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Introduction

In the 1940s, a British traveler to Anholt, a small
island fifty miles out in the Kattegat strait between
Denmark and Sweden, noticed that the island
children sang a piece of doggerel that was clearly
nonsense to them. It went:

Jeck og Jill
Vent op de hill . . .
Og Jell kom tombling after

The ditty, it turned out, had been brought to the
island by occupying British soldiers during the
Napoleonic Wars, and had been handed down from
generation to generation of children for 130 years,
even though the words meant nothing to them.



In London, this small discovery was received
with interest by a couple named Peter and Iona
Opie. The Opies had dedicated their lives to the
scholarly pursuit of nursery rhymes. No one had
put more effort into investigating the history and
distribution of these durable but largely
uncelebrated components of childhood life.
Something that had long puzzled the Opies was the
curious fate of a rhyme called “Brow Bender.”
Once as popular as “Humpty Dumpty” and
“Hickory Dickory Dock,” it was routinely included
in children’s nursery books up until the Ilate
eighteenth century, when it quietly and
mysteriously vanished. It had not been recorded in
print anywhere since 1788. Then one night as the
Opies’ nanny was tucking their children into bed,
they overheard her reciting a nursery rhyme to
them. It was, as you will have guessed, “Brow
Bender,” exactly as set down in the 1788 version
but with five lines never before recorded.



Now what, you may reasonably ask, does any of
this have to do with a book on the history and
development of the English language in America? I
bring it up for two reasons. First, to make the point
that it is often the little, unnoticed things that are
most revealing about the history and nature of
language. Nursery rhymes, for example, are
fastidiously resistant to change. Even when they
make no sense, as in the case of “Jack and Jill”
with children on an isolated Danish isle, they are
generally passed from generation to generation
with solemn precision, like treasured incantations.
Because of this, they are sometimes among the
longest-surviving features of any language. “Eenie,
meenie, minie, mo” is based on a counting system
that predates the Roman occupation of Britain, that
may even be pre-Celtic. If so, it is a rare surviving
link with the very distant past. It not only gives us a
fragmentary image of how children were being
amused at the time Stonehenge was built, but tells



us something about how their elders counted and
thought and ordered their speech. Little things, in
short, are worth looking at.

The second point is that songs, words, phrases,
ditties—any feature of language at all—can
survive for long periods without anyone
particularly noticing, as the Opies discovered with
“Brow Bender.” That a word or phrase hasn’t been
recorded tells us only that it hasn’t been recorded,
not that it hasn’t existed. The inhabitants of
England in the age of Chaucer commonly used an
expression, to be in hide and hair, meaning to be
lost or beyond discovery. But in about 1400 the
expression vanished from the written record. For
four hundred years there was no sign of it. Then,
suddenly and unexpectedly, it resurfaced in
America in 1857 as neither hide nor hair. So what
exactly happened to this useful expression during
those four long centuries, and what prompted its
abrupt return to prominence in the sixth decade of



the nineteenth century in a country two thousand
miles away?

Why, come to that, did we in America save such
good old English words as skedaddle,
chitterlings, and chore, but not fortnight or heath?
Why did we keep the irregular British
pronunciations in words like colonel and hearth,
but go our own way with lieutenant and schedule
and clerk? Why, in short, is American English the
way it is?

This is, it seems to me, a profoundly worthwhile
and fascinating question, and yet until relatively
recent times it is one that hardly anyone thought to
ask. Until well into this century, serious studies of
American speech were left almost entirely to
amateurs—people like the heroic Richard
Harwood Thornton, an English-born lawyer who
devoted years of his spare time to poring through
books, journals, and manuscripts from the earliest
colonial period in search of the first appearances



of hundreds of American terms. In 1912 he
produced the two-volume American Glossary. It
was a work of invaluable scholarship, and he
could not find a single American publisher
prepared to take it on. Eventually, to the shame of
American scholarship, it was published in London.

Not until the 1920s and 1930s, with the
successive publications of H. L. Mencken’s
incomparable The American Language, George
Philip Krapp’s The English Language in America,
and Sir William Craigie and James R. Hulbert’s
Dictionary of American English on Historical
Principles, did America at last get books that
seriously addressed the nature of its language. But
by then the inspiration behind many American
expressions had passed into the realms of the
unknowable, so that now no one can say with any
certainty why we paint the town red, talk turkey,
take a powder, or hit practice flies with a fungo
bat.



This book is a modest attempt to examine how
and why American speech came to be the way it is,
and in particular where our words come from. It is
not, I hope, a conventional history of the American
language. Much of it is unashamedly discursive.
You could be excused for wondering what Mrs.
Stuyvesant Fish’s running over her servant three
times in succession with her car has to do with the
history and development of the English language in
the United States, or how James Gordon Bennett’s
lifelong habit of yanking the cloths off every table
he passed in restaurants connects to the linguistic
development of the American people. I would
argue that unless we understand the social context
in which words were formed—unless we can
appreciate what a bewildering novelty the car was
to those who first encountered it, or how
dangerously extravagant and out of touch with the
masses a turn-of-the-century businessperson could
be—we cannot begin to appreciate the richness



and vitality of the words that make up our speech.

Oh, and I’ve included these incidental anecdotes
for a third reason: because I thought they were
interesting and hoped you might enjoy them. One of
the small agonies of researching a book like this is
that you come across stories that have no pressing
relevance to the topic and must be passed over. |
call them Ray Buduick stories.

I came across Ray Buduick when I was
thumbing through a 1941 volume of Time
magazines looking for something else altogether. It
happened that one day in that year Buduick
decided, as he often did, to take his light aircraft
up for an early-Sunday-morning spin. Nothing
remarkable in that, except that Buduick lived in
Honolulu and that this particular morning happened
to be December 7, 1941. As he headed out over
Pearl Harbor and Mamala Bay, Buduick was taken
aback, to say the least, to find the western skies
dark with Japanese Zeroes, all bearing down on



him. The Japanese raked his plane with fire, and
Buduick, presumably issuing utterances along the
lines of “Golly Moses,” banked sharply and
cleared off. Miraculously, he managed to land his
plane safely in the midst of one of the greatest
airborne attacks in history, and lived to tell the
tale. In so doing he became the first American to
engage the Japanese in combat, however
inadvertently.

Of course, this has nothing at all to do with the
American language. But everything else that
follows does. Honestly.

I would like to express my gratitude to the
following for generously sharing with me their
time, knowledge, or research materials: Lawrence
P. Ashmead, Samuel H. Beamesderfer, Bonita
Louise Billman, Bruce Corson, Heidi Du Belt,
Andrew  Franklin, Gary Galyean, Maria
Guarnaschelli, James Mansley, Hobie and Lois



Morris, Geoff Mulligan, Eric P. Newman, Robert
M. Poole, Oliver Salzmann, Allan M. Siegal, Dr.
John L. Sommer, Karen Voelkening, Erla Zwingle,
and the staffs of the Drake University Library in
Des Moines, the University of Massachusetts
Library in Amherst, and the National Geographic
Society Library in Washington. I am especially
indebted to my mother, Mary Bryson, for feeding
and accommodating me for long periods, and to
Tom Engelhardt for his scrupulous copy editing,
though any mistakes that remain are, of course, my
own. Above all, and as ever, my infinite, heartfelt
thanks to my wife, Cynthia.



Chapter 1

The Mayflower and

Before

|

The image of the spiritual founding of America that
generations of Americans have grown up with was
created, oddly enough, by a poet of limited talents
(to put it in the most magnanimous possible way)
who lived two centuries after the event in a country
three thousand miles away. Her name was Felicia
Dorothea Hemans and she was not American but
Welsh. Indeed, she had never been to America and



appears to have known next to nothing about the
country. It just happened that one day in 1826 her
local grocer in Rhyllon, Wales, wrapped her
purchases in a sheet of two-year-old newspaper
from Boston, and her eye was caught by a small
article about a founders’ day celebration in
Plymouth. It was very probably the first she had
heard of the Mayflower or the Pilgrims. But
inspired as only a mediocre poet can be, she
dashed off a poem, “The Landing of the Pilgrim
Fathers (in New England),” which begins

The breaking waves dashed high
On a stern and rock-bound coast,
And the woods, against a stormy

sky,

Their giant branches toss’d

And the heavy night hung dark
The hills and water o ’er,
When a band of exiles moor’d



their bark
On the wild New England shore

and carries on in a vigorously grandiloquent,
indeterminately rhyming vein for a further eight
stanzas. Although the poem was replete with errors
—the Mayflower was not a bark, it was not night
when they moored, Plymouth was not “where first
they trod” but in fact marked their fourth visit
ashore—it became an instant classic, and formed
the essential image of the Mayflower landing that
most Americans carry with them to this day.f

The one thing the Pilgrims certainly didn’t do
was step ashore on Plymouth Rock. Quite apart
from the consideration that it may have stood well
above the high-water mark in 1620, no prudent
mariner would try to bring a ship alongside a
boulder in a heaving December sea when a
sheltered inlet beckoned nearby. If the Pilgrims
even noticed Plymouth Rock, there is no sign of it.



