.”

Adams concluded, “When that time comes, Lee’s monument will be
educational,—it will typify the historical appreciation of all that goes to
make up the loftiest type of character, military and civic, exemplified in an
opponent, once dreaded but ever respected; and, above all, will symbolize



and commemorate that loyal acceptance of the consequences of defeat, and
the patient upbuilding of a people under new conditions by constitutional
means, which hold to be the greatest educational lesson America has yet
taught to a once skeptical but now silenced world.”
There may have been Southerners who saw statues of Lee and other

Confederates as memorials of defiance, but Adams saw things quite
differently. He saw their existence as a tribute to Union victory. Right makes
might, as Lincoln said in his Cooper Union address, and the Confederacy

was defeated.60 But that victory would be hollow if former enemies couldn’t
be reintegrated into a re-forged nation. Even those as honorable as Lee could
choose wrongly, but we are a lot poorer as individuals and as a nation if we
cannot recognize that the country needed both its Lees and its Lincolns after
the bloody war was over.

A Nation that Needs Lincoln and Lee

This isn’t to say that every aspect of national reconciliation was successful
or beneficial. Despite attempts by Northern and a few Southern Republicans,
including former Confederate General James Longstreet, to protect the civil
rights of black Americans in the South after the war, many of the former
slave states resisted. They successfully stripped black Americans of rights
and initiated the so-called Jim Crow era, which lasted nearly a century.
Perhaps in large part because of this, the South remained an economic
backwater beset by racial violence. It’s hard for your economy to prosper
when you suppress a large part of your population from getting jobs or
participating in civil society. But as bad as that was, things could have been
much worse had the South turned to mass guerilla warfare and failed to be
reintegrated into the Union, extending an already bloody war and wrecking
any chance of rebuilding the nation. In the end, the national reconciliation
after the Civil War laid the groundwork not just for regional reintegration
but for racial reconciliation as well.

If today we can’t include men like Robert E. Lee in the list of men we
choose to honor, or at least respect, then perhaps we’ve forgotten the lessons
of the four-year bloodbath of our Civil War. What will we have gotten after
we destroy the statues to Lee and his fellow Confederates? Will we have



ended racism and racial division? Will we have taught the dead a lesson?
Will we have made America a better and more united place of “malice
toward none and charity for all?” It’s doubtful.

It’s a mistake to think that giving into the demands of the statue topplers
will ratchet down tension and rage in the body politic. The vandals’ anger is
directed at America in general. The statues are simply scapegoats standing in
for our guilty nation.
The American, and one might say Christian, idea of forgiveness is a far

better attitude than vengeance if we intend to continue living as
countrymen. Otherwise, the only answer in the end is divorce and
separation. At the time of the Civil War, this meant secession. During Jim
Crow, it meant segregation. Is that truly the direction we want America to go
in? This is the logical end game of identity politics, which teaches that the
races are inherently different, that there will always be oppressors and
oppressed, and that racial colorblindness is not only impossible but actually
racist. Perhaps instead, like Robert E. Lee, we should aim to raise our
children to be simply Americans.

Many in Lincoln’s day, and a few in ours, thought it would have been best
to simply let the South go, save nearly a million lives, and make the messy
and only partially successful process of national reconciliation unnecessary.
If, instead, we believe that restoration of the union, annihilation of slavery,
and a future world in which the United States is both the most formidable
power on earth and a bastion for the free world, were the better outcomes,
then men like Lincoln and Lee deserve respect and admiration a century
and a half later. Together, and only together, they represent American
restoration in full. Without Lincoln, there would have been no new birth of
freedom placed on a cornerstone of liberty, the principles of Thomas

Jefferson and the Founders.61 Without Lee, America could not be great
because it may have been permanently rent by perpetual civil feud.

Lincoln and Lee were both great men in their own way, each of whom,
were truly unlike modern iconoclasts, very much committed to healing and
reconciliation after the Civil War. Instead of tearing down old statues of Lee
and other Confederates, it would be better to recommit ourselves to
Lincoln’s timeless principles, which are daily under attack. The greatest
threat to Lincoln’s philosophy is not now coming from a handful of neo-



Confederates or members of the alt-right, but from broadsides in academia
and the media. America’s elite institutions now treat the concept of natural,
God-given rights as a joke and teach Americans that their rights come from

government and not nature and nature’s God.62

Yet it is Lincoln’s restoration of the Founders’ conception of natural rights
that has been the deepest fount of liberty in our nation’s history, the ultimate
justification for the elimination of slavery as well as other forms of tyranny.
Embracing Lincoln and the Founders means abandoning the identitarian,
collectivist impulses of the left and the alt-right, which lead to nothing but
nihilistic and unending racial strife. To ultimately defeat these doctrines,
this country desperately needs a revival of Americanism, with the
philosophy of Lincoln at its core.
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CHAPTER 6

The War on Patriotism

Our allegiance must be purely to the United States. We must unsparingly
condemn any man who holds any other allegiance. But if he is heartily

and singly loyal to this Republic, then no matter where he was born, he is
just as good an American as any one else.

—Theodore Roosevelt, October 12, 1915

Mount Rushmore is a kind of national pantheon of great presidents. The

massive sculpture in the Black Hills of South Dakota is one of America’s
most iconic pieces of art. It depicts four presidents familiar to almost
everyone: George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, and
Theodore Roosevelt. The first three choices on this list may seem obvious:
George Washington the Father of Our Country and universally admired;
Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence and American
liberty; Abraham Lincoln, the savior of the Union who ushered in a new
birth of freedom. But what about Roosevelt?

Mount Rushmore was the brainchild of Gutzon Borglum, a famed
sculptor who aimed to create a modern marvel that would exemplify the
fast-rising America of the early twentieth century. When he launched the
construction of the incredible artwork in 1927, he wanted to depict timeless
Americana and pay tribute to some of the young nation’s heroes. His final
choice of Roosevelt has in part been attributed to his personal relationship
with the recently deceased president—Borglum was a lifelong friend of
Roosevelt’s who had worked on Teddy’s quixotic Bull Moose presidential

campaign in 1912.1 Roosevelt, though a New Yorker by birth, also had deep
ties to the Dakotas, having spent time there as a young man after his first



wife died. But Borglum insisted that Roosevelt’s inclusion was not just due to
a personal relationship; instead, it was because he was an “all American
President” who had established America as a world power, in part by

creating the Panama Canal.2 Roosevelt was the symbol of a bold, confident
America that had finally “made it” on the world stage.

Roosevelt had detractors in his own time. His outsized personality led
him to sharp fights with other leading men of the day. He seemed reckless
and outrageous, too much of a tempest to be trusted with power. He was a
morally upright man—some would say obnoxiously so—who committed
himself to causes he believed unquestionably right. He was a masterful
political reformer, but many of his reforms would leave things worse than
they were before. A political “Progressive,” he pursued some policies that
have been associated with the American Left over the last century. At the
same time, his core instincts could be deeply conservative. Teddy Roosevelt
was a militant defender of American civilization, unquestionably patriotic,
and even nationalistic. His social conservatism would have put him deeply
at odds with the modern Left—and perhaps with modernity in general. But
at the end of the day, he was a brilliant and consequential leader.

Roosevelt had his flaws, undoubtedly, but he is worthy of respect as an
“all American” president who exemplified the time he lived in. But that’s not
good enough for the modern Left, who couldn’t care less about his
contributions to his country. As with Columbus, Confederates, Andrew
Jackson, and the problematic Founders, his time for erasure has come.

Beloved Progressive No More

In New York City, where Christopher Columbus statues are being
reviewed for removal, Roosevelt is also threatened. In particular, a statue of
Roosevelt standing in front of the American Museum of Natural History,
created by James Earle Fraser and erected in 1939, has come under
withering fire from activists and vandals. In life, Roosevelt braved real
gunfire with panache, but unless we are willing to defend him from attack
now, his monuments won’t survive. The Roosevelt statue in front of the
Natural History museum was vandalized in the immediate aftermath of the
Charlottesville protest.



The ten-foot-tall bronze statue portraying Roosevelt on a massive steed,
flanked by an Indian on one side and a black man on the other, had already
drawn the ire of activists. And after Charlottesville, as attacks on statues and
calls for their removal became more rampant, Roosevelt became a major
target, despite the fact that he had nothing to do with the Confederacy.
Protestors consider the statue racist because it portrays Roosevelt in the
saddle and people of color on foot on either side. This has become a pattern:
out-of-context criticism of a statute gathers a mob and when nothing can or
will be done to take it down legally, lawless individuals simply take the
statue’s destruction into their own hands. A protest broke out at the museum
on Columbus Day in 2017. The protestors didn’t just want to get rid of the
statue; they wanted to remove any connection between the museum and
Roosevelt, who they said had been essentially genocidal toward Indians.
“Teddy Roosevelt’s nature was not empty wilderness. It was and is
indigenous land,” said one of the activists. “Taken through violence. Just like
Columbus who came to enslave. To take their gold and their bodies and

their souls.”3 If their fellow citizens didn’t want to take part in the crusade,
the protesters indicated that they wouldn’t take no for an answer. One of the
protesters said, of bringing down the Roosevelt statue and others, “It’s way

overdue. We’re going to pull them down if you don’t take them down.”4 Not
long after this event, the statue was vandalized with red paint.
The protesters and the vandals have been egged on by reasonable-

sounding professors who insist that while they don’t want to destroy the
statue, it should be moved to a museum to “contextualize” it. In a letter to
New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, a hundred professors called for the removal
of the statue and demanded that it be placed in a museum where Roosevelt,
along with other great figures of the American past, can presumably be
shamed for their sins. “The Roosevelt monument by James Earle Fraser
could be profitably displayed alongside Fraser’s The End of the Trail in the
Metropolitan Museum, for example, so that viewers could explore how race

and eugenics were visualized in the period,” the professors wrote.5

There are certainly cases in which it’s reasonable to provide context for
statues. It’s also a good idea to build new statues for the purpose of
portraying views that counter those of the old. But the impulse to force
monuments of yesteryear into a setting where far-left professors can simply



tell a captive audience what to believe about the past is hardly better than
bulldozing them. In some ways, it’s worse. While studying the mistakes of
previous generations is critical, putting America’s past on trial is an entirely
unproductive way to treat our statues and monuments. One way or another,
though, the Roosevelt statue won’t be left alone unless we come to its
defense.
There would be something particularly sad about removing Roosevelt’s

connection to the Natural History Museum, which was originally conceived
by his father, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. Like Jefferson, young Teddy was
fascinated by the natural world and had a small collection of taxidermied
animals. TR’s father envisioned a larger museum that could entertain and
educate the people of New York, so in 1869, he helped draft a charter for the

American Museum of Natural History.6 The younger Roosevelt would
continue to be involved with the museum his entire life, contributing many
of the specimens used in its exhibits. That connection seems to matter very
little to the brigade of angry activists.

Roosevelt maintains a fair amount of popularity across the political
spectrum, but as we’ve seen with other once universally venerated heroes
like Thomas Jefferson, support without informed understanding can erode

quickly.7 Though the American hard Left is leading the charge to boot
Roosevelt from his place of honor in our history, many on the American
Right have been hesitant to defend him. His progressive political swing,
especially late in life, runs afoul of the limited government beliefs of modern
conservatives. The Left has even more reasons to let Teddy go. Roosevelt was
a firm believer in a powerful military and peace through strength, and he

had an overabundance of what now would be called “toxic masculinity.”8 His
views on marriage, the family, and especially birth control—he thought it
was evil, and even sparred with Planned Parenthood founder Margaret
Sanger on the issue—put him somewhere to the right of most modern social

conservatives.9 Certainly, some of his views on race, which drew from the
Social Darwinist movement popular among the American elite at the time,
are shocking. In the early twentieth century, progressivism and “scientific”
racism were often linked, an uncomfortable fact for their progressive
ideological descendants. Nevertheless, Roosevelt should not be cavalierly
dismissed. Though some of his views make modern Americans on both the



left and right blanche, the best of his philosophy is highly applicable today.
It’s not necessary to accept everything about people of the past to celebrate
and learn from them.
The United States has had few leaders as charismatic and iconic as

Theodore Roosevelt. He was not just a consequential president—though he
was that—he was a dazzling personality who, in his relatively short life,
managed to be not just a politician but a soldier, rancher, big game hunter,
and talented historian. His book on the War of 1812 has rightly been called a

“masterpiece.”10 It’s not a stretch to say that Roosevelt was one of the best-
read men who ever presided in the White House—not forgetting bookish
types like Thomas Jefferson and James Madison. Of course, Roosevelt was
not just a bookworm. He was one of the county’s most famed outdoorsmen,
an advocate of “the strenuous life”—a phrase that became the title of his
short book about living a life of hard work, both mental and physical.
Though he was born into an extremely wealthy family dynasty, he resisted
using that privilege to coast through life. As he wrote, “A mere life of ease is
not in the end a very satisfactory life, and, above all, it is a life which

ultimately unfits those who follow it for serious work in the world.”11 This

did not suit Roosevelt, who was ever the man “in the arena.”12

TR was a character; his boyish antics, unmistakable grin, and memorable
phrases have sparked the imaginations of generations of schoolchildren. But
it would be incorrect to think that this is his main contribution to American
history. Roosevelt arrived on the American political scene as the country
was in a period of transition. After generations of development and
explosive growth, America was coming into its own as an international
power. No longer a country that was merely proud of holding its own against
European leviathans, the US was taking its place as an equal in the global
arena, and Roosevelt was ready to lead Americans in that arena.

Many of America’s great leaders, including George Washington and
Andrew Jackson, had believed wholeheartedly that the United States was
destined to be the world’s preeminent power—not just a beacon of liberty
but an unmatched tower of strength. Roosevelt and Americans of his time
found themselves in an America that was not only a promised land for the
people of the world but also reaching the pinnacle of power in relation to
nations across the globe. From this new vantage point, a once-scrappy



underdog set course in a world far less intimidating than it had been for
previous generations. The issue facing the nation was what to do with its
newfound clout. For good—and sometimes ill—it was Roosevelt and his
contemporaries who ushered in the American century.

But his greatest contribution to America may have been at home.
Roosevelt offered an inclusive vision of American nationalism. This, even
more than the statues and monuments built to honor Roosevelt, is what the
Left is attempting to tear down—they see the “cultural imperialism” that
demands immigrants assimilate to the country and flag that they live under
offensive. Until recently, there was a common consensus about immigration.
Immigrants were allowed in based on what was good for the country as a
whole. In addition, there was the strong expectation that new arrivals would
attempt to conform to American culture, learn English, and assimilate to
their new county.

Today, the very term “melting pot” is considered a “microaggression” on

some college campuses; the idea of assimilation borders on hate speech.13

Roosevelt would have found this sort of progressivism bewildering, to say
the least. His idea of progress was unity, not division. Like many in his
generation, he had lasting memories of a time when the nation, hopelessly
divided, went to war with itself and left scars that had never fully healed. He
offered a vision for America to become both a nation of immigrants and a
nation of citizens with undivided loyalty—Americanism pure and simple.

Few championed the American melting pot more aggressively than
Roosevelt. For him, e pluribus unum was America’s strength, and bold
Americanism would provide the glue to keep the country together through
any trial. Though there were flaws in the way Roosevelt looked at the world,
and though some of his policies did great harm, we have good reason to
uphold and carry on this aspect of his legacy today.

America Rising

When Theodore Roosevelt was born, the United States was on the brink
of a Civil War that would divide regions and families and leave over half a
million Americans dead. Its continued existence as one country was very
much in doubt; the experiment in liberty seemed just about over. By the



time Roosevelt died, the country was a united superpower emerging
victorious in what was, at that point, the largest-scale war in human history.
The United States was among the handful of most powerful countries in the
world, and to keen observers of the day, it was clearly the most powerful.

As we have seen, rebuilding the American nation from the shards that
survived the Civil War was a monumental task. That the free institutions
created by the Founders survived and were in some ways improved upon
was nearly a miracle. In the process of restoring the Union, the United States
took another step in its development.
The country was growing explosively in the late nineteenth century. It

was at this time that the United States quietly surpassed the United
Kingdom in raw economic output. The territorial advances it had made in a
century, expanding beyond the Eastern Seaboard all the way to the West
Coast, showed the world that the United States was capable of becoming a
continental empire that could use its central location between Asia and
Europe to be a force in both the East and the West. Prodigious economic
growth was propelling America past the most prosperous economies of the
world, and the nation was settling into a new position. Combine these
factors with an unparalleled system of government and the still-young
country had the potential to become something rare in human civilization: a
global hegemon.

But the fulfillment of that potential depended on national unity and the
patriotism of all Americans—sons and daughters of the North and the South
as well newcomers to US soil.
Theodore Roosevelt was born in 1858, the most tumultuous time in

American history. He was a toddler when the great armies of the North and
South battled across the country. His father, a wealthy New Yorker, paid for a
substitute to fight in his place, so he never served in the war. This practice,
although common at the time, embarrassed Roosevelt, who
overcompensated throughout his life with his own military service.

Young Roosevelt idolized Abraham Lincoln, and the depth of his
admiration only grew. As president, he wrote that he believed George
Washington and Abraham Lincoln to be among the highest class of
statesmen who ever lived and far more worth emulating for a free people
than ancients like Caesar, Alexander the Great, and Napoleon. “The more I
study the Civil War and the time following it, the more I feel (as of course



everyone feels) the towering greatness of Lincoln, which puts him before all

other men of our time,” Roosevelt wrote.14

True to his core value of national unity, Roosevelt was no fan of
secession; in fact, he considered it one of the most terrible political crimes
ever committed. His public attacks on former Confederate President
Jefferson Davis were so caustic that he received what he called an
“undignified” letter from Davis demanding an apology for comparing him
to infamous American traitor Benedict Arnold. But Davis received no

apology, only a curt return letter asking for no further communication.15

Later in life, Roosevelt would have a change of heart about Davis, but he
never relented in his belief that secession was a catastrophe for the United
States. While Roosevelt generally castigated Confederate political leadership,
he was quite generous in sentiment toward former Confederate soldiers,
especially those he believed had simply done their duty to their state.

Among these men, Roosevelt held Robert E. Lee in high esteem.16

Roosevelt’s generation had to pick up the pieces of a shattered nation. He
dealt with this matter delicately, refusing to move an inch on what he
believed was the justice of the Union cause while acknowledging the
humanity and qualities of those who fought for the Confederacy. It is easy to
condemn those of the past who did not follow what we see as the right path.
Americans of Roosevelt’s time were dealing not with abstract ideas but with
their flesh-and-blood countrymen. The Civil War didn’t end with one side in
triumph and the other eliminated from the Earth. Instead, it ended with
mortal foes once again living under the same government, the same
Constitution, and the same flag. Roosevelt understood this, and he helped
complete Abraham Lincoln’s task of truly putting the Union back together.

But he did not turn his back on the Americans for whom the bloodiest
war in American history had, for the most part, been fought.

Roosevelt routinely reminded his countrymen that the cause of racial
equality was essential to the nation’s future success and existence. To deny
the rights of some Americans based on their skin color, race, or country of
origin was cancerous to the republic and dishonored the great task with
which Lincoln had charged us in the Gettysburg Address. As Roosevelt
explained in one of his best but often overlooked speeches, at a 1905 Lincoln
Dinner for the Republican Party of New York, one of “the gravest problems



before our people” was “the problem of so dealing with the man of one color
as to secure him the rights that no one would grudge him if he were of

another color.”17

Roosevelt believed that the nation couldn’t right itself until it became
fully committed to equal rights for all citizens. Though Roosevelt used
paternalistic terminology about the duty of white Americans to black
Americans, he had an unwavering commitment to make equal treatment of
the races a reality. He explained why in that stirring New York speech, which
deserves quoting at length:

Neither I nor any other man can say that any given way of
approaching that problem will present in our time even an
approximately perfect solution, but we can safely say that there can
never be such solution at all unless we approach it with the effort to
do fair and equal justice among all men; and to demand from them
in return just and fair treatment for others. Our effort should be to
secure to each man, whatever his color, equality of opportunity,
equality of treatment before the law. As a people striving to shape
our actions in accordance with the great law of righteousness we
cannot afford to take part in or be indifferent to the oppression or
maltreatment of any man who, against crushing disadvantages, has
by his own industry, energy, self-respect, and perseverance struggled
upward to a position which would entitle him to the respect of his
fellows, if only his skin were of a different hue.

Every generous impulse in us revolts at the thought of thrusting down
instead of helping up such a man. To deny any man the fair treatment
granted to others no better than he is to commit a wrong upon him—a
wrong sure to react in the long run upon those guilty of such denial. The
only safe principle upon which Americans can act is that of “all men up,” not

that of “some men down.”18

This gets to the heart of Roosevelt’s beliefs—not only about racial equality
between white and black Americans, but his overall belief in Americanism,
the melting pot, and individualism. To live up to its Founding principles,
America must treat people equally and on their merits as individuals.
Roosevelt tried to do this in his own life. He caused a stir when he invited



black civil rights activist and educator Booker T. Washington to eat with him
at the White House in 1901. TR was stunned by the negative reaction to this

action, which he “did not devote very much thought to” initially.19 The
president expressed befuddlement at the negative reaction to such a simple
gesture and frustration with the entire race problem. The “only wise and
honorable and Christian thing to do,” he said, was to “treat each black man
and each white man strictly on his merits as a man, giving him no more and
no less than he shows himself worthy to have.” Roosevelt noted that if he was
wrong about this, then his whole outlook on life was wrong. In response to
the complaints about Washington, the president said he had meant no
offence to anyone, but he also didn’t “intend to allow their prejudices to

make me false to my principles.”20

Unfortunately, Roosevelt bought into some of the “science” of his day that
claimed that black people as a whole were “as a mass” inferior to whites (a
salutary warning about the dangers of basing public policy on the
contemporary scientific consensus). But to Roosevelt, it ultimately didn’t
matter what the differences between the races were. They provided no
justification for denying individuals the equal rights afforded to all

Americans.21

A Champion of the Old West, a Symbol of America

Though a through-and-through New Yorker, Roosevelt was also a great
booster of the West. After his wife and mother both died on Valentine’s Day
1884, the distraught Roosevelt sought escape out West. He retreated to a
piece of land he had acquired in the Dakota territory and lived the life of a
rancher. To his neighbors, he must have seemed at first like an eccentric
Easterner who treated life in the wilder parts of the country as a hobby, but

he worked and lived like they did and earned the respect of many.22

Roosevelt’s interest in Western life did not end with ranching. He fell in
love with the beauty and romance of America’s wild lands, becoming one of
the country’s most famed naturalists. He was a fierce proponent of national
parks who spearheaded the federal protection of land across the Western
states. However, as historian Daniel Ruddy has noted, Roosevelt’s intent
when creating these parks was not simply to create vast spaces of



uninhabited land in the US. “While the recreational angle is part of the
story,” Ruddy wrote, “TR’s overriding objective was to protect the natural
wealth of the nation. He wanted to maintain a few special forests.…But the
rest of his goal was to ‘allow marketable timber to be cut everywhere without

damage to the forests.’ ”23 For Roosevelt, conservation of the nation’s great
natural heritage meant preserving not only its beauty but also its wealth and
strength.