No mention of the rock is found among any of the
surviving documents and letters of the age, and
indeed it doesn’t make its first recorded
appearance until 1715, almost a century later.l Not
until about the time Ms. Hemans wrote her
swooping epic did Plymouth Rock become
indelibly associated with the landing of the
Pilgrims.

Wherever they landed, we can assume that the
102 Pilgrims stepped from their storm-tossed little
ship with unsteady legs and huge relief. They had
just spent nine and a half damp and perilous weeks
at sea, crammed together on a creaking vessel
small enough to be parked on a modern tennis
court. The crew, with the customary graciousness
of sailors, referred to them as puke stockings, on
account of their apparently boundless ability to
spatter the latter with the former, though in fact they
had handled the experience reasonably well.2 Only
one passenger had died en route, and two had been



added through births (one of whom ever after
reveled in the exuberant name of Oceanus
Hopkins).

They called themselves Saints. Those members
of the party who were not Saints they called
Strangers. Pilgrims in reference to these early
voyagers would not become common for another
two hundred years. Even later was Founding
Fathers. It isn’t found until the twentieth century, in
a speech by Warren G. Harding. Nor, strictly
speaking, is it correct to call them Puritans. They
were Separatists, so called because they had left
the Church of England. Puritans were those who
remained in the Anglican Church but wished to
purify it. They wouldn’t arrive in America for
another decade, but when they did they would
quickly eclipse, and eventually absorb, this little
original colony.

It would be difficult to imagine a group of
people more ill-suited to a life in the wilderness.



They packed as if they had misunderstood the
purpose of the trip. They found room for sundials
and candle snuffers, a drum, a trumpet, and a
complete history of Turkey. One William Mullins
packed 126 pairs of shoes and thirteen pairs of
boots. Yet they failed to bring a single cow or
horse, plow or fishing line. Among the professions
represented on the Mayflower’s manifest were two
tailors, a printer, several merchants, a silk worker,
a shopkeeper, and a hatter—occupations whose
indispensability is not immediately evident when
one thinks of surviving in a hostile environment.3
Their military commander, Miles Standish, was so
diminutive of stature that he was known to all as
“Captain Shrimpe”‘—‘—hardly a figure to inspire
awe in the savage natives, whom they confidently
expected to encounter. With the uncertain exception
of the little captain, probably none in the party had
ever tried to bring down a wild animal. Hunting in
seventeenth-century Europe was a sport reserved



for the aristocracy. Even those who labeled
themselves farmers generally had scant practical
knowledge of husbandry, since farmer in the
1600s, and for some time afterward, signified an
owner of land rather than one who worked it.

They were, in short, dangerously unprepared for
the rigors ahead, and they demonstrated their
incompetence in the most dramatic possible way:
by dying in droves. Six expired in the first two
weeks, eight the next month, seventeen more in
February, a further thirteen in March. By April,
when the Mayflower set sail back to England,f just
fifty-four people, nearly half of them children,
were left to begin the long work of turning this
tenuous toehold into a self-sustaining colony.>

At this remove, it is difficult to imagine just how
alone this small, hapless band of adventurers was.
Their nearest kindred neighbors—at Jamestown in
Virginia and at a small and now all but forgotten
colony at Cupers (now Cupids) Cove in



Newfoundland®—were five hundred miles off in
opposite directions. At their back stood a hostile
ocean, and before them lay an inconceivably vast
and unknown continent of “wild and savage hue,”
in William Bradford’s uneasy words. They were
about as far from the comforts of civilization as
anyone had ever been (certainly as far as anyone
had ever been without a fishing line).

For two months they tried to make contact with
the natives, but every time they spotted any, the
Indians ran off. Then one day in February a young
brave of friendly mien approached a party of
Pilgrims on a beach. His name was Samoset and he
was a stranger in the region himself. But he had a
friend named Tisquantum from the local
Wampanoag tribe, to whom he introduced them.
Samoset and Tisquantum became the Pilgrims’ fast
friends. They showed them how to plant corn and
catch wildfowl and helped them to establish
friendly relations with the local sachem, or chief.



Before long, as every schoolchild knows, the
Pilgrims were thriving, and Indians and settlers
were sitting down to a cordial Thanksgiving feast.
Life was grand.

A question that naturally arises is how they
managed this. Algonquian, the language of the
eastern tribes, is an extraordinarily complex and
agglomerative tongue (or more accurately family of
tongues), full of formidable consonant clusters that
are all but unpronounceable by the untutored, as
we can see from the first primer of Algonquian
speech prepared some twenty years later by Roger
Williams in Connecticut (a feat of scholarship
deserving of far wider fame, incidentally). Try
saying the following and you may get some idea of
the challenge:

Nquitpausuckowashawmen—There  are  a
hundred of us.
Chénock wonck cuppee-yedumen?—When will



you return?
Tashuckqunne cummauchenatimisz?—How
long have you been sick?

Ntannetéimmin—I will be going.

Clearly this was not a language you could pick
up in a weekend, and the Pilgrims were hardly
gifted linguists. They weren’t even comfortable
with Tisquantum’s name; they called him Squanto.
The answer, surprisingly glossed over by most
history books, is that the Pilgrims didn’t have to
learn Algonquian for the happy and convenient
reason that Samoset and Squanto spoke English—
Samoset only a little, but Squanto with total
assurance (and some Spanish into the bargain).

That a straggly band of English settlers could in
1620 cross a vast ocean and find a pair of Indians
able to welcome them in their own tongue seems
little short of miraculous. It was certainly lucky—
the Pilgrims would very probably have perished or



been slaughtered without them—but not as wildly
improbable as it at first seems. The fact is that by
1620 the New World wasn’t really so new at all.

II

No one knows who the first European visitors to
the New World were. Credit generally goes to the
Vikings, who reached the New World in about A.D.
1000, but others could have been there earlier. An
ancient Latin text, the Navigatio Sancti Brendani
Abbatis, or The Voyage of St. Brendan the Abbot,
recounts with persuasive detail a seven-year trip to
a land across the sea claimed to have been made
by this Irish saint and a band of acolytes some four
centuries before the Vikings—and this, it was said,
on the advice of another Irishman who claimed to
have been there earlier still.

Even the Vikings didn’t think themselves the
first. Their sagas record that when they first



arrived in the New World they were chased from
the beach by a group of wild white people. They
subsequently heard stories from natives of a
settlement of Caucasians who “wore white
garments and . . . carried poles before them to
which rags were attached”Z—precisely how an
Irish religious procession might have looked to the
uninitiated. Whether by Irish or Vikings—or
Italians or Welsh or Bretons or any of the other
many groups for whom credit has been sought—
crossing the Atlantic in the Middle Ages was not
quite as daring a feat as it would at first appear,
even allowing for the fact that it was done in small,
open boats. The North Atlantic is conveniently
scattered with islands that could serve as stepping-
stones—the Shetland Islands, the Faroes, Iceland,
Greenland, and Baffin Island. It would be possible
to sail from Scandinavia to Canada without once
crossing more than 250 miles of open sea.

We know beyond doubt that Greenland—and



thus, technically, North America—was discovered
in 982 by one Eric the Red (Eirik Raudi), father of
Leif Ericson (or Leif Eiriksson), and that he and
his followers began settling it in 986. Anyone who
has ever flown over the frozen wastes of
Greenland could be excused for wondering what
they saw 1in the place. In fact, Greenland’s southern
fringes are farther south than Oslo and offer an
area of grassy lowlands as big as the whole of
Britain. Certainly it suited the Vikings. For nearly
five hundred years they kept a thriving colony
there, which at its peak boasted sixteen churches,
two churches, two monasteries, some three
hundred farms, and a population of four thousand.
The one thing Greenland lacked was wood with
which to build new ships and repair old ones—a
somewhat vital consideration for a seagoing
people. Iceland, the nearest landmass to the east,
was barren. The most natural thing would be to
head west to see what was out there. In about



1000, according to the sagas, Leif Ericson did just
that. His expedition discovered a new landmass,
probably Baffin Island, far up in northern Canada,
over a thousand miles north of the present-day
United States, and many other places, most notably
the region they called Vinland.