Roosevelt admired the harsh lives of Westerners and saw the American
frontier experience as a defining feature of the country. He mostly accepted
the famed “Frontier Thesis” of historian Frederick Jackson Turner, who
theorized that America’s unique cultural and democratic heritage stemmed

from its frontier experience.24 Though many over the years have questioned
Turner’s thesis, there is no doubt that the push West left an indelible mark
on the American psyche. One only has to watch a John Ford Western from
the mid-twentieth century to understand that the Western is an allegory for
America.

It is telling that when TR finally got his chance to see battle in the
Spanish-American War, he called the unit he formed the Rough Riders, a
name that drew upon his love of the West. The regiment, drawn from all
over the country, was composed of the element that Roosevelt saw as the
strength of America: hardy men from all walks of life who could find
common cause fighting for their country. Roosevelt wrote of his beloved
unit, “All—Easterners and Westerners, Northerners and Southerners,
officers and men, cowboys and college graduates, wherever they came from,
and whatever their social goal—possessed in common the traits of

hardihood and a thirst for adventure.”25

The Roosevelt’s regiment had colorful nicknames that would have fit into
a Hollywood Western—Happy Jack of Arizona, Smoky Moore, Rattlesnake

Pete. They were a diverse lot, but they were thoroughly American.26 One
man who served in the Rough Riders wrote that it was composed of
“millionaires, paupers, shyster lawyers, cowboys, quack doctors, farmers,
college professors, miners, adventurers, preachers, prospectors, socialists,
journalists, insurance agents, Jews, politicians, Gentiles, Mexicans, professed
Christians, Indians, West Point graduates, Arkansas wild men, baseball

players, sheriffs, and horse thieves.”27 In other words, it was pure Americana.



E Pluribus Unum

It was during Roosevelt’s heyday that the United States emerged as an
international power. America had always been expansionist to a certain
extent. A purely isolationist country would not have emerged from the thin
strip of territory on the East Coast to extend from sea to shining sea in the
course of a century. But most Americans envisioned the expansion as
limited to the North American continent. As the country reached its natural
continental confines, though, many began to see them as a limitation rather
than a blessing for a nation in a sea of aggressive imperialist powers. It is
noteworthy that whenever the United States let up on enforcing the Monroe
Doctrine—formulated by Secretary of State John Quincy Adams to ward off
aggressive European expansion in the Americas—or appeared to be faltering
—as during the Civil War—European nations swooped in to gobble up as

much of the New World as they could.28

Roosevelt has often been labeled a reckless meddler, an imperialist, and a
militarist for his foreign policy. But his views weren’t so far outside the norm
of American history. Even the famed and sometimes maligned “Roosevelt
corollary” to the Monroe Doctrine was for the most part used as a deterrent
to European powers not to cross American interests, rather than as a dictum
for remaking the Americas in our image.

Roosevelt believed that, for the United States to remain strong and
independent, it had to be able to project that strength from time to time. It
also had to be strong within. At a time when America was taking in large
numbers of immigrants from nations that sometimes clashed with
American interests, Roosevelt championed a philosophy that may be his
greatest legacy to us today—if we don’t lose sight of it.

No speech better sums up Theodore Roosevelt’s philosophy than one he
delivered on October 12, 1915, to the Knights of Columbus. As we have
seen, the Knights of Columbus was no ordinary fraternal organization.
Because it was Catholic, groups such as the Ku Klux Klan frequently
attacked it as un-American. Hostilities between Protestants and Catholics in
that day were far more intense than our own. So it was noteworthy that
former president Roosevelt, a fervent Protestant, would make an appearance

before the group.29



Roosevelt began by crediting Columbus for the discovery of America that
had led to the creation of the United States. He found it appropriate that he
should pay tribute in English to a great Italian who had sailed to the New
World under a Spanish flag. It all fit in with his view of America as a country
crafted from a mosaic of many peoples into one.

Roosevelt explained, “Our nation was founded to perpetuate democratic
principles. These principles are that each man is to be treated on his worth
as a man without regard to the land from which his forefathers came and
without regard to the creed he possesses. If the United States proves false to
these principles of civil and religious liberty, it will have inflicted the greatest
blow on the system of free government that has ever been inflicted.…Our
duty is to secure each man against injustice by his fellows.”
This was a powerful statement of support for the Catholic group and a

stinging rebuke to the Klan and other organizations that would have
excluded them from American life. Roosevelt added, “Any political
movement directed against any body of our fellow citizens because of their
religious creed is a grave offence against American principles and American
institutions.” Then he addressed the question of what a true American is,
condemning both nativists and those who refused to identify as simply
Americans. TR had no tolerance for what he called “hyphenated
Americans”:

What is true of creed is no less true of nationality. There is no room
in this country for hyphenated Americanism. When I refer to
hyphenated Americans, I do not refer to naturalized Americans.
Some of the very best Americans I have ever known were naturalized
Americans, Americans born abroad. But a hyphenated American is
not an American at all. This is just as true of the man who puts
“native” before the hyphen as of the man who puts German or Irish
or English or French before the hyphen. Americanism is a matter of
the soul. Our allegiance must be purely to the United States. We
must unsparingly condemn any man who holds any other allegiance.
But if he is heartily and singly loyal to this Republic, then no matter

where he was born, he is just as good an American as anyone else.30



To Roosevelt, being an American was about more than asserting your
rights. It was about your duty to the country—the burden of citizenship.
Those patriots who demonstrated devotion to their country were due
respect and equal treatment from their fellow citizens. This did not just
apply to European immigrants, who were more common at that time.
Roosevelt became livid when a concerted movement—he attributed it to
labor and trades unions—began targeting Japanese on the West Coast.
Boycotts were organized against the businesses of Japanese immigrants, and
Japanese children were forced out of local public schools. Worse, mobs went

on the attack, triggering Roosevelt’s ferocious defense of law and order.31

This is not to say that Roosevelt believed that all people everywhere
should be let into the United States or were willing and able to act as free
people living in a democratic republic. But he did believe that once
immigrants became American citizens, they should be treated equally with
all other citizens. That meant full rights and responsibilities as Americans—
and nothing but Americans: neither a reduction of rights nor additional
privileges that were not afforded to others.

If there is one concept that Americans today must salvage from
Roosevelt, it is this concept of assimilation and nationhood. Of course, from
the country’s earliest days, there was a strong widespread belief that a
diverse America needed to embrace e pluribus unum. Some Founders
emphasized America’s English heritage. John Jay wrote in Federalist 2 that
Americans are “a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the

same language, professing the same religion.”32 But the truth is that we’ve
been a fairly polyglot assortment from day one. White Anglo-Saxon
Protestants dominated, but among the Founding generation, there was
already a heterogeneous mix of ethnicities—English, Scotch, Irish, German,
and Dutch, among others—religions, and creeds among the general
population. As the country grew enormously in size and population in the
nineteenth century, this ethnic and religious diversity also greatly increased.
How was such a country to maintain anything like a unity of purpose?

Roosevelt had an answer to this question. He had an expansive view of
who could become an American, though he never assumed that all people
everywhere would be willing and able to adapt to our ways. American
citizens had developed norms for living under our unique system. Native-



born Americans had a duty to teach and transmit the best of who we are,
and newcomers had a reciprocal duty to learn from their predecessors and
carry on this now-shared tradition.

In a letter to his friend Richard Melancton Hurd just after World War I,
Roosevelt noted that just because the war was over, it did not mean that the
country should slide back into recognizing dual loyalties. On the other
hand, it was unacceptable bigotry to reject an American because of where he
was born. “We should insist that if the immigrant who comes here does in
good faith become an American and assimilates himself to us, he shall be
treated on an exact equality with everyone else, for it is an outrage to
discriminate against any such man because of creed, or birthplace, or

origin.”33 But acceptance would come with some stipulations: “…  this is
predicated upon the man’s becoming in fact an American and nothing but
an American. If he tries to keep segregated with men of his own origin and
separated from the rest of America, then he isn’t doing his part as an
American.” He stressed that there “could be no divided allegiance here.”

“Any man who says he is an American but something else also, isn’t an
American at all,” Roosevelt said. In an additional jab at communists, he
added, “We have room for but one flag, the American flag, and this excludes
the red flag which symbolized all wars against liberty and civilization just as
much as it excludes any foreign flag of a nation to which we are hostile.”
Roosevelt said that the only language for Americans would be English. And
finally he warned Americans not to abandon these principles: “We intend to
see that the crucible turns our people out as Americans, of American
nationality, and not as dwellers in a polyglot boarding house; and we have

room for but one soul loyalty, and that loyalty is to the American people.”34

Roosevelt’s outlook is considered hopelessly offensive by many today. The
idea that newcomers should abandon their national and ethnic loyalties and
identify as Americans like anyone else is seen as retrograde, bigoted, and
oppressive. Americans are constantly reminded about what makes us
different from each other, not of the qualities that bind us together. But
Roosevelt’s vision of a united America might just save us from the kind of
vicious ethnic hatred that bedevils countries all over the world, wherever
different nationalities share a single government. The ethos of Americanism



could provide a healthy alternative to the multiculturalism that is breeding
noxious forms of tribal identity politics.

TR loathed the concept of being a “citizen of the world.” In one editorial,

he called the “cult of internationalism” a “doctrine of fatal sterility.”35

Roosevelt lamented the fact that the “educated classes” made themselves

odious to the general population due to their “queer lack of Americanism”36

—even in his day! Roosevelt was not worried that the world lacked
humanitarian feeling. On the contrary, he was concerned that America
suffered from too much “ill-regulated milk and water philanthropy which
makes us degrade or neglect our own people by paying too much attention

to the absolutely futile task of trying to raise humanity at large.”37

“Our business is with our own people,” Roosevelt wrote. “If we can bring
up the United States we are doing well; yet we can’t bring it up unless we
teach its citizens to regard the country, and the flag which symbolizes that
country, with the most genuine fervor of enthusiastic love.” This was not to
say that Roosevelt believed citizens should not be critical of their country—
far from it. It was the duty of every citizen to help correct the country’s
shortcomings, but we have “absolutely no ground to work on if we don’t
have a firm and ardent Americanism at the bottom of everything.” Roosevelt
compared the concept of being a citizen of the world to a person who
denounces monogamous marriage as a selfish and archaic practice: “I regard
the man who holds up to admiration adultery and robbery, for instance as
being but an indifferent moral teacher. In the same way, I feel that the lack of

patriotism shows an absolute defect in any national character.”38

In his famed “Citizenship in a Republic” speech in Paris in 1910 (more
commonly known as the “Man in the Arena” speech), Roosevelt explained
the correct relationship between Americans and the so-called international
community. He was no fan of “foolish cosmopolitanism”: “I believe that a
man must be a good patriot before he can be, and as the only possible way of
being, a good citizen of the world. Experience teaches us that the average
man who protests that his international feeling swamps his national feeling,
that he does not care for his country because he cares so much for mankind,
in actual practice proves himself the foe of mankind; that the man who says
that he does not care to be a citizen of any one country, because he is the



citizen of the world, is in fact usually an exceedingly undesirable citizen of

whatever corner of the world he happens at the moment to be in.”39

Contrast these remarks with President Barack Obama’s 2013 speech in
Berlin, in which he said, “We are not only citizens of America or Germany—
we are also citizens of the world. And our fates and fortunes are linked like

never before.”40

Roosevelt was very clear about the fact that devotion to the flag and the
country are the signs of a good citizen, and that these loyalties should be
cultivated among both new arrivals to the country and the young. Global
citizenship was a farce, a dangerous, empty creed of the untrustworthy.

America has found a way to blend the most diverse assortment of people
in a single nation. It accomplished this by building a unique system of
government that divides political power through federalism, protects
individual liberties (of, for instance, citizens of differing religious beliefs),
and fosters a welcoming culture that is certainly among the most strongly
assimilatory in human history. These factors make America both an
unrivaled superpower and a highly desirable place to live. One cannot
simply become Chinese or Japanese, German or French, in the same way
that anyone with the right mindset can, in time, become an American. This
is a great strength of the Republic. But that is not to say that every person
who steps on American soil can immediately become fully American in
every aspect the moment he arrives—an increasingly common assumption
with no basis in reality.

All men are created equal, with equal natural rights, but not all cultures
are equal. As we have seen, it was the unique American culture, which
predated even the creation of the United States, that produced the men who
signed onto the natural rights in the Declaration of Independence and a
transformational political document like the Constitution. America may
have been the only place in the late eighteenth century where these things
could have succeeded—as the great failure of Revolutionary France would
demonstrate.
This does not mean that individuals from other places aren’t equally

hardworking and decent as Americans. It simply means that ideas don’t exist
in a vacuum; culture and civilizational traditions matter. And only the
American people have the right to decide for ourselves which newcomers



will fit in under a shared free government; we alone determine who will
strengthen America and who will weaken it. Teddy Roosevelt understood
this truth far better than many today.

Roosevelt didn’t see all immigrants as an unqualified blessing. He
worried that Chinese and Japanese immigrants on the West Coast were not
assimilating—even going so far as to sign and praise an exclusionary
immigration bill in 1907 while he was president. He was quite concerned to
learn that three-quarters of New York’s population was foreign born or the
child of immigrants. Yet Roosevelt remained optimistic that the awesome
assimilatory power of American culture and institutions would win out and
lambasted the militant nativists of his time who wanted to put a halt to

accepting newcomers.41

In his important 1894 speech “True Americanism,” Roosevelt explained
that it was often necessary to regulate and restrict immigration for a variety
of reasons, but that Americans must “freely extend the hand of welcome and
of good-fellowship to every man, no matter what his creed or birthplace,
who comes here honestly intent on becoming a good United States citizen

like the rest of us.”42 The immigrant, in turn, must give up the prejudices and
quarrels of his former home and fully embrace his new country, including
the all-important rule of law.

Roosevelt then quoted the German-born representative Richard
Guenther, who had explained to his fellow immigrants,

We know as well as any other class of American citizens where our
duties belong. We will work for our country in time of peace and
fight for it in time of war, if a time of war should ever come. When I
say our country, I mean, of course, our adopted country. I mean the
United States of America. After passing through the crucible of
naturalization, we are no longer Germans; we are Americans. Our
attachment to America cannot be measured by the length of our
residence here. We are Americans from the moment we touch the
American shore until we are laid in American graves. We will fight
for America whenever necessary. America, first, last, and all the
time. America against Germany, America against the world;

America, right or wrong; always America. We are Americans.43



Roosevelt’s patriotic vision for America is the element of his ideas most
worth preserving for our own and future generations. As radicals and
activists in modern American try to tear down the foundations of the
American creed and American history piece by piece, the patriotic notions
of Teddy Roosevelt are a revitalizing alternative.

Citizenship and identity are serious business, as TR knew full well. That’s
why he used his advantages as a member of the American elite to promote
the gospel of Americanism, so that generations long after him could inherit
the same great country he loved. This is the duty of responsible citizens.
Unfortunately, America’s elites are more contemptible than admirable today.
They consider patriotism beneath them. And they would never ask new
immigrants to give up their loyalties to their former homes and embrace the
American way of life. Until this dynamic changes, populist convulsions will
continue unabated.

Roosevelt, a patrician New Yorker whose family had been in America
since before the founding of the Republic, cared little if those who came to
America were rich or poor, as long as they wanted to be Americans and
nothing else. He promoted a belief system that allowed every newly arrived
immigrant to see George Washington as the father of his country too. This
can still happen if there are those like Roosevelt, ready to impart the values
of “true Americanism,” and immigrants who are willing to listen and
embrace that legacy.

Roosevelt offered this vision at the dawn of the twentieth century, at a
time when the United States was on the cusp of playing a much larger role in
world affairs. The upstart nation destined to be in the middle of the most
important events in world history would benefit from this strong uniting
ethos as it went through a dramatic period of economic transformation,
global involvement, regional factionalism, racial conflict, and rapidly
changing demographics.

Times have changed. Today, the patriotic spirit of Theodore Roosevelt is
being purged from American life. Our elites, our educational institutions,
and the engines of popular culture prefer demonstrating their left-wing bona
fides. Even US government officials rush to placate international

audiences.44 But freedom for Americans won’t be upheld by the



“international” community if American citizens give up on transmitting

Roosevelt’s values.45

Social commentators denounce America as intolerant and xenophobic—
a nation devoted to “white supremacy” at its core. But they couldn’t be
farther from the truth. Yes, there were many moments of ugly nativism and
racial prejudice in our history. At times, there was even targeted violence
against ethnic and religious minorities. But these were the exceptions, not
the rule in the United States. Prejudice, oppression, and violence have been
more or less universal across all civilizations and peoples on this earth from
the dawn of human civilization. Liberty and justice are rare gifts.

At one time, most Americans understood this. Despite the difficulties
and prejudice that many immigrants faced in America, they were willing—
more than willing—to face those challenges for the privilege of becoming
Americans. And they did so mostly by leaving countries where they had
been surrounded by people of their own race and their own faith. They
knew that it was better to live under the American flag and the Constitution
rather than under the rule of their own ethnic kin. It is telling that twenty-
first-century activists condemn America and its immigration laws as racist
yet at the same time demand that more people from allegedly oppressed
groups be brought into the country through an open border. If they really
believed that America was so truly awful, they would be desperately trying
to get racial minorities out of this country instead of in.

Jews did not demand to be let into Nazi Germany. From the time this
country was founded, people have risked their lives to get into America.
And no wonder. It is almost infinitely better to be a person of Mexican
heritage living in the United States than a Mexican living in many parts of
Mexico beset by anarchy, gang violence, and little hope for economic
betterment. The reason for that is the unique cultural, legal, economic, and
constitutional traditions of the United States, the ones that Roosevelt
extolled and attempted to pass on.

It is desperately important that we continue to uphold the uniting
traditions of American pride and patriotism. We can cultivate a genuine love
of country though civic rituals, like standing for the national anthem before

a ball game or saying the Pledge of Allegiance.46 And yet these uniting



practices are increasingly seen as examples of ugly, chauvinistic

nationalism.47

The freedom we enjoy does not come from an international community
of nations. It comes from our sovereign nation, which, through the
Constitution, is designed to protect our individual rights based on the
equality of citizenship. Perhaps, at a time when we face the challenge of mass
immigration in an increasingly globalized world, we would be better served
by re-embracing Roosevelt’s legacy of patriotic assimilation rather than by
tearing down his statues. If we return to Teddy’s conviction that the
American way of life should be proudly cultivated in every citizen, new or
old, we will assuredly have yet another American century—and humanity
will be better for it.
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CHAPTER 7

The War on the American Century

The American war production job was probably the greatest collective
achievement of all time. It makes the “seven wonders” of the ancient world

look like the doodling of a small boy.

— Donald Nelson, head of the War Production Board1

Why is America the most powerful nation on earth? Other countries have

more people, and many are nearly as rich in natural resources. America’s
unique cultural, constitutional, and legal system allowed it to create the most
dynamic and productive economy in world history. And when that system
was challenged in the twentieth century, it prevailed over all rivals. The
United States military and the free economy that supports it are the symbols
of American prosperity and might.

World War II is almost universally considered the “good war.” Even today,
most across the political spectrum agree that American defeat of the Axis
powers in the 1940s was a positive thing. By the time the war ended, the
United States had risen to a level of international preeminence virtually
unmatched in human history. Americans who have lived in the post-war
world can hardly even imagine what it was like not to think of our country
as the economically and militarily dominant nation. Many who resent
America’s status as the only superpower would rather see the US as merely
one among equals—a state of affairs they assume would make the world a
more peaceful place.

It’s rare for the US role in World War II to be questioned outright. The
trend is to diminish what made it possible for America to defeat fascism.
Community organizers, social justice warriors, and street thugs did not



bring down the Third Reich. Instead, it was our uniquely American heritage:
The independent New World, born from the seeds of discovery in 1492. It
was the sons of the Puritans, who fled the gripping vise of Old World
autocrats and built a promised land across the sea as a shining city upon a
hill. It was the Constitutional Republic, created by the Founders, saved by
Lincoln, and committed to Jefferson’s timeless principles of individual
liberty. It was the Jacksonian spirit of the American people who refused to
be tread on by tyrants. And it was the Rooseveltian patriotism that allowed a
diverse country to act in concert against its enemies.

Remembering the Bad, Forgetting the Good, Losing Sight of How
We Got Here

In an age of historical ignorance, in which fewer Americans are taught
about America’s wars and the generation that fought World War II is fading
from national consciousness, we are losing touch with what exactly the
world faced at that time and why we defeated our enemies. Polls on
American knowledge of the Second World War are downright embarrassing.
According to one study, two-thirds of millennials didn’t know what

Auschwitz was.2 Young Americans learn little about Normandy and Midway
in classrooms. In their place are tales of Japanese internment and the
immorality of using atomic weapons without the larger context of the threat
America faced or the evils only the United States could counter.

America’s accomplishments are diminished, and even when they are
acknowledged, credit for success is almost entirely misplaced.

A militant left-wing activist group calling itself “Antifa,” short for “anti-
fascist,” has been at the forefront of instigating the destruction of historical
statues. This organization, which became particularly active after the
election of President Donald Trump, has at various times claimed that it’s
fighting fascism, white supremacy, and capitalism.
Though many on the American Left keep their distance from this

extremist group, others praise what it stands for. Representative Keith
Ellison, a Minnesota Democrat who is the deputy chair of the Democratic
National Committee, posted a picture of himself holding the “Antifa: The



Anti-Fascist Handbook” and said that it would “strike fear” into the heart of

Trump.3

Many in the media have taken Antifa at face value, portraying them as a
genuine opposition to Nazis in defense of the American way of life. Some
have even compared Antifa to the American soldiers who defeated Nazi
Germany in World War II. Atlantic editor Jeffrey Goldberg tweeted a picture
of American troops storming the beaches of Normandy on June 6, 1944,
with this description: “Watching ‘Saving Private Ryan,’ a movie about a
group of very aggressive alt-left protesters invading a beach without a

permit.”4

Comparing the Invasion of Normandy to Antifa or “Alt-Left”
demonstrators became a viral meme. The obvious absurdity of claiming that
attacking statues or duking it out with a handful of alt-right extremists can
be compared to the bravery of soldiers who stormed the beaches of
Normandy was bad enough. Insinuating that those soldiers—representatives
of the wide swath of American society as it existed in the 1940s—were
anything like a collection of left-wing political activists was laughably
incorrect.

Antifa activists are more similar to the socialist street thugs who battled it
out with fascists in the streets of Germany in the 1930s—many of whom
found themselves comfortably within Nazi ranks before World War II was
through. Mark Bray, the author of Antifa: The Anti-Fascist Handbook, notes
how, back in the 1980s and 1990s, the precursors to the Antifa movement in

Europe had to work to keep potential recruits from becoming neo-Nazis.5 In
America, to appeal to a different population, these groups painted
themselves as “anti-racists,” but their goals were mostly the same. The
bottom line is that they bear little resemblance to the Allied soldiers who
liberated Western Europe from tyranny. They are more like the communist
thugs who worked with the Soviet Union to bring another repugnant
tyranny to Eastern Europe when the war ended.

Antifa and other radical left-wing groups are dedicated to undermining
the great pillars of American strength that made the defeat of the Third
Reich possible. It was free enterprise and the United States military, two
bugaboos of the far-Left, that brought down fascism. We should be thankful



for both and thankful for the men who best represented them: Henry Ford
and Dwight Eisenhower.