Vinland’s location is a tantalizing historical
puzzle. Through careful readings of the sagas and
calculations of Viking sailing times, various
scholars have put Vinland all over the place—on
Newfoundland or Nova Scotia, in Massachusetts,
even as far south as Virginia. A Norwegian scholar
named Helge Ingstad claimed in 1964 to have
found Vinland at a place called L’ Anse au Meadow
in Newfoundland. Others suggest that the artifacts
Ingstad unearthed were not of Viking origin at all,
but merely the detritus of later French colonists.2
The name is no help. According to the sagas, the
Vikings called it Vinland because of the grapevines
they found growing in profusion there. The



problem is that no place within a thousand miles of
where they might have been is likely to have
supported wild grapes in abundance. One possible
explanation is that Vinland was a mistranslation.
Vinber, the Viking word for grapes, could be used
to describe many other fruits—cranberries,
gooseberries, and red currants, among them—that
might have been found at these northern latitudes.
Another possibility is that Vinland was merely a
bit of deft propaganda, designed to encourage
settlement. These were, after all, the people who
thought up the name Greenland.

The Vikings made at least three attempts to build
permanent settlements in Vinland, the last in 1013,
before finally giving up. Or possibly not. What is
known beyond doubt is that sometime after 1408
the Vikings abruptly disappeared from Greenland.
Where they went and what became of them is a
mystery.1? The tempting presumption is that they
found a more congenial life in North America.



There is certainly an abundance of inexplicable
clues. Consider the matter of lacrosse, a game long
popular with Indians across wide tracts of North
America. Interestingly, the rules of lacrosse are
uncannily like those of a game played by the
Vikings, including one feature—the use of paired
teammates who may not be helped or impeded by
other players—so unusual, in the words of one
anthropologist, “as to make the probability of
independent origin vanishingly small.” Then there
were the Haneragmiuts, a tribe of Inuits living high
above the Arctic Circle on Victoria Island in
northern Canada, a place so remote that its
inhabitants were not known to the outside world
until early in this century. Yet several members of
the tribe not only looked distinctly European but
were found to be carrying indubitably European
genes.. No one has ever provided a remotely
satisfactory explanation of how this could be. Or
consider the case of Olof and Edward Ohman,



father and son, who in 1888 were digging up tree
stumps on their farm near Kensington, Minnesota,
when they came upon a large stone slab covered
with runic inscriptions, which appear to describe
how a party of thirty Vikings had returned to that
spot after an exploratory survey to find the ten men
they had left behind “red with blood and dead.”
The inscriptions have been dated to 1363. The one
problem is how to explain why a party of weary
explorers, facing the likelihood of renewed attack
by hostile natives, would take the time to make
elaborate carvings on a rock deep in the American
wilderness, thousands of miles from where anyone
they knew would be able to read it. Still, if a hoax,
it was executed with wunusual skill and
verisimilitude.

All this is by way of making the point that word
of the existence of a land beyond the Ocean Sea, as
the Atlantic was then known, was filtering back to
Europeans long before Columbus made his



celebrated voyage. The Vikings did not operate in
isolation. They settled all over Europe, and their
exploits were widely known. They even left a map
—the famous Vinland map—which is known to
have been circulating in Europe by the fourteenth
century. We don’t positively know that Columbus
was aware of this map, but we do know that the
course he set appeared to be making a beeline for
the mythical island of Antilla, which was featured
on it.

Columbus never found Antilla or anything else
he was looking for. His epochal voyage of 1492
was almost the last thing—indeed almost the only
thing—that went right in his life. Within eight
years, he would find himself summarily relieved of
his post as Admiral of the Ocean Sea, returned to
Spain in chains, and allowed to sink into such
profound obscurity that we don’t know for sure
where he is buried. To achieve such a precipitous
fall in less than a decade required an unusual



measure of incompetence and arrogance. Columbus
had both.

He spent most of those eight years bouncing
around the islands of the Caribbean and coast of
South America without ever having any real idea
of where he was or what he was doing. He always
thought that Cipangu, or Japan, was somewhere
nearby and never divined that Cuba was an island.
To his dying day he insisted that it was part of the
Asian mainland (though there is some indication
that he had his own doubts, since he made his men
swear under oath that it was Asia or have their
tongues cut out). His geographic imprecision is
most enduringly preserved in the name he gave to
the natives: Indios, which of course has come
down to us as Indians. He cost the Spanish crown
a fortune and gave in return little but broken
promises. And throughout he behaved with the kind
of impudence—demanding to be made hereditary
Admiral of the Ocean Sea, as well as viceroy and



governor of the lands that he conquered, and to be
granted one-tenth of whatever wealth his
enterprises generated—that all but invited his
eventual downfall.

In this he was not alone. Many other New World
explorers came seriously a cropper in one way or
another. Juan Diaz de Solis and Giovanni da
Verrazano were eaten by natives. Balboa, after
discovering the Pacific, was betrayed by his
colleague Francisco Pizarro and executed on
trumped-up charges. Pizarro in his turn was
murdered by rivals. Hernando de Soto marched an
army pointlessly all over what is now the
southeastern United States for four years until he
caught a fever and died. Scores of adventurers,
drawn on by tales of fabulous cities—Quivira,
Bimini, the City of the Caesars, and Eldorado
(“the gilded one”)—went looking for wealth,
eternal youth, or a shortcut to the Orient and mostly
found misery. Their fruitless searches live on,



sometimes unexpectedly, in the names on the
landscape. California commemorates a Queen
Califia, unspeakably rich but unfortunately
nonexistent. Amazon denotes a mythical tribe of
one-breasted women. Brazil and the Antilles recall
fabulous, but also fictitious, islands.

Farther north the English fared little better. Sir
Humphrey Gilbert perished in a storm off the
Azores in 1583 after trying unsuccessfully to found
a colony on Newfoundland. His half brother Sir
Walter Raleigh, attempting to establish a settlement
in Virginia, lost a fortune, and eventually his head,
in the effort. Henry Hudson pushed his crew a little
too far while looking for a northwest passage and
found himself, Bligh-like, put to sea in a little boat,
never to be seen again. The endearingly hopeless
Martin Frobisher explored the Arctic region of
Canada, found what he thought was gold, and
carried fifteen hundred tons of it home on a
dangerously overloaded boat only to be informed



that it was worthless iron pyrites. Undaunted,
Frobisher returned to Canada, found another
source of gold, carted thirteen hundred tons of it
back, and was informed, with presumed weariness
on the part of the royal assayer, that it was the
same stuff. After that, we hear no more of Martin
Frobisher.

It is interesting to speculate what these daring
adventurers would think if they knew how
whimsically we commemorate them today. Would
Giovanni da Verrazano think being eaten by
cannibals a reasonable price to pay for having his
name attached to a toll bridge between Brooklyn
and Staten Island? I suspect not. De Soto found
transient fame in the name of an automobile,
Frobisher in a distant icy bay, Raleigh in a city in
North Carolina, a brand of cigarettes, and a make
of bicycle. On balance, Columbus, with a
university, two state capitals, a country in South
America, a province in Canada, and high schools



almost without number, among a great deal else,
came out of it pretty well. But in terms of linguistic
immortality no one got more mileage from less
activity than a shadowy Italian-born businessman
named Amerigo Vespucci.

A Florentine who had moved to Seville, where
he ran a ship supply business (one of his customers
was his compatriot Christopher Columbus),
Vespucci seemed destined for obscurity. How two
continents came to be named in his honor involved
an unlikely measure of coincidence and error.
Vespucci did make some voyages to the New
World (authorities differ on whether it was three or
four), but always as a passenger or lowly officer.
He was not, by any means, an accomplished
seaman. Yet in 1504-1505, letters of unknown
authorship began circulating in Florence, collected
under the title Nuovo Mundo (New World), which
stated that Vespucci had not only been captain of
these voyages but had discovered the New World.