Henry Ford is regarded as one of America’s great entrepreneurial
geniuses, and for good reason. From humble beginnings on the farm, this
man with an innate knack for things mechanical not only built the famed
Model T but created the business model that brought it to Americans of
almost any means. He was instrumental in ushering in the middle class
economic prosperity that Americans—and now people across the globe—
have come to expect: a house, a car in the garage, a steady job, and the
means to enjoy leisure time outside that job. He opened up to the average
person a world of material plenty that had once been unavailable to even the
wealthiest upper crust. He employed men of all backgrounds and religions
in his factories—something notable at a time when black Americans were
excluded from many places of employment, particularly in the South.

But Ford had a dark side. He published anti-Semitic articles in his
Dearborn Independent newspaper—tellingly reprinted under the title The
International Jew. Though Ford likely didn’t personally write any of the
articles, he kept publishing them for years, stopping only after the pleading
of two former presidents, Woodrow Wilson and William Howard Taft, the
souring of relationships with Jewish friends, and eventually a libel lawsuit by

a Jewish man saying he had been slandered.6 Ford apologized and disbanded
the paper, but it left a black mark on his legacy, especially given the rise of
Nazi Germany and accusations that he was a German sympathizer.

So what should we make of this great but flawed man?
Eisenhower’s reputation is less mixed. Few openly criticize the man who

represents American military triumph in World War II and the high tide of
our global dominance in the 1950s. The accomplishments of Eisenhower
and his generation, instead of being attacked outright like those of
Columbus or the Founders, are being gutted of their significance.
The most obvious example of this is the absurdist, postmodern

Eisenhower Memorial proposed for the National Mall in Washington, D.C.
The monstrous boondoggle, which is set to portray Eisenhower as a
teenager, captures nothing of the greatness of the man or the men he fought

with, and it has generally been opposed by his family.7 It’s the overpriced
vanity project of a celebrity, Canadian artist Frank Gehry, who has



compared President Donald Trump’s speeches to those of Adolf Hitler in the

1930s.8 It would appear that Eisenhower is unlikely to get the tribute he
deserves.

The Great Republic

“The creation of the United States of America is the central event of the
past four hundred years,” wrote historian Walter A. McDougal. If a person
were transported in time from the year 1600, McDougal theorized, besides
the marvelous growth in the world’s technology and population, most of the
international landscape would look about the same. “The only continent that
would astound the Renaissance time-travelers would be North America,
which was primitive and nearly vacant as late as 1607, but which today hosts
the mightiest, richest, most dynamic civilization in history—a civilization,
moreover, that perturbs the trajectories of all other civilizations just by

existing.”9

That remarkable and mighty civilization came into its own in the
twentieth century.

America’s cultural traits, unique political system, and excellent
geographic location—which had allowed the country to expand enormously
in size since the time of the Founding—produced an energetic young nation
of remarkable growth in the nineteenth century. The Civil War ended the
existential crisis over slavery and freedom, the crisis of the house divided.
While fissures in American life remained deep as the United States entered
the twentieth century, it nevertheless emerged as a powerful and unified
country, a magnet for immigrants, and, especially after the Spanish-
American War, a nation that Old World imperialists were unlikely to trifle
with.
The nineteenth century represented America in its youth—a plucky

underdog of seemingly limitless potential for both growth and implosion. In
the century that followed, the United States became something else. The
twentieth century was the American century, the time when the world’s
youngest civilization rose to become its greatest—certainly its most
influential. The heart of American strength, the reason it leapfrogged over
Great Britain and ultimately defeated the twin evils of fascism and



communism, is in part the astounding and transformative nature of the
American economic system. No people were better able harness the
awesome power of the market economy than Americans.

Alexis de Tocqueville, who was so perceptive about American life,
believed that the middle class could become the nation’s Achilles’s heel. He
feared that its steady growth, which he observed in the Jacksonian era,
would lead to general mediocrity at the expense of greatness. Tocqueville
may have been right in some respects. Aristotle, however, wrote that a polity
with an expansive middle class was likely to be the greatest and most stable

of any political system.10 Perhaps a nation of these middling men would
better protect liberty than a society of lords and serfs. For most of history,
hardly any city or nation—especially one of considerable size—could sustain
a large, prosperous middle class. That changed with the rise of the United
States.
The famed economist Adam Smith once called Great Britain a “nation of

shopkeepers,” a phrase that may have been used derisively by Napoleon
Bonaparte to suggest that the British were commercial rather than martial.
But it was British finance capitalism that allowed it to challenge and surpass
the greatest empires of continental Europe, nations that had more resources
and larger populations. The United States became a vast continent of
shopkeepers, far exceeding what even the mighty British Empire was in its
heyday. America was blessed with plentiful resources, gifted statesmen like
Andrew Jackson who fought for and secured American interests in a sea of
foreign competitors, a legal system dedicated to protecting private property,
and cultural values that encouraged enterprise.

Smith may have been the first to describe how a market economy works
in his masterpiece book The Wealth of Nations, fittingly published in 1776,
and Americans took to his doctrines whether they read his treatise or not.
They fit in perfectly with the ethos of the new nation and by the nineteenth
century had become a central element of the American creed. The “self-
made man,” a celebrated trope of the Jacksonian era, became an archetype
that Americans aspired to. And though Americans have always fought over
the role of government in economics—some preferring higher tariffs and
government sponsorship of projects that couldn’t be financed by private



citizens—overall, the United States maintained an incredibly free, “laissez-
faire” economy, which made the country remarkably prosperous.

As much as American-style capitalism comes under fire today, as it has
for a long time, there is no question that it has created more wealth for more
people than any other system in human history. The United States has
always been an economically dynamic country. The nation punches well
above its weight in production per capita. This was already true throughout
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, even when the country’s chief
economic enterprise was agriculture. The United States was prosperous,
provided amply for its citizens, and became a magnet for immigrants who
could find opportunities in the New World that were impossible to find
elsewhere. As a result, the country grew phenomenally. The next stage of its
economic development, at the dawn of the twentieth century, was even more
transformative. No man represented this economic revolution better than
Henry Ford.

Fordism: Capitalism for the Everyman

It is a curious thing that Henry Ford became the architect of modern life.
Ford was born in Michigan in 1863, less than a month after the Union
triumph at the Battle of Gettysburg. He grew up on a farm and was
inculcated with the “cultural values pervasive among mainstream, middle-
class Americans during most of the nineteenth century. Victorian culture ‘as
historians have termed it’ forged a creed combining Protestant moralism,

market individualism, the work ethic, and genteel restraint.”11

In some ways, Ford was a man with a foot in both the past and the future.
He hated farm work, preferring to have machines do labor in man’s place,
yet it is clear that he came to admire the old-fashioned rural lifestyle he
rebelled against in his youth. Late in life, when he had more money than he

knew what to do with, Ford turned to projects to preserve Americana.12

Still, his understanding of history was often wanting. When, in a notable
1919 libel court case, he was grilled on basic facts of American history, he
said he believed the American Revolution was in 1812 and that Benedict

Arnold was “a writer, I think.”13 Whether Ford was being straightforward
with these answers or not, the truth is that Ford was no scholar. Yet



throughout his life, he maintained a firm belief that America was a great and
good country. He tried to pass his love of his country on to other Americans
by building a giant open-air museum called Greenfield Village, which
features an impressive assortment of items of deep historical significance. He
brought in the courthouse where Abraham Lincoln practiced law as a young
man, the workshop of great inventor Thomas Edison, the schoolhouse from
the short story “Mary Had a Little Lamb” by Sarah Josepha Hale, among a
wide array of other historic buildings and antiques.

Ford was obsessed with the McGuffey Reader, ubiquitous in nineteenth-
century American schools. He could recite from it at length throughout his
life. But Ford wasn’t simply a man looking backward. When Ford lectured a
schoolboy about the virtues of the McGuffey Reader and the old-fashioned
school rooms he had learned in, the boy blurted out, “But, sir, these are
different times, this is the modern age and—” Ford interrupted the
schoolboy mid-sentence.

“Young man, I invented the modern age,” he said.14

This boast was not mere hyperbole. As Ford, sometimes ham-handedly,
tried to preserve what he saw as the good elements of his country’s past, he
was unquestionably defining the distinctive features that would be the
hallmarks of its future. As the world entered the peak of the industrial age,
America hit its economic high point, thanks to “Fordism.”

In the beginning, the automobile industry mostly catered to a few
wealthy hobbyists who appreciated the novelty of the “horseless carriage.”
The vast infrastructure required to support a massive industry and make the
car ubiquitous—roads and places to refuel—simply didn’t exist at that point.
Plus, car innovation was held back by a persistent patent troll, George B.
Selden, who claimed to own rights to the patent on the internal combustion
engine and worked with a cartel to extort the infant industry. Ford won a
highly publicized legal victory against Selden, the cartel dissolved, and the

car industry exploded. Ford became an immediate folk hero.15

But Ford’s contributions to humanity were not limited to unshackling the
auto industry. Though the originator of the “assembly line” concept is
somewhat unclear—Ford often took credit for it publicly, despite the fact
that others were using similar methods before him—there is no doubt that
he was the one who initially made the most effective use of it. Ford’s



adaptation of this marvel of economic organization transformed the world
forever. Steven Watts, author of The People’s Tycoon: Henry Ford and the
American Century, has called it “perhaps the most revolutionary
development in industrial history. Rather than having teams of laborers
doing many different jobs as they built a car from the ground up, this new
process placed workers, each performing a minuscule task, at stationary
positions along a conveyor belt that moved the developing vehicle along.
The relentless, steady accumulation of these tiny jobs, performed

incrementally, produced a finished automobile in record time.”16

Suddenly Ford cars, starting with the world-famous Model T, could be
produced so quickly and cheaply that they became a standard household
item—helped along by Ford’s ethos of getting his creation into the hands of
every American family, no matter where they stood on the income ladder.
The sales of his cars typically produced very thin profit margins because he
insisted on keeping the price at a bare minimum.

Ford also famously created the $5 workday in 1914—an astounding
amount of money for a factory worker at that time. The pay increase even
caused a riot when workers, many of whom had traveled from around the
country just for a chance to get a job at the Ford Motor Company, had to be
turned away.
The $5 policy didn’t just make employees happy; it was also a shrewd

business move. By paying workers more money, Ford was able to hire and
retain the best and most reliable workers, of all creeds and races, thus
stemming the turnover that harmed productivity. A better paying job made
it far less likely a worker would look elsewhere for employment. Because
Ford paid his men more, they were better able to afford more consumer
goods and leisure time. This was helping create the bulging middle class
while producing items for them to enjoy that had once been limited to only
a wealthy elite. In addition, he was fueling the growth of America’s car
culture, which would allow workers who suddenly had more money in their
pockets to take vacations and travel—an activity once relegated to the
wealthy, but not anymore.

“Mr. Ford was saying that one ought to be one’s own best customer; that
unless an industry keeps wages high and prices low, it limits the number of
its customers and destroys itself,” said Charlie Sorensen, a top manager at



Ford Motor Company in its heyday. “Thus the wage earner is as important as
a consumer as he is as a producer; and that enlarged buying power by paying
higher wages and selling at low prices is behind the prosperity of this

country.”17

In America, the working man would be middle class.18

America was ushering in the age of the producer-consumer and the
dominant middle class. This wasn’t all Ford’s doing, of course. The other two
of the “Big Three” automakers, General Motors and Chrysler, were also
propelling the enormous boom in the consumer economy, and other
industries ramped up production as well. But Ford—the man and the
company—were the originals, and they symbolized this market
transformation. It was American capitalism at its finest—creating wealth
and distributing its blessings to people of every background.