The mistake would probably have gone no
further except that an instructor at a small college
in eastern France named Martin Waldseemiiller
was working on a revised edition of the works of
Ptolemy and decided to freshen it up with a new
map of the world. In the course of his research he
came upon the Florentine letters and, impressed
with their spurious account of Vespucci’s exploits,
named the continent in his honor. (It wasn’t quite as
straightforward as that: first he translated Amerigo
into the Latin Americus, then transformed that into
its feminine form, America, on the ground that Asia
and Europe were feminine. He also considered,
and rejected, the name Amerige.) Even so it wasn’t
until forty years later that people began to refer to
the New World as America, and then they meant
only South America.

Vespucci did have one possible, if slightly
marginal, claim to fame. He is thought to have been
the brother of Simonetta Vespucci, the model for



Venus in the famous painting by Botticelli.12

m

Since neither Columbus nor Vespucci ever set foot
on the landmass that became the United States, it
might have been more aptly named for Giovanni
Caboto, an Italian mariner better known to history
by his anglicized name of John Cabot. Sailing from
Bristol in 1495, Cabot  “discovered”
Newfoundland and possibly Nova Scotia and a
number of smaller islands, and in the process
became the first known European since the Vikings
to visit North America, though in fact he probably
was merely following fishing fleets already
trawling the Grand Banks. What is certain is that in
1475, because of a war in Europe, British
fishermen lost access to their traditional fishing
grounds off Iceland. Yet British cod stocks did not
fall, and in 1490 (two years before Columbus



sailed), when Iceland offered the British fishermen
the chance to come back, they declined. The
presumption is that they had discovered the cod-
rich waters off Newfoundland and didn’t want
anyone else to know about them. 13

Whether Cabot inspired the fishermen or they
him, by the early 1500s the Atlantic was thick with
English vessels. A few came to prey on Spanish
treasure ships, made sluggish and vulnerable by the
weight of gold and silver they were carrying back
to the Old World. Remarkably good money could
be made from this> From a single voyage Sir
Francis Drake returned to England with booty
worth, at today’s values, $60 milliond4 On the
same voyage, Drake briefly put ashore in what is
now Virginia, claimed it for the crown, and called
it New Albion.12

To give the claim weight, and to provide a
supply base for privateers, Queen Elizabeth I
decided it might be a good idea to establish a



colony there. She gave the task to Sir Walter
Raleigh. The result was the ill-fated “lost colony”
of Roanoke, whose 114 members were put ashore
just south of Albemarle Sound in what is now
North Carolina in 1587. From that original colony
sprang seven names that still feature on the
landscape: Roanoke (which has the distinction of
being the first Indian word borrowed by English

settlers), Cape Fear, Cape Hatteras, the Chowan

and Neuse rivers, Chesapeake, and Virginia.1l®

(Previously Virginia had been called Windgancon,
meaning “what gay clothes you wear”—apparently
what the locals had replied when an early
reconnoitering party had asked the place’s name.)
But that, alas, was about all the colony achieved.
Because of war with Spain, no English ship was
able to return for three years. When at last a reliet
ship called, it found the colony deserted. Although
the neighboring Croatoan tribe was eventually
discovered to have incorporated several words of



Elizabethan English into its own tongue, no firm
evidence of the colony’s fate was ever found.

Mostly what drew the English to the New World
was the fishing, especially along the almost
unimaginably bounteous waters off the northeast
coast of North America. For at least 120 years
before the Mayflower set sail, European fishing
fleets had been an increasingly common sight along
the eastern seaboard. The fleets would put ashore
to dry fish, replenish stocks of food and water, or
occasionally wait out a harsh winter. As many as a
thousand fishermen at a time would gather on the
beaches. It was from such groups that Samoset had
learned his few words of English.

As a result, by 1620 there was scarcely a bay in
New England or eastern Canada that didn’t bear
some relic of their passing. The Pilgrims
themselves within their first days came upon an old
cast-iron cooking pot, obviously of European
origin, and while plundering some Indian graves



they uncovered the body of a blond-haired man
—“possibly a Frenchman who had died in
captivity.”1Z

New England may have been a new world to the
Pilgrims, but it was hardly terra incognita. Much
of the land around them had already been mapped.
Eighteen years earlier, Bartholomew Gosnold and
a party described as “24 gentlemen and eight
sailors” had camped for a few months on nearby
Cuttyhunk Island and left behind many names, two
of which endure: Cape Cod and the romantically
mysterious Martha's Vineyard (mysterious because
we don’t know who Martha was).

Seven years before, John Smith, passing by on a
whaling expedition, had remapped the region,
diligently taking heed of the names the Indians
themselves used. He added just one name of his
own devising: New England. (Previously the
region had been called Norumbega on most maps.
No one now has any clear idea why.) But in a



consummate display of brownnosing, upon his
return to England Smith presented his map to
Charles Stuart, the sixteen-year-old heir apparent
to the throne, along with a note “humbly intreating”
His Highness “to change their barbarous names for
such English, as posterity might say Prince Charles
was their Godfather.” The young prince fell to the
task with relish. He struck out most of the Indian
names that Smith had so carefully transcribed and
replaced them with a whimsical mix that honored
himself and his family, or that simply took his
fancy. Among his creations were Cape Elizabeth,
Cape Anne, the Charles River, and Plymouth.
Consequently, when the Pilgrims landed at
Plymouth one of the few tasks they didn’t have to
manage was thinking up names for many of the
landmarks around them.

Sometimes the early explorers took Indians back
to Europe with them. Such was the fate of the
heroic Squanto, whose life story reads like an



implausible picaresque novel. He had been picked
up by a seafarer named George Weymouth in 1605
and carried off—whether voluntarily or not is
unknown—to England. There he spent nine years
working at various jobs before returning to the
New World as an interpreter for John Smith on his
voyage of 1613. In reward for his help, Smith gave
Squanto his liberty. But no sooner had Squanto
been reunited with his tribe than he and nineteen of
his fellows were kidnapped by another
Englishman, who carried them off to Malaga,
Spain, and sold them as slaves. Squanto worked as
a house servant in Spain before somehow
managing to escape to England, where he worked
briefly for a merchant in the City of London before
finally, in 1619, joining yet another exploratory
expedition along the New England coastd®
Altogether he had been away for nearly fifteen
years, and he returned to find that only a short
while before his tribe had been wiped out by a



plague—almost certainly smallpox introduced by
visiting sailors.

Thus Squanto had certain grounds to be
disgruntled. Europeans not only had inadvertently
exterminated his tribe, but twice had carried him
off and once sold him into slavery. Fortunately for
the Pilgrims, Squanto was of a forgiving nature. He
settled with them and for the next year, until he
died of a sudden fever, served as their teacher,
interpreter, ambassador, and friend. Thanks to him,
the future of English in New England was assured.

The question of what kind of English it was, and
would become, lies at the heart of what follows.

*Mrs. Hemans’s other contribution to posterity was the
poem “Casabianca,” now remembered for its opening line:



“The boy stood on the burning deck.”

“The Mayflower, like Plymouth Rock, appears to have
made no sentimental impression on the colonists. Not once
in History of Plimouth Plantation, William Bradford’s
history of the colony, did he mention the ship by name. Just
three years after its epochal crossing, the Mayflower was
unceremoniously broken up and sold for salvage.
According to several accounts, it ended up being made into
a barn that still stands in the village of Jordans,
Buckinghamshire, about twenty miles from London, on the
grounds of the British headquarters of the British Society
of Friends, or Quakers. Coincidentally, almost in its
shadow is the grave of William Penn, the founder of
Pennsylvania. He almost certainly had no idea that the barn
beside his eventual final resting place had once been the
ship that carried Pilgrims to the land he himself did so
much to promote.

*Founded in 1610, this small colony was abandoned in the
1630s, though it was soon replaced by other British
settlements on the island. Because of their isolation,
Newfoundlanders created a peculiarly colorful patois
blending new coinages and old English dialectal words that
now exist nowhere else: diddies for a nightmare, nunny-



bag for a kind of knapsack, cocksiddle for a somersault,
rushing the waddock for the game of rugby. They continue
to employ many odd pronunciations. Chitterlings, for
instance, is pronounced “chistlings.” The one word that
Newfoundland has given the world is penguin. No one has
any idea what inspired it.

i<Spain was preyed on not only by sailors from rival nations,
but also by mutineer sailors of her own. These latter were
called buccaneers because after fleeing their Spanish
masters they would sustain themselves on the preserved
flesh of wild hogs, smoked on a wooden frame called a
boucan, until they could capture a becalmed ship and make
it their own.



Chapter 2

Becoming Americans

We whofe names are underwritten, the
loyal fubjects of our dread fovereigne
Lord, King James, by ye grace of God,
of Great Britaine, France and Ireland,
King, defender of ye faith, etc., haveing
undertaken for ye glory of God and
advancement of ye Christian faith, and
honour of our King and countrie, a
voyage to plant ye firft Colonie in ye
Northerne parts of Virginia, doe by
thefe prefents folemnly, and mutualy



. covenant and combine ourfelves
togeather into a civil body politick for
our better ordering and prefervation
and furtherance of ye end aforefaid . . .

So begins the Mayflower Compact, written in

1620 shortly before the Mayflower Pilgrims
stepped ashore. The passage, I need hardly point
out, contains some differences from modern
English. We no longer use f for s, or ye for the A
few spellings—Britaine, togeather, Northerne—
clearly vary from modern practice, but generally
only slightly and not enough to confuse us, whereas
only a generation before we would have found far
greater irregularities (e.g., gelousie, conseil,
audacite, wiche, loware) for jealousy, council,



audacity, which, and lower). We would not
nowadays refer to a “dread sovereign,” and if we
did we would not mean by it one to be held in awe.
But allowing for these few anachronisms, the
passage is clear, recognizable, wholly accessible
English.

Were we, however, somehow to be transported
to the Plymouth Colony of 1620 and allowed to
eavesdrop on the conversations of those who drew
up and signed the Mayflower Compact, we would
almost certainly be astonished at how different—
how frequently incomprehensible—much of their
spoken language would be to us. Though it would
be clearly identifiable as English, it would be a
variety of English unlike any we had heard before.
Among the differences that would most
immediately strike us:

» Kn-, which was always sounded in Middle
English, was at the time of the Pilgrims going



through a transitional phase in which it was
commonly pronounced ¢n. Where the
Pilgrims’ parents or grandparents would have
pronounced knee as “kuh-nee,” they
themselves would have been more likely to
say “t’nee.”

* The interior gh in words like night and light
had been silent for about a generation, but on
or near the end of words—in laugh, nought,
enough, plough—it was still sometimes
pronounced, sometimes left silent, and
sometimes given an f sound.

* There was no sound equivalent to the a4 in
the modern father and calm. Father would
have rhymed with the present-day /ather and
calm with ram.

* JWas was pronounced not “wuz” but “wass,”
and remained so, in some circles at least,
long enough for Byron to rhyme it with pass
in “To Lucasta.” Conversely, kiss was often



rhymed with is.

War thymed with car or care. It didn’t gain
its modern pronunciation until about the turn
of the nineteenth century.

Home was commonly spelled whome and
pronounced, by at least some speakers, as it
was spelled, with a distinct wi- sound.

The various o and u sounds were, to put it
mildly, confused and unsettled. Many people
rhymed cut with put, plough with screw,
book with moon, blood with load. As late as
the second half of the seventeenth century, the
poet John Dryden made no distinction
between flood, mood and good, though quite
how he intended them to be pronounced is
anybody’s guess. The vicissitudes of the
wandering oo are still evident both in its
multiplicity of modern pronunciations (e.g.,
flood, mood, good) and the number of such
words in which the pronunciation is not fixed



even now, notably roof, soot, and hoof.

Oi was sounded with a long i, so that coin’d
sounded like kind and voice like vice. The
modern oi sound was sometimes heard, but
was considered a mark of vulgarity until
about the time of the American Revolution.
Words that now have a short e were often
pronounced and sometimes spelled with a
short i. Shakespeare commonly wrote bin for
been, and as late as the tail end of the
eighteenth century Benjamin Franklin was
defending a short i pronunciation for get, yet,
steady, chest, kettle, and the second syllable
of instead’ —though by this time he was
fighting a losing battle.

Speech was in general much broader, with
more emphatic stresses and a greater
rounding of 7’s. A word like never would
have been pronounced more like “nev-

arrr.”’3 Interior vowels and consonants were



more frequently suppressed, so that nimbly
became “nimly,” fault and salt became “faut”
and “saut,” somewhat was “summat.” Other
letter combinations were pronounced in ways
strikingly at variance with their modern
forms. In his Special Help to Orthographie
or the True-writing of English (1643), a
popular book of the day, Richard Hodges
listed the following pairs of words as being
“so neer alike in sound . . . that they are
sometimes taken one for another”: ream and
realm, shoot and suit, room and Rome, were
and wear, poles and Paul's, flea and flay, eat
and ate, copies and coppice, person and
parson, Easter and Hester, Pierce and parse,
least and lest. The spellings—and
misspellings—of names in the earliest
records of towns like Plymouth and Dedham
give us some idea of how much more fluid
early colonial pronunciation was. These



show a man named Parson sometimes
referred to as Passon and sometimes as
Passen; a Barsham as Barsum or Bassum; a
Garfield as Garfill; a Parkhurst as Parkis; a
Holmes as Holums; a Pickering as Pickram; a
St. John as Senchion; a Seymour as Seamer;
and many others.

« Differences in idiom abounded, notably with
the use of definite and indefinite articles. As
Albert C. Baugh and Thomas Cable note in
their classic History of the English
Language, Shakespeare commonly discarded
articles where we would think them
necessary—“creeping like snail,” “with as
big heart as thou” and so on—but at the same
time he employed them where we would not,
so that where we say “at length” and “at
last,” he wrote “at the length” and “at the
last.” The preposition of was also much more
freely employed. Shakespeare used it in many



places where we would require another: “it
was well done of [by] you,” “I brought him
up of [from] a puppy,” “I have no mind of
[for] feasting,” “That did but show thee of
[as] a fool.”2 One relic of this practice
survives in American English in the way we
tell time. Where we commonly say that it is
“ten of three” or “twenty of four,” the British
only ever say “ten to” or “twenty to.”

» Er and ear combinations were frequently, if
not invariably, pronounced “ar,” so that
convert became “convart,” heard was “hard”
(though also “heerd”), and serve was
“sarve.” Merchant was pronounced and often
spelled “marchant.” The British preserve the
practice in several words, saying “clark” and
“darby” for clerk and derby. In America the
custom was long ago abandoned but for a few
well-established exceptions like heart,
hearth, and sergeant, or else the spelling



was amended, so that sherds became shards
and Hertford, Connecticut, was transformed
to Hartford.

* Generally, words containing ea combinations
—tea, meat, deal and so on—were
pronounced with a long a sound (and of
course many still are), so that, for example,
meal and mail were homonyms. The modern
ee pronunciation in such words was just
emerging, so that Shakespeare could, as his
whim took him, rhyme please with either
grace or knees. Among more conservative
users the old style persisted well into the
eighteenth century, as in the well-known lines
by the poet William Cowper.

I am monarch of all I survey . . .
From the centre all round to the
sea.

Different as this English was from modern



English, it was nearly as different again from the
English spoken only a generation or two before in
the mid-1500s. In countless ways, the language of
the Pilgrims was strikingly more advanced, less
visibly rooted in the conventions and inflections of
Middle English, than that of their grandparents or
even parents.

The old practice of making plurals by adding -n
was rapidly giving way to the newer convention of
adding -s, so that by 1620 most people were saying
knees instead of kneen, houses instead of housen,
fleas instead of flean. The transition was by no
means complete at the time of the Pilgrims—we
can find eyen for eyes and shoon for shoes in
Shakespeare—and indeed survives yet in a few
words, notably children, brethren, and oxen.

A similar transformation was happening with the
terminal -t on verbs like maketh, leadeth, and
runneth, which also were increasingly being given
an -s ending. Shakespeare used -s terminations



almost exclusively except for hath and doth. Only
the most conservative works, such as the King
James Bible of 1611, which contains no -s forms,
stayed faithful to the old pattern. Interestingly, it
appears that by the early seventeenth century even
when the word was spelled with a -t4 termination
it was pronounced as if spelled with an -s. In other
words, people wrote hath but said “has,” saw
doth (pronounced “duth,” incidentally, and not to
rhyme with moth) but thought “does,” read goeth
as “goes.” The practice is well illustrated in
Hodges’s Special Help to Orthographie, which
lists as homophones such seemingly odd
bedfellows as weights and waiteth, cox and
cocketh, rights and righteth, rose and roweth.