Dark Clouds Gather

As American-style capitalism was driving economic growth, other creeds
that would challenge it in the twentieth century were gaining traction. First
came the threat of communism, which took root in Russia under the
sclerotic czarist regime at the end of World War I. The other was fascism, a
state-based style of socialism that took root in Europe during the Great

Depression.19 These ideologies, both of which challenged the notions of the
Founding Fathers—that individual rights were God-given and that
government derived its power from the consent of the governed—would
pose the ultimate threat to the American system. But bizarrely, Adolf Hitler
and Stalin, dictators of fascist Germany and the communist Soviet Union
respectively, quoted Ford favorably and claimed to be building their regimes

on his principles.20 It isn’t hard to see why others wanted to copy American
success even while gutting other ideas that have made the country distinct.
A massively productive economy made one powerful, and authoritarian
regimes have been happy to copy our success as long as they can find ways
to circumscribe our ideas about liberty and self-government. Are things so
different with Communist China today?

Before America’s fundamental institutions and economic system were
challenged abroad, they were first challenged at home. The Wall Street crash



of 1929 famously sent the United States and most of the world into
economic chaos. Many questioned whether the American system of free
enterprise was really superior, and some began to wonder whether
collectivism and strong men might be the way of the future, as nations
around the globe fell under various forms of authoritarian government.

Limited government, private property rights, and a free economy—along
with strong civil society outside of government involvement—which had
been our secret sauce to prosperity, came under attack as the financial crash
spiraled into an appalling decade-long Depression. Around the globe,
relatively free governments were replaced with dictatorial ones, and some in
America thought the writing was on the wall. Many believed America must
adapt and embrace an empowered government with fewer restrictions,
accepting the government’s “scientific” management of the economy, which
could more fairly and efficiently foster the nation’s wealth than the
unfettered economy and the profit motive. An ascendant executive branch
and armies of bureaucrats, who would require little more than a
rubberstamp from Congress, would impose their will on the American
people.

“Congressional government is incompetent to deal with the many,
urgent, and specialized problems of administering a large and varied
country…” wrote far-left New Deal proponent Jay Franklin in 1940. “This
means that the president should exercise, through the Federal bureaucracy,
the real powers of American government.…Modern political administration
is a continuous process, and the needs of the people do not always wait for

the election returns or the passage of a bill.”21

The fact that millions of Americans couldn’t find work and many were
left destitute in the 1930s made them open to the idea that the government
needed to step in to provide. Many of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal programs, such as unemployment benefits and Social Security, were
justified as a kind of insurance—rather than mere handouts—to people the
industrial economy had failed. These were among the least intrusive and
most widely accepted New Deal programs; others went much further. But as
many accepted this growth of government as necessary in a time of
desperation, others became fervent in opposition to programs that appeared



to be a violation of the Constitution and American principles. One of those
was Henry Ford.

Ford blasted Roosevelt’s programs, in particular the National Industrial
Recovery Administration, or NIRA. The NIRA was the most expansive New
Deal program, with power over almost every element of the American
economy. The Ford Motor Company released a statement saying the head of
the NIRA was “assuming the airs of a dictator” and that the program was

fundamentally shifting the American way of life.22

Ford himself was even more caustic about the program, telling the New
York Times that the NIRA would destroy the American competitive spirit so

that “the world will not progress.”23 He thought the most aggressive New
Deal programs were meant to fundamentally change America for the worse
and make us dependent on government from cradle to grave. Roosevelt’s
Second Bill of Rights used the rhetoric of the Founders but directly
countered their principles. Instead of protecting liberty and equality under
law, the government would take away American liberty to promote a forced
social equality. This was the philosophy behind FDR’s most aggressive
reforms, and it triggered a more-than-half-century battle over the nature of

government and the Constitution, with similar battle lines standing today.24

The NIRA was eventually struck down by the Supreme Court in the
famed Schechter Poultry Corp. v. United States case, which prompted
Roosevelt to unsuccessfully attempt to pack the Court with additional
justices. His scheme failed, and the inertia behind the New Deal slowed.

Despite years of experimentation, the New Deal failed to jumpstart the
economy. In fact, there was yet another recession in 1937—nearly a decade
after the initial Wall Street crash—that was perhaps the lowest point of the
Great Depression. Tellingly, in 1939, Roosevelt’s treasury secretary, Henry
Morgenthau Jr., who was a fervent New Dealer, admitted in a private
meeting with the House Ways and Means Committee that the programs
weren’t working.

“Now, gentlemen, we have tried spending money. We are spending more
than we have ever spent before and it does not work…” Morgenthau said to
the committee. “I say after eight years of this administration we have just as

much unemployment as when we started.”25



“And an enormous debt to boot!” replied Robert L. Doughton, a
Democratic congressman from North Carolina—to which Morgenthau
concurred. Of course, Morgenthau suggested doubling efforts to tax the rich
to take care of the debt issue, but the moment was revealing. Despite the
popularity of Social Security and some other programs, the economy was
flat on its back and not looking up. Industrial output wasn’t increasing, and
unemployment was still at stunningly high rates, despite a little movement

downward.26

But the American people have always been the bane of socialists,
Marxists, and economic levelers. Despite the constant pressure to adopt
increasingly aggressive left-wing policies, the United States didn’t go as far as
other countries in handing power to the government. In the 1920s,
American Communists bemoaned the lack of desire for revolution in the
US, to which Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin replied that they needed to dispel
the “heresy of American exceptionalism.” The American Communists knew
better. Capitalism worked for the working man. He had no taste for
revolution or the dogmas of radical theorists. Even in the depths of the
Depression of the 1930s, there was a limit to how far he would go.

So what finally turned things around? The answer is somewhat
complicated and still debated by historians. But a number of factors seem
important. The onset of World War II certainly played a part. Many have
attributed the wartime boom to the demand created by the war, arguing that
the New Deal failed because the government hadn’t spent enough. Others
disagree and say that government meddling had actually prolonged the
Great Depression and made recovery difficult, and the economy roared to
life during the war because at that point, desperate to produce needed war
materiel, the FDR administration dialed back its aggressive regulation of and

rhetorical attacks on American business.27

Regardless, it’s a good thing that turnaround came. The country was
about to face the gravest external threat since the British burned down
Washington, D.C. Fortunately, the nation was filled with men like Andrew
Jackson, who, thrown to the ground, would rise again and fight with savage
ferocity.

A Sleeping Giant Stirs and Slays the World’s Monsters



John Quincy Adams, one of the greatest foreign policy minds in
American history, said in an 1821 speech to the House of Representatives
that the United State shouldn’t go out into the world “in search of monsters

to destroy.”28

Through most of our history, that has been the case. Blessed with
incredible affluence—a product of the industrious American spirit—and
imbued with the notion that it was best to steer clear of Old World foreign
policy machinations, as George Washington made clear in his farewell
speech—Americans and our leaders generally avoided foreign
entanglements when possible.
The same was true on the eve of World War II and well into its early days.

Though some have maligned this reluctance to enter the war as isolationism,

that is an unfair caricature.29 The United States has historically been willing
to use its military and economic power to protect its interests and rights
around the globe. Recall when Andrew Jackson nearly called on the United
States to go to war with France over unpaid spoliation claims, for instance.

Following the bloodbath of World War I, in which over one hundred
thousand Americans died, the American people had an understandable
reluctance to jump into a conflict that initially seemed to be a replay of a
costly war from just a few decades earlier. Americans did not wish to solve
the world’s unending problems. But a number of dramatic incidents around
the globe eventually made it clear that freedom for all people everywhere,
even in the United States, was under grave threat. First was Nazi Germany’s
non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union, which allowed these two brutal
regimes to carve up and plunder their neighbors unimpeded, starting with
Poland. This coincided with Imperial Japan swallowing up parts of China
and Asia in an attempt to subsume the continent under their brutal East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Then came the fall of France—which had fought
valiantly while being bled white in World War I—after just three weeks of
combat with the Germans. It was at this point, when Great Britain stood
virtually alone, that Winston Churchill spoke of England’s defiance of evil
but also carefully alluded to the free world’s only hope of salvation. It
certainly wasn’t the Soviet Union, led by merciless dictator Joseph Stalin,
who had gladly worked with Hitler and Nazi Germany when it allowed him
to subsume more people and resources into his evil empire.



No, it was the United States, with all its power and might, that provided
the last and really only hope for mankind. The moment of salvation was
ensured when, in their hubris, the Axis foolishly chose war with America,
first through a tactically brilliant and strategically catastrophic attack on
Pearl Harbor by Japan and then by an even more foolish declaration of war
on the United States by Germany and Italy. This came after Nazi Germany
recklessly decided to invade the Soviet Union.
The Axis powers, by choice, had drawn the greatest economic

superpower in history into a total war. This was perhaps in part because they
didn’t quite grasp the capacity of the United States, exemplified by one great
American city in particular, and they deeply underestimated the will of its
people.

Detroit at its height, was one of the great cities of the world and an engine
of the US economy. The city reached its zenith during World War II. In
1941, Detroit had a bigger economy than all but four nations—Britain,

France, Germany, and the Soviet Union.30 The Ford Motor Company alone

would produce more war material than all of fascist Italy.31 And Ford’s
production, as incredible as it was, was still less than that of General

Motors.32

The American economy as a whole was even more amazing. It emerged
from the depths of the Depression as the most decisive factor in favor of the
Allies in the war. It was not the New Deal but American businessmen and
the legions of factory workers of all backgrounds who aided them that drove
America’s wartime economy. Unlike our day, when most of our country’s
successful corporations—like Google and Apple—are global rather than
American—patriotic American businessmen put their feelings about the
New Deal aside to come to the aid of their country in time of need: men like
William Knudsen, the former president of General Motors, who worked
with the administration to get American business to ramp up war
production; Henry Kaiser, an industrialist who contracted to build the
Hoover Dam and created the shipbuilding facility in Richmond, California,
that produced staggering number of Liberty ships (one every four days at its
peak); and Edsel Ford, who took over for his father as head of Ford Motor
Company and whose Willow Run plant incredibly produced a bomber an
hour at the height of production.



Though Roosevelt and New Dealers took credit for creating the “Arsenal
of Democracy,” as FDR called it in a famous fireside chat, it was truly
American free enterprise that made it possible. It was likely Knudsen, one of
the great unsung heroes of World War II, not Roosevelt, who initially coined

the term “Arsenal of Democracy.”33 Knudsen convinced Roosevelt that to
create the kind of production that would be needed to win the war, the
government would have to stop meddling in the American economy as it
had done the previous decade. “Mr. President, do you want statistics, or do

you want guns?” Knudsen asked.34 The president wisely chose guns, and an

economic miracle followed.35

Incredibly, while the American economy was supplying the Arsenal of
Democracy for the world, production of domestic consumer goods
continued to climb during the war. Nothing like this was possible in the
authoritarian economies of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union, which had
been turned entirely toward war production at the expense of everything
else. Unlike those economies, which relied on force, regulation, and
subsidies, the American economy was generally given a free hand during the
war, with businesses providing the tools and government providing the
organization to bring the fruits of manufacture to the battlefield. “The dream
of an economy vibrant enough to produce both guns and butter had been
realized thanks to American business…” as Arthur Herman, the author of
Freedom’s Forge: How American Business Produced Victory in World War II,
has concluded. “No one had foreseen this except Bill Knudsen. He had
sensed from the beginning that Washington didn’t have to command or ride
herd over the American economy to achieve new heights of production,
even after a decade of depression. All you had to do was put in the orders,
finance the plant expansion, then stand back and let things happen. And
they did, in prodigious amounts.”

Stalin himself told Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and other leaders at the
Tehran Conference late in the war that it was the American economic might
that ultimately guaranteed victory. “I want to tell you,” Stalin said to the
audience in a toast. “From the Russian point of view, what the President and
the United States have done to win the war. The most important thing in this
war are machines. The United States has proven that it can turn out 8,000 to
10,000 airplanes per month. Russia can only turn out, at most, 3,000 a



month. England turns out 3,000 to 3,500… the United States, therefore, is
the country of machines. Without the use of these machines, through Lend-

Lease, we would lose the war.”36

What was critical about American wartime production, what separated it
from the Axis powers and Soviet Russia, was that, like Great Britain, it was
powered by free men and women working for a free country. This set the US
apart from, for instance, Nazi Germany, which forced millions of European
slave laborers to produce for the German war effort. An economy of free
people can unleash productivity in ways that a society built on slavery can’t.