At the same time, endings in -ed were beginning
to blur. Before the Elizabethan age, an -ed
termination was accorded its full phonetic value,
as it still frequently is in beloved and blessed and
a very few other words. But by the time of the



Pilgrims the modern habit of eliding the ending
(except after ¢ and d) was taking over. For nearly
two hundred years, this truncated pronunciation
would be indicated in writing with an apostrophe:
drown’d, frown’d, weav’d, and so on. Not until the
end of the eighteenth century would the elided
pronunciation become so general as to render this
spelling distinction unnecessary.

The median ¢ sound in Christmas, soften,
hasten, and other such words was beginning to
disappear. Just coming into vogue, too, was the s/
sound of ocean, creation, passion, and sugar.
Previously such words had been pronounced with
an s sound, as many Britons still say “tiss-you” and
“iss-you” for tissue and issue.

The early colonists were among the first to use
the new word goodbye, contracted from God be
with you and still at that time often spelled
Godbwye, and were among the first to employ the
more democratic forms ye and you in preference to



the traditional thee, thy, and thou, though many
drifted uncertainly between the forms, as
Shakespeare himself did, even sometimes in
adjoining sentences as in Henry IV, Part I: “I love
thee infinitely. But hark you, Kate.”

They were also among the first to make use of
the newly minted letter j. Previously i had served
this purpose, so that Chaucer, for instance, wrote
ientyl and ioye for gentle and joy. At first, j was
employed simply as a variant of i, as f was a
variant for s. Gradually j took on its modern juh
sound, a role previously filled by g (and hence the
occasional freedom in English to choose between
the two letters, as with jibe and gibe).

Perhaps no period in history has been more
accommodating to verbal innovation, more alive
with neologisms, more kissed with genius, than that
into which the Pilgrims were privileged to be
born. Just in the century or so that preceded the



Pilgrims’ arrival in the New World, English gained
ten thousand additional words, about half of them
sufficiently useful as to be with us still.
Shakespeare alone has been credited with some
two thousand—rweclusive, gloomy, barefaced,
radiance, dwindle, countless, gust, leapfrog,
frugal, summit—but he was by no means alone in
this unparalleled outpouring,

A bare sampling of words that entered English
around the time of the Pilgrims gives some hint
(another Shakespeare coinage, incidentally) of the
lexical vitality of the age: alternative (1590);
incapable (1591); noose (1600); nomination
(1601); fairy, surrogate, and sophisticated
(1603); option (1604); creak in the sense of a
noise and susceptible (1605); coarse in the sense
of being rough (as opposed to natural) and
castigate (1607); obscenity (1608); tact (1609);
commitment, slope, recrimination, and gothic
(1611); coalition (1612); freeze in a metaphoric



sense (1613); nonsense (1614); cult, boulder, and
crazy in the sense of insanity (1617); customer
(1621); inexperienced (1626).

If the Pilgrims were aware of this linguistic
ferment into which they had been born, they gave
little sign of it. Nowhere in any surviving colonial
writings of the seventeenth century is there a single
reference to Shakespeare or even to the Puritans’
own revered Milton. And in some significant ways
their language 1is curiously unlike that of
Shakespeare. They did not, for instance, show any
particular inclination to engage in the new fashion
of turning nouns into verbs, a practice that gave the
age such perennially useful innovations as to
gossip (1590), to fuel (1592), to attest (1596), to
inch (1599), to preside (1611), to surround
(1616), to hurt (1662), and several score others,
many of which (to happy, to property, to malice)
didn’t last.

Yet the peculiar circumstances in which they



found themselves forced the colonists to begin
tinkering with their vocabulary almost from the
first day. As early as 1622, they were using pond,
which in England designated a small artificial
pool, to describe large and wholly natural bodies
of water. Creek in England described an inlet of
the sea; in America it came to signify a stream. For
reasons that have never, so far as I can tell, been
properly investigated, the colonials quickly
discarded many seemingly useful English
topographic words—hurst, mere, mead, heath,
moor, marsh, and (except in New England) brook
—and began coming up with new ones, like swamp
(first recorded in John Smith’s Generall Historie
of Virginia in 1626).2 ravine, hollow, range (for
an open piece of ground), and bluff. Often these
were borrowed from other languages. Bluff, which
has the distinction of being the first word attacked
by the British as a misguided and obviously
unnecessary ~ Americanism, was  probably



borrowed from the Dutch blaf, meaning a flat
board. Swamp appears to come from the German
zwamp, and ravine, first recorded in 1781 in the
diaries of George Washington though almost
certainly used much earlier, is from the French.
Oddly, considering the extremities of the
American climate, weather words were slow to
arise. Snowstorm, the first meteorological
Americanism, isn’t recorded until 1771, and no
one appears to have described a tornado in print
before 1804. In between came cold snap in 1776,
and that about exhausts America’s contribution to
the world of weather terms in the first two hundred
years of European settlement. Blizzard, a word
without which any description of a northern winter
would seem incomplete, did not come to describe
a heavy snowstorm until 1870, when a newspaper
editor in Estherville, Iowa, applied it to a
particularly fierce spring snow. The word, of
unknown origin, had been coined in America some



fifty years earlier, but previously had denoted a
blow or series of blows, as from fists or guns.

Where they could, however, the first colonists
stuck doggedly to the words of the Old World.
They preserved words with the diligence of
archivists. Scores, perhaps hundreds, of English
terms that would later perish from neglect in their
homeland live on in America thanks to the
essentially conservative nature of the -early
colonists.

Fall for autumn is perhaps the best known. It
was a relatively new word at the time of the
Pilgrims—its first use in England was recorded in
1545—but it remained in common use in England
until the second half of the nineteenth century. Why
it died out there when it did is unknown. The list of
words preserved in America is practically
endless. Among them: cabin in the sense of a
humble dwelling, bug for any kind of insect, hog
for a pig, deck as in a pack of cards and jack for a



knave within the deck, raise for rear, junk for
rubbish, mad in the sense of angry rather than
unhinged, bushel as a common unit of
measurement, closet for cupboard, adze, attic,
jeer, hatchet, stocks as in stocks and bonds (the
British have a stock market, but it deals in shares),
cross-purposes, livestock, gap and (principally in
New England) notch for a pass through hills, gully
for a ditch or channel, rooster for the male fowl,
attic for the topmost story of a house (the British
say loft), slick as a variant of sleek, zero for
nought, back and forth (instead of backwards and
forwards), plumb in the sense of utter or complete,

noon= for midday, molasses for treacle, cesspool,
homespun, din, trash, talented, chore, mayhem,
maybe, copious—and that is just a bare sampling.
The first colonists also brought with them many
regional terms, little known outside their private
corners of Britain, which prospered on American
soil and have often since spread to the wider



English-speaking world: drool, teeter, hub,
swamp, squirt (as a term descriptive of a person),
spool (for thread), to wilt, -catercornered,
skedaddle (a north British dialect word meaning to
spill something noisy, like a bag of coal),
gumption, chump (an Essex word meaning a lump
of wood),. scalawag, dander (as in to get one’s
dander up), chitterlings, chipper, chisel in the
sense of to cheat, and skulduggery. The last named
has nothing to do with skulls—which is why it is
spelled with one /—but comes from the Scottish
sculdudrie, a word denoting fornication.
Chitterlings, or chitlins, for the small intestines of
the pig, was unknown outside Hampshire until
nourished to wider glory in the New World.2 That
it evolved in some quarters in America into
kettlings suggests that the ch- may have been
pronounced, by at least some people, with the hard
k sound of chaos or chorus.

And of course they brought many words with



them that have not survived in either America or
Britain, to the lexical impoverishment of both
—flight for a dusting of snow, fribble for a
frivolous person, hossloper for a hermit, spong for
a parcel of land, bantling for an infant, sooterkin
for a sweetheart, gurnet for a protective sandbar,
and the much-missed slobberchops for a messy
eater, among many hundreds of others.