German leaders seemed to be particularly clueless about the depth of
American industrial strength, which perhaps was one reason why they so
quickly declared war on the United States after Japan bombed Pearl Harbor.
Hermann Göring, commander of the Luftwaffe—the German air force—

mockingly said in 1942, “Americans only know how to make razor blades.”37

“What can the USA do faced with our arms capacity?” wrote Nazi
propagandist Joseph Goebbels in his diary. “They can do us no harm.
[Roosevelt] will never be able to produce as much as we, who have the entire

economic capacity of Europe at our disposal.”38

It seems that German high command badly underestimated the sheer
depth and capability of American economic might, and so did Japan. Even
in the depths of the Depression, when many American industries, including
the automotive sector, had been halved since the crash of 1929, the United
States was by far the most productive economy on earth.

In World War II, American underwent what political scientist Walter

Russell Mead described as a kind of “Jacksonian” awakening.39 America had
not sought conflict with the monsters of the world, but now our homeland
was under attack; our way of life was threatened with annihilation.
American industrial might, one of the wonders of the world, would be
thrust into action. But machines alone could not produce victory. Dispirited
nations, regardless of wealth, don’t win wars on the magnitude of what the
US faced following the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941.

“The Eyes of the World Are Upon You”



An initially reluctant generation of Americans, galvanized to action by
the imminent threat to their way of life, was enlisted in a crusade to save
human civilization from Japanese imperial aggression and Hitler’s so-called
Thousand Year Reich—which would have surely plunged the world into a
thousand years of darkness. But the darkness would be quickly dispelled.
The shining city on a hill would shine brighter. For the desperate people

living under the shroud of evil, morning would come.40

While Great Britain kept Germany occupied in the skies above London
and the Soviet Union was engaged in the great bloodbath of the Eastern
Front, the United States, new to the conflict, had to coordinate and execute a
plan to wage war across two oceans. It was a monumental undertaking,
especially given the challenge of mobilizing what had been a tiny pre-war
military. American leaders settled on a Germany-first approach, focusing on
the greater threat of Nazi Germany than the more immediate threat of
Japan.

It was eventually decided that a knockout blow could be delivered to
Germany by landing in France and driving to Berlin. The plan was initially
opposed by the British. Prime Minister Winston Churchill thought the
Allies were not prepared for such an undertaking in 1942 and that an
invasion of Italy would be a better place to plow through the “soft
underbelly” of Europe. The Allies settled the disagreement by planning an
operation to first drive the Axis out of North Africa, land in Italy, then
commit to the landing in France.

North Africa proved a difficult but important lesson in warfare for the
American military; Italy turned into a quagmire and mostly a sideshow to
the greater struggle with Germany. Meanwhile, Soviets died by the millions
battling Germany through Eastern Europe. The next phase would be the all-
important landing in France. Army Chief of Staff, George Marshall, one of
America’s greatest war planners, was initially favored to lead the operation,
but he was considered too valuable in Washington, D.C. In his place was put
General Dwight Eisenhower, the man who would come to symbolize
American and Allied victory.

Dwight Eisenhower was born in Texas but grew up in Abilene, Kansas.
His parents were Mennonites of German descent, and his ancestors had
arrived in America in 1741. He was a tall, athletic man and a graduate of



West Point—which is likely where he grew fond of Robert E. Lee and

Abraham Lincoln.41 His West Point class of 1915 was full of distinguished
military men, including Omar Bradley. It was called “the class the stars fell
on” because it produced so many generals.
Though he never saw combat, Ike, a childhood nickname that became a

popular moniker, rose quickly in the ranks and showed a marvelous aptitude
for organization and diplomatic leadership—important skills for the coming
conflict. When called on to lead the D-Day operation in France, he tackled
the challenge with aplomb. Years of planning and buildup was required for
an assault of this magnitude.

Eisenhower performed brilliantly in what was perhaps the most complex
and important military operation in human history. Some believe that there
were better battlefield commanders than Ike and that he had flaws as a
leader and tactician. But it’s unlikely that anyone could have cobbled
together the polyglot group of Allies—Americans, British, Canadians, Free
French, and countless others—and carried out Operation Overload, as the

landing was called, better than Eisenhower.42

As thousands of ships and over one hundred thousand men waited in
ships and planes off the coast of France, Eisenhower delivered a message to
the troops to explain to them the great importance of their undertaking.
Three centuries earlier, a tiny flotilla of ships had crossed the Atlantic and
delivered a handful of Puritan pilgrims to the shores of the New World. John
Winthrop told them that they ought to be as a shining city upon a hill; the
eyes of the world would be upon them. In 1944, the ships went the other
way. With this vast collection of free men under arms led by an American
commander, the New World, which had been through its history a refuge for
those escaping oppression, came to liberate the Old.

Channeling Winthrop, Eisenhower said to the men,

You are about to embark upon the Great Crusade, toward which we
have striven these many months. The eyes of the world are upon you.
The hopes and prayers of liberty-loving people everywhere march
with you. In company with our brave Allies and brothers-in-arms on
other Fronts, you will bring about the destruction of the German war
machine, the elimination of Nazi tyranny over the oppressed peoples
of Europe, and security for ourselves in a free world.…



Good luck! And let us beseech the blessing of Almighty God

upon this great and noble undertaking.43

Though Eisenhower had great confidence in the men he led, he
understood that even the greatest of plans and military operations could fail.
In the days leading up to the operation on June 6, 1944, bad weather had
plagued the English Channel, and the invasion had been delayed. He alone
was tasked with making the consequential decision to go ahead with the
landing or risk further delays. In a tribute to Eisenhower after the German
surrender, Churchill described the gravity of the situation facing the
Supreme Allied Commander. “It was one of the most terrible decisions, and
the decision was taken by this man—this very great man… ” Churchill said.
“Not only did he take the risk and arrive at the fence, he cleared it in

magnificent style.”44

Eisenhower knew full well the consequences of defeat. Recall that Ike
admired the leadership of Robert E. Lee. He wrote a note that would be
delivered to the public, accepting blame if D-Day failed, just as Lee had
accepted total responsibility for defeat at Gettysburg. “Our landings in the
Cherbourg-Havre area have failed to gain a satisfactory foothold and I have
withdrawn the troops,” Eisenhower’s letter read. “My decision to attack at
this time and place was based upon the best information available. The
troops, the air and the Navy did all that Bravery and devotion to duty could

do. If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is mine alone.”45

Fortunately, he never had to deliver this message.
Ike would take blame for defeat if Operation Overlord failed, but he knew

where the credit belonged if it succeeded. It belonged with the countless
men of unimaginable bravery who faced the vicious teeth of the Atlantic
Wall, ran into the machine gun fire that sprang from it, dropped into
darkness through the flak-filled skies, and scaled the cliffs at Pointe du Hoc.
It would be their victory. It was not without suffering, death, and
destruction. The German Army fought ferociously, and there was much
chaos, confusion, and failure for the Allied armies. But eventually they
prevailed.
The brave and the free who fought and died on the beaches of Normandy

and throughout Europe were a testament to the strength and spirit of the



people of the United States. Behind them was the awesome force of the
American economy, which furnished the tools of war that no nation—or
perhaps even collection of nations—could ever match.

“There was no sight in the war that so impressed me with the industrial
might of America as the wreckage on the landing beaches,” Eisenhower
wrote of the Normandy beaches in his memoirs. “To any other nation the
disaster would have been almost decisive. But so great was America’s
productive capacity that the great storm occasioned little more than a ripple

in the development of our build-up.”46

Liberators, Not Conquerors

From the beaches of Normandy, the Allies made the long slog to push
Nazi forces out of France and back to Berlin. Much has been made of the
Soviet destruction of the German war machine on the Eastern Front. It is
true that the Soviets killed far more German soldiers than the Western Allies
did—and with many times greater sacrifice in their own blood. But it should
also be remembered that the Soviet Union began the war in a pact with the
Nazi regime, only flipping sides when Hitler invaded in June of 1941. The
Soviets, who had signed non-aggression pacts with Germany and Japan,
were largely responsible for the war becoming a global, all-consuming

struggle.47

The USSR devoured Eastern Europe along with the Nazis, then continued
after the Germans turned on them. Stalin killed nearly as many of his own
people in the conflict as Hitler’s forces. The Soviets proceeded to plunder
occupied nations for half a century before their empire collapsed from
economic and spiritual exhaustion. The Soviets liberated some, including
the Jews at Auschwitz, then put everyone under the thumb of a new
communist master.
The United States and Great Britain not only freed the people of Europe,

they went about giving them protection from the Soviet menace after the
war. This included their Axis foes, Germany and Japan, which were occupied
after the war but put on a path to independence. The American victors were
true liberators, not conquerors. The distinction between them and the
Soviets couldn’t be starker.



Defeating Nazi Germany wasn’t the only problem to solve. America had
to finish business with the country that dragged it into war to begin with.
The dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August of
1945 after years of bitter war that was intensifying as American armed forces
neared the Japanese homeland was not seen then as a great moral dilemma,
as it is today. Dropping the bombs ended the war within a month. President
Harry Truman’s decision to use nuclear weapons has come under increasing
scrutiny in recent years. In some quarters, it is used to draw moral
equivalence between the United States and the Axis powers. That is absurd.

Given what a good international citizen Japan has been over the past
seventy-five years, it’s easy to forget just how malignant the country had
become in the 1930s and 1940s. While we remember the genocidal policies
of Nazi Germany—the extermination of millions of Jews and other
“undesirables”—we tend to forget even the most notorious of Japan’s
atrocities: the “Rape of Nanking” following Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in

1931, which horrified even Nazi observers.48 This is not to mention the
barbarous acts committed on American, British, and other prisoners of

war.49

Dropping the A-bombs was merely the final act in the bloodiest war in
human history, in which an estimated 50 to 80 million people died. The
casualties from those two blasts were actually far fewer than those in the fire
bombings of Japan in the months before—and also less than would have
been produced by a full-scale invasion. Despite contentions that the United
States was targeting civilians, both of the cities hit with the nuclear bombs
were significant military targets. Some have used comments by General
Curtis LeMay, one of the most aggressive military commanders of the war,
to “prove” that the use of nuclear weapons was unnecessary. About a month
after they were dropped, LeMay said that “the atomic bomb had nothing to

do with the end of the war at all.”50 LeMay had actually wanted to step up
the firebombing, which, given the effect of previous campaigns, would likely
have caused far more devastation and casualties than the dramatic nuclear
displays. Eisenhower, too, also after the war, privately doubted the need for

using the bombs.51 But given the enormous daily loss of life toward the end
of the war and the increasing ferocity of Japanese resistance, President Harry
Truman would have found it hard not to use the most awesome weapon at



his disposal. The gruesome casualties at Okinawa and Iwo Jima and the
horror of kamikaze suicide attacks were a preview of what was in store if the

US couldn’t end the war more through definitive means.52

The debate over America’s use of atomic weapons has been distorted by
the hindsight of seventy-five years’ separation between World War II and
our comfortable world. The bottom line is that the use of atomic weapons
against Japan was the result of Pearl Harbor and the total war that followed.
As naval historian Samuel Elliot Morrison said of the attack on Pearl Harbor,
“Never in modern history was a war begun with so smashing a victory by
one side, and never in recorded history did the initial victor pay so dearly

for his calculated treachery.”53 Millions of Japanese and American people are
likely alive today because of Truman’s decision to drop the bombs and put a
decisive end to the conflict.