Everywhere they turned in their newfound land,
the early colonists were confronted with objects
that they had never seen before, from the mosquito
(at first spelled mosketoe or musketto) to the
persimmon to poison ivy, or “poysoned weed” as
they called it. At first, no doubt overwhelmed by
the wealth of unfamiliar life in their new Eden,
they made no distinction between pumpkins and
squashes or between the walnut and pecan trees.
They misnamed plants and animals. Bay, laurel,
beech, walnut, hemlock, robin (actually a thrush),
blackbird, hedgehog, lark, swallow and marsh



hen all signify different species in America from
those of England.? The American rabbit is actually
a hare. (That the first colonists couldn’t tell the
difference offers some testimony to their
incompetence in the wild.) Often they took the
simplest route and gave the new creatures names
imitative of the sounds they made—bobwhite,
whippoorwill, katydid—and when that proved
impractical they fell back on the useful, and
eventually distinctively American, expedient of
forming a new compound from two older words.
Early American English positively teems with
such  constructions:  jointworm,  eggplant,
canvasback, copperhead, rattlesnake, bluegrass,
backtrack, bobcat, catfish, bluejay, bullfrog,
sapsucker, timberland, underbrush, cookbook,
frostbite, and hillside (at first sometimes called a
sidehill), plus such vital later additions as
tightwad, sidewalk, cheapskate, sharecropper,
skyscraper, rubberneck, drugstore, barbershop,



hangover, rubdown, blowout, and others almost
without number. These new terms had the virtues
of directness and instant comprehensibility—useful
qualities in a land whose populace would
increasingly include large numbers of nonnative
speakers of English. Frostbite is clearly more
descriptive  than chilblains, sidewalk than
pavement, eggplant than aubergine, doghouse
than kennel, bedspread than counterpane.

One creature that very much featured in the lives
of the earliest colonists was the passenger pigeon.
The name comes from an earlier sense of
passenger as one that passes by, and passenger
pigeons certainly did that in almost inconceivably
vast numbers. One early observer estimated a
passing flock as being a mile wide and 240 miles
long. They literally darkened the sky. At the time of
the Mayflower landing there were perhaps nine
billion passenger pigeons in North America, more
than twice the number of all the birds found on the



continent today. With such numbers they were
absurdly easy to hunt. One account from 1770
reported that a hunter brought down 125 with a
single shot from a blunderbuss. Some people ate
them, but most were fed to pigs. Millions more
were slaughtered for the sheer sport of it. By 1800
their numbers had been roughly halved, and by
1900 they were all but gone. On September 1,
1914, the last one died at the Cincinnati Zoo.

The first colonists were not, however, troubled
by several other creatures that would one day
plague the New World. One was the common
house rat. It wouldn’t reach western Europe for
another century (emigrating there abruptly and in
huge numbers from Siberia for reasons that have
never been explained) and did not make its first
recorded appearance in America until 1775, in
Boston. Many other now-common animals, among
them the house mouse and the common pigeon,
were also yet to make their first trip across the



ocean.

We know with some precision, however, when
some species arrived, most notoriously that
airborne irritant the starling, which was brought to
America by one Eugene Schieffelin, a wealthy
German emigrant who had the odd, and in the case
of starlings regrettable, idea that he should
introduce to the American landscape all the birds
mentioned in the writings of Shakespeare. Most of
the species he introduced failed to prosper, but the
forty pairs of starlings he released in New York’s
Central Park in the spring of 1890, augmented by
twenty more pairs the following spring, so thrived
that within less than a century they had become the
most abundant bird species in North America, and
one of its greatest pests. Many thanks, Herr
Schieffelin. The common house sparrow (actually
not a sparrow at all but an African weaverbird)
was in similar fashion introduced to the New
World in 1851 or 1852 by the president of the



Natural History Society of Brooklyn, and the carp
by the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution in
the 1870s40 That there were not greater
ecological disasters from such well-meaning but
often misguided introductions is a wonder.

Partly from lack of daily contact with England,
partly from conditions peculiar to American life,
and partly perhaps from whim, American English
soon began wandering off in new directions. As
early as 1682, Americans were calling folding
money bills rather than notes. By 1751, bureau had
lost its British meaning of a writing desk and come
to mean a chest of drawers. Barn, in Britain a
storehouse for grain, in America took on the wider
sense of being a general-purpose farm building
Avenue by 1780 was being used to designate any
wide street in America; in Britain it implied a line
of trees—indeed, still does to the extent that many
British towns have streets called Avenue Road.
Other words of which Americans gradually



enlarged the meanings include apartment, pie,
store, closet, pavement, and block. Block in late-
eighteenth-century America described a group of
buildings having a similar appearance—what the
British call a ferrace—then came to mean a
collection of adjoining lots, and finally, by 1823,

was being used in its modern sense to designate an

urban rectangle bounded by streets. 11

But the handiest, if not always the simplest, way
of filling voids in the American lexicon was to ask
the local Indians what words they used. At the time
of the first colonists there were perhaps fifty
million Indians in the New World (though other
estimates have put the figure as high as one
hundred million and as low as eight million). Most
lived in Mexico and the Andes. The whole of
North America had perhaps no more than two
million inhabitants. The Indians of North America
are generally broken down into six geographic,
rather than linguistic or cultural, families: Plains



(among them the Blackfoot, Cheyenne, and
Pawnee), Eastern Woodlands (the Algonquian
family and Iroquois Confederacy), Southwest
(Apache, Navajo, Pueblo), Northwest Coast
(Haida, Modoc, Tsimshian), Plateau (Paiute, Nez
Percé¢), and Northern (Kutchin, Naskapi). Within
these groups, considerable variety was to be
found. Among the Plains Indians, the Omaha and
Pawnee were settled farmers, while the Cheyenne
and Comanche were nomadic hunters. There was
also considerable movement: the Blackfoot and
Cheyenne, for example, began as eastern seaboard
Indians, members of the Algonquian family, before
pushing west into the Great Plains.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the relative
paucity of inhabitants in North America, the variety
of languages spoken on the continent was
particularly rich, with perhaps as many as five
hundred altogether. Put another way, the Indians of
North America accounted for roughly one-



twentieth of the population of the New World, but
perhaps as much as a quarter of its tongues. Many
of these languages—Puyallup, Tupi, Assiniboin,
Hidatsa, Bella Coola—were spoken by only a
handful of people. Even among related tribes the
linguistic chasm could be considerable. The
historian Charlton Laird has pointed out: “The
known native languages of California alone show

greater linguistic variety than all the known
languages of the continent of Europe.””12

Almost all the Indian terms taken directly into
English by the first colonists come from the two
eastern groups: the Iroquois Confederacy, whose
members included the Mohawk, Cherokee, Oneida,
Seneca, Delaware, and Huron tribes, and the even
larger Algonquian group, which included
Algonquin, Arapaho, Cree, Delaware, Illinois,
Kickapoo, Narragansett, Ojibwa, Penobscot,
Pequot, Sac, and Fox, among many others. But
here, too, there was considerable variability, so



that to the Delaware Indians the river was the
Susquehanna, while to the neighboring Hurons it
was the Kanastoge (or Conestoga).

The early colonists began borrowing words
almost from the moment of first contact. Moose and
papoose were taken into English as early as 1603.
Raccoon is first recorded in 1608, caribou and
opossum in 1610, moccasin and tomahawk in
1612, hickory in 1618, powwow in 1624, wigwam
in 162813 Altogether, the Indians provided some
150 terms to the early colonists. Another 150 came
later, often after being filtered through intermediate
sources. Toboggan, for instance, entered English
by way of Canadian French. Hammock, maize, and
barbecue reached us via Spanish from the
Caribbean.

Occasionally Indian terms could be adapted
fairly simply. The Algonquian seganku became
without too much difficulty skunk. The wuchak
settled into English almost inevitably as the



woodchuck. (Despite the tongue twister, no
woodchuck ever chucked wood.) Wampumpeag
became wampum. The use of neck in the northern
colonies was clearly influenced by the Algonquian
naiack, meaning a point or corner, from which
comes the expression that neck of the woods.
Similarly the preponderance of capes in New
England is at least partly due to the existence of an
Algonquian word, kepan, meaning a closed-up
passage.14

Most Indian terms, however, were not Sso
amenable to simple transliteration. Many had to be
brusquely and repeatedly pummeled into shape
before any English speaker could feel comfortable
with them. John Smith’s first attempt at transcribing
the Algonquian word for a tribal leader came out
as cawcawwassoughes. Realizing that this was not
remotely satisfactory, he modified it to a still
somewhat hopeful coucorouse. It took a later
generation to simplify it further to the form we



know today: caucusd2 Raccoon was no less
challenging. Smith tried raugroughcum and
rahaugcum in the same volume, then later made it
rarowcun, and subsequent chroniclers attempted
many other forms—aracoune and rockoon, among
them—before finally finding phonetic comfort with
rackoone. 16 Misickquatash evolved into sacatash
and eventually succotash. Askutasquash became
isquontersquash and finally squash.
Pawcohiccora became pohickery became hickory.
Tribal names, too, required modification.
Cherokee was really Tsalaki. Algonquin emerged
from Algoumequins. Choctaw was variously
rendered as Chaqueta, Shacktau, and Choktah
before settling into its modern anglicized form.
Even the seemingly straightforward Mohawk has
no fewer than 142 recorded spellings.
Occasionally the colonists gave up. For a time
they referred to an edible cactus by its Indian
name, metaquesunauk, but eventually abandoned



the fight and called it a prickly pearl Success
depended largely on the phonetic accessibility of
the nearest contact tribe. Those who encountered
the Ojibwa Indians found their dialect so deeply
impenetrable that they couldn’t even agree on the
tribe’s name. Some said Ojibwa, others Chippewa.
By whatever name, the tribe employed consonant
clusters of such a confounding density—mtik,
pskikye, kchimkwa, to name but threel8 —as to
convince the new colonists to leave their tongue in
peace.