Without America, the product of Columbus’s great discovery, the
civilized world wouldn’t have triumphed over brutal Japanese imperialism
and Nazi genocide. America’s Puritan faith, founding principles, Jacksonian
spirit, Union, and Americanism brought about the victory of free people
over fascism and then communist tyranny. It was only because Abraham
Lincoln preserved the Union, Robert E. Lee showed Southerners how to
raise their sons to be Americans, and TR embraced immigrants as real
Americans that the descendants of Union soldiers, Confederate rebels, and
second-generation Americans would march up the beaches of Normandy
side by side. This should be a lesson to modern statue-topplers—or, if not to
them, at least to people open-minded enough to consider that heroes don’t
have to be correct about everything to be great.

Despite Henry Ford’s anti-Semitism, the Ford Motor Company became a
key cog in the destruction of Nazi Germany. The machines built by a
company owned by an anti-Semite bombed the most anti-Semitic regime in
history to smithereens. History can be complicated like that.

Like Ford, the nation that annihilated the fascist powers and rid the
world of their barbarity was not perfect. Nor was it a country that modern
social justice warriors would approve of. The American military was largely
segregated, traditional gender norms were rarely questioned, popular
culture was full of racially insensitive material, and civil liberties were



sometimes suppressed—such as, infamously, in President Franklin
Roosevelt’s internment of Japanese citizens.

Does this lessen America’s achievements in World War II? Does it make
America’s moral authority illegitimate and our victory hollow? This is the
issue at the heart of our current war on history. We now ruthlessly attack the
sins of the past with no context and little understanding of the world
previous generations inhabited. Instead of feeling smug self-righteousness
about our superiority and selectively combing through history to find fault,
perhaps it is better to take a step back and recognize that the good and the
great can exist in a flawed world.

What unimaginable evils would have come to pass if Nazi Germany had
ultimately dominated Europe? It is not a stretch to imagine our own time as,
in the warning of Winston Churchill in his “Finest Hour” speech, “a new
Dark Age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of
perverted science.” Churchill knew that this bleak future could only
assuredly be prevented by bringing into the war the unconquerable power of
America.
The United States emerged from World War II as the sole nuclear nation

and, unquestionably, the most powerful country on earth. By the end of war,
in some raw capacities—such as in numbers of ships and planes—the US

had a military larger than the rest of the world combined.54 This set the
stage for the half-century-long struggle between the United States and the
other power that emerged from the war: the Soviet Union.
The collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the last chapter of the

“terrible twentieth Century,” as Churchill called it.55 Once again, the two
great factors that had made victory in World War II possible—free
enterprise and the United States military—proved decisive. In the great
military buildup of the 1980s, the Soviet Union simply couldn’t compete
because all that it produced for war came from a shrinking pie while its
people lived in deprivation.

It was a victory for capitalism over communism in the rawest sense:
capitalism could produce far more than any top-down economy, and the
Soviet Union’s economy sputtered. But under the surface was something
more than a simple contest of raw production. The American system was
more moral than the communist one. America was one nation, under God,



the Soviet Union was a nation in which the state was god. It wasn’t just raw
commercial success that triumphed. Communism had sapped the spirit
from the Russian people. This was the message President Ronald Reagan
communicated to the world with his reference to “the Evil Empire” and his
challenge: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!” A system that threw
millions of political dissenters into prison for questioning the state and had
to construct a wall to keep its own people from escaping would inevitably
collapse.

In stark contrast, America, the shining city upon a hill, was—and today
still is—attractive because it allows for a good and moral life in which men
are free, religion can thrive, a man can keep the products of his labor and
build for his family, and his government is held tightly in check. His God-
given rights are protected from violation, and his fellow citizens—
committed to the great nation that encompasses all of those things—
willingly fight to defend them at home and abroad.

Our great nation—like everything else in this world—is fundamentally
imperfect. But, to quote Abraham Lincoln, who corrected America’s deepest
flaw and saved it from the gravest existential threat it has faced up to our
own day, “the last, best hope of earth” deserves to be defended. We
Americans who love our country, know its history, and understand its
unique place in the world must defeat the ignorant, ungrateful, and
shortsighted vandals who are making war on our history.

Was America Ever Great?

“We’re not going to make America great again. It was never that great,”
said New York Governor Andrew Cuomo on the campaign trail in late 2018
to an audience of mixed cheers and groans. “We have not reached greatness.
We will reach greatness when every American is fully engaged.”

It was a revealing moment. Cuomo backtracked after making the
comment, acknowledging that perhaps America was great but had failed to
meet his laundry list of ideological demands. Despite his later flip-flopping,
it’s clear that Cuomo originally thought his line questioning American
greatness would resonate with voters. And with some, it probably did.



A reporter for the conservative media website Campus Reform went out
into Washington Square Park in New York City to ask people if they thought
America was great. The answers—from people in one of the wealthiest and
most privileged cities in the United States—were disheartening to say the
least.

“The idea that there was this once great America is pointing towards this
false sense of nationalism.…What, it’s talking about white America? Yeah,
it’s not great,” said one person.

When they were asked whether they had learned about the concept of
“American Exceptionalism” in school, their answers were equally
disappointing. “I’ve never heard of it before.…I personally wasn’t taught
American Exceptionalism because I went to a very forward thinking liberal

school.”56

These interviews could perhaps be written off as anecdotal evidence. But
a Gallup poll on the question “Are you proud to be an American?” has
shown a rising trend of people saying, “No.” In 2018, the number of
Americans saying they were “extremely proud to be an American” hit an all-

time low—with the numbers lowest among the youngest generations.57

If many Baby Boomers didn’t quite hate America, they certainly didn’t
teach their children to love it. And therein lies the problem. Informed but
unambivalent patriotism is being replaced with moral equivalence,
ignorance, and outright hostility toward our country and its history.

Unfortunately, returning to Ronald Reagan’s farewell address, this means
we have done a poor job of transmitting an “informed patriotism” to future
generations.

“[A]re we doing a good enough job teaching our children what America
is and what she represents in the long history of the world?” Reagan asked.
He noted that his generation, the one that won World War II, had received a
love of country and an understanding of their past through family, schools,
and even popular culture. But that was changing as the century was winding
down.

“Younger parents aren’t sure that an unambivalent appreciation of
America is the right thing to teach modern children,” he said. “And as for
those who create the popular culture, well-grounded patriotism is no longer
the style. Our spirit is back, but we haven’t reinstitutionalized it. We’ve got to



do a better job of getting across that America is freedom—freedom of
speech, freedom of religion, freedom of enterprise. And freedom is special

and rare. It’s fragile; it needs protection.”58

Reagan was right, but his warning went mostly unheeded. The fruit of
that failure is that, thirty years later, there is an aggressive movement
committed not only to attacking America’s history, obscuring or distorting
its foundational ideas, and maligning its culture, but to literally knocking the
physical symbols of our past off their pedestals. These radical demands are
met with ambivalence and often encouragement on the part of school
administrations and administrators and with silence from those who have
been cowed by fear.

America now looks at an uneasy future in which its best men and ideas
are being forgotten or maligned. The United States is bringing in more
immigrants than at any time since the turn of the twentieth century, and
many of the newcomers are from non-Western environments with little

connection to a culture of liberty, civic participation, and free government.59

Are there any Theodore Roosevelts around to infuse them with the spirit of
Americanism?

It’s a sobering thought, but not all hope is lost. The first stage in American
restoration lies in rekindling informed patriotism. Making America great
again isn’t about returning to a fanciful past; rather, it’s about restoring a
better way of looking to the future.

American history is not an unending trail of rosiness, success, and
progress. But focus too much on what is unexceptional about America—the
flaws in human nature that are universal to mankind—and we can easily

miss what is exceptional.60 Human history is filled with atrocity. Real
genocides occur all over the world, including today. These ugly realities are a
part of the human condition. Civilization, freedom, peace, prosperity, and
security are the outliers.

Today, we look at history backwards. Instead of trying to understand why
America has produced so much good, we reject the past wholesale because it
doesn’t meet an impossibly high, ever-evolving standard. Tearing down great
Americans isn’t just harmful to our understanding of the past; it is poisoning
our bonds of citizenship in the present and threatening to destroy our
future.



It wasn’t a handful of Constitution-shredding fanatics who liberated the
slaves and saved our nation. It was the Union Army and the careful
statesmanship of Abraham Lincoln.

It wasn’t “alt-left” street punks who brought down Nazi Germany. It was
hundreds of thousands of men in uniform—most of whom were racist by
any modern definition—and the overwhelming force of American-style free
enterprise. Compare the bravery of the Boys of Pointe du Hoc, who scaled
cliffs at Normandy under heavy fire, to modern social justice warriors
kicking an inanimate statue. Who has done more to make the world a better
place? Deep down, perhaps, what the statue topplers are rebelling against is
their own failure to accomplish anything of note. The only way for some of
them to make themselves feel better about not overcoming any great
challenges is to diminish great Americans who actually accomplished
significant things and made enormous sacrifices to improve their country.

Raising statues to the heroes of our past is about more than just teaching
history. It’s about reminding new generations of Americans that we stand on
the shoulders of giants—that to make our country better, we must have valor
and courage, we must distinguish what’s right from what’s wrong, and we
must do our best to carry on the best ideas and traditions of the people who
came before us. This outlook enrages those who want to eliminate our
history. In their minds, heroism implies inequality and perpetuates the
notion that great individuals, not just historical forces, can move the world
of men.

No one believes that the actions and views of even the greatest men of the
past should be exempt from scrutiny. But that doesn’t necessitate subscribing
to the insane notion that they should be wiped from memory like Party
hacks who lost Stalin’s favor and were disappeared from photos in the Soviet
Union.
The destructive urge of those who war on our history ultimately arises

out of malice. It is driven by caustic feelings not just toward Americans of
earlier times but toward their neighbors and countrymen. They have little in
common with now celebrated critics of America such as Frederick Douglass
—the escaped slaved turned abolitionist turned prophet of the American
idea—and Martin Luther King Jr., a man who dared to dream of an America
that would finally, fully commit to the idea that all men are created equal
and deserve to be treated as individuals.



These men, while criticizing the unequal application of our principles,
nevertheless committed to celebrating and expanding those ideals. Theirs
was a philosophy of building up what was special and redemptive about this
country, not tearing down old heroes or calling our foundations fraudulent.
One doesn’t have to be uncritical of America—past or present—to have a
deep love and appreciation for its merits. That healthy attitude is being
drowned out by the illiberal actions of mobs and grievance merchants.
While we should publicly debate the actions, good and bad, of America’s
heroes, it is foolish to give in to the demands of such unreasonable people.

Instead of committing to the raw power politics of destruction and
annihilation, it would be wiser for us to impart an appreciation and
understanding of the great figures of our past. Regardless of the
complexities, mistakes, and failings of the heroes in our history, it is
undeniable that the United States was great from the moment of its
conception and that it has been a remarkable force for good ever since. Just
as undeniable is that fact that America is the greatest country for anyone to
live in today, as immigration numbers prove; people from Asia, Africa,
Central and South America, and all over the globe are desperately fighting to
get into the United States because they know there is no better land of
opportunity. It’s telling that those who say that America and its past only
stand for white supremacy and oppression would demand that these people
be let in instead pleading for themselves to be let out.

If our country cherishes its past as it looks to its future, it will produce
more Americans who deserve to be celebrated as greats: men and women
who can inspire future generations as did Christopher Columbus, William
Bradford, Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Robert E.
Lee, Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Ford, and Dwight Eisenhower. But if our
country foolishly commits to erasing its history, it will have no future
worthy of its past.

It is the duty of those of us who still believe that America was and is great
to do a better job of defending what it means to be an American, preserving
the heroes of our history, and boldly going on offense as apostles of
Americanism. We must demand that our institutions—our education
system, media, and popular culture—quit attacking our heritage, restore
what has been lost, and ensure that our future will not be a slow slide into
the well-trodden and bloody paths of most of human history. Only by taking



up this challenge can we reject civilizational suicide and win the war for our
history.
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