Often, as might be expected, the colonists
misunderstood the Indian terms and misapplied
them. To the natives, pawcohiccora signified not
the tree but the food made from its nuts. Pakan or
paccan was an Algonquian word for any hard-
shelled nut. The colonists made it pecan (after
toying with such variants as pekaun and pecaun)
and with uncharacteristic specificity reserved it for
the produce of the tree known to science as Carya



illinoensis.

Despite the difficulties, the first colonists were
perennially fascinated by the Indian tongues, partly
no doubt because they were exotic, but also
because they had a beauty that was irresistible.
William Penn wrote: “I know not a language
spoken in FEurope, that hath words of more
sweetness or greatness, in accent or emphasis, than
theirs.”12 And he was right. You have only to list a
handful of Indian place-names—Mississippi,
Susquehanna, Rappahannock—to see that the
Indians found a poetry in the American landscape
that has all too often eluded those who displaced
them.

If the early American colonists treated the
Indians’ languages with respect, they didn’t always
show such scruples with the Indians themselves.
When circumstances were deemed to warrant it,
they did not hesitate to impose a quite shocking
severity, as a note from soldiers to the governor of



the Massachusetts Bay Colony during King Philip’s
War reminds us: “This aforesaid Indian was
ordered to be tourne to peeces by dogs, and she
was so dealt with.”20 Indeed, early accounts of
American encounters with Indians tell us as much
about colonial violence as about seventeenth-
century orthography. Here, for instance, is William
Bradford writing in his History of Plimouth
Plantation describing a surprise attack on a
Pequot village. The victims, it may be noted, were
mostly women and children: “Those that scaped
the fire were slaine with the sword; some hewed to
peeces, others rune throw with rapiers, so as they
were quickly dispatchte. . . . It was a fearful sight
to see them thus frying in the fyre . . . and horrible
was the styncke and sente there of, but the victory
seemed a sweete sacrifice. . . "2l In 1675 in
Virginia, John Washington, an ancestor of George,
was involved in a not untypical incident in which
the Indians were invited to settle a dispute by



sending their leaders to a powwow (first recorded
in 1624). The Indians sent five chiefs to parley,
and when things did not go to the European
settlers’ satisfaction, they had the chiefs taken
away and killed. Even the most faithful Indians
were treated as expendable. When John Smith was
confronted by hostile natives in Virginia in 1608,
his first action was to shield himself behind his
Indian guide.

In the circumstances, it is little wonder that the
Native Americans began to view their new rivals
for the land with a certain suspicion and to
withdraw their goodwill. This was a particular
blow to the Virginia colonists—or “planters,” as
they were somewhat hopefully called—who were
as helpless at fending for themselves as the
Mayflower Pilgrims would prove to be a decade
later. In the winter of 1609—-1610, they underwent
what came to be known as the “starving time,”
during which brief period the number of Virginia



colonists fell from five hundred to about sixty.
When Sir Thomas Gates arrived to take over as the
new governor the following spring, he found “the
portes open, the gates from the hinges, the church
ruined and unfrequented, empty howses (whose
owners untimely death had taken newly from them)
rent up and burnt, the living not able, as they
pretended, to step into the woodes to gather other
fire-wood; and, it is true, the Indian as fast killing
without as the famine and pestilence within.”22

Fresh colonists were constantly dispatched from
England, but they perished almost as fast as they
could be replaced. Between December 1606 and
February 1625, Virginia received 7,289
immigrants and buried 6,040 of them. Most barely
had time to settle in. All but 500 of the 3,500
immigrants who arrived in the three years 1619—
1621 were dead by the end of the period. To go to
Virginia was effectively to commit suicide.

For those who survived, life was a succession



of terrors and discomforts, from hunger and
homesickness to the dread possibility of being
tomahawked in one’s bed. The colonist Richard
Frethorne wrote with a touch of forgivable
histrionics: “I thought no head had been able to
hold so much water as hath and doth dailie flow

from mine eyes.” He, too, was dead within the

year.23

At least he was spared the messy end that
awaited many of those who survived him. On
Good Friday 1622, during a period of amity
between the colonists and Native Americans, the
Indian chief Opechancanough sent delegations of
his tribes to the newly planted Virginia settlements
of Kecoughtan, Henricus (also called Henrico or
Henricopolis), and Charles City and their
neighboring farms. It was presented as a goodwill
visit—some of the Indians even “sate down at
Breakfast,” as one appalled colonial wrote
afterward—but upon a given signal, the Indians



seized whatever implements happened to come to
hand and murdered every man, woman, and child
they could catch, 350 in all, or about a third of
Virginia’s total English population.24

Twenty-two years later, in 1644, the same chiet
did the same thing, killing about the same number
of people. But by this time the 350 deaths
represented less than a twentieth of Virginia’s
English inhabitants, and Opechancanough’s
incursion was more a brutal annoyance than a
catastrophe. Something clearly had changed in the
interim. What it was can be summed up in a single
word: tobacco. To the Indians of Virginia this
agreeable plant was not tobacco, but uppowoc.
Tobacco was a Spanish word, taken from the
Arabic tabaq, signifying any euphoria-inducing
herb. The first mention of tobacco in English was
in 1565 after a visit by John Hawkins to a short-
lived French outpost in Florida. With a trace of
bemusement, and an uncertain mastery of the



expository sentence, Hawkins reported that the
French had ““a kind of herb dried, who with a cane
and an earthen cup on the end, with fire,—doe suck
through the cane the smoke thereof.”22 Despite
Hawkins’s apparent dubiousness about just how
much pleasure this sort of thing could bring, he
carried some tobacco back to England with him,
where it quickly caught on in a big way. At first the
practice of partaking of tobacco was called
“drinking” it, before it occurred to anyone that
“smoking” might be a more apt term. Wonderful
powers were ascribed to the plant. Tobacco was
believed to be both a potent aphrodisiac and a
marvelously versatile medicine, which “purgeth
superfluous phlegm and other gross humours, and
openeth all the pores and passages of the body.”26
Before long, it was all the rage and people simply
couldn’t get enough of it.

The Jamestown colonists began planting it in the
second decade of the seventeenth century and



found to their joy that it grew nearly as well as
poison ivy. Suddenly fortunes were to be made in
Virginia. People began to flock to the colony in
numbers the Indians couldn’t cope with. Virginia’s
future was secure, and almost entirely because of
an addictive plant.

In the meantime, the persecution of Puritans in
Britain made New England a much less lonely
spot. During the years 1629-1640, eighty thousand
Puritans fled the Old World for the New. Only
some twenty thousand went to New England. As
many more settled in the Caribbean, in places like
Barbados and St. Kitts. Some formed a new, and
now almost wholly forgotten, colony on Old
Providence Island along Nicaragua’s Mosquito
Coast. The West Indies for a long time were in fact
the most populous part of the New World. By
1700, Barbados had almost a third more English-
speaking inhabitants than Virginia and more than
twice as many as New York. Nonetheless, enough



Britons settled in Massachusetts to secure its future
beyond doubt. By the beginning of the eighteenth
century it had a population of eighty thousand. Its
wealth, too, had an unseemly side. As early as
1643, just twenty-two years after the Pilgrim
Fathers first planted their feet on American soil
with a view to creating a good and godly place,
New England entrepreneurs were busily engaged
in an enterprise that would make them very rich
indeed: the slave trade.

Such was the outflow of immigrants in the
seventeenth century that by 1700 the British
government had grown considerably alarmed by
the exodus of sturdy, industrious people and
effectively cut off the supply, apart from regular

boatloads of transported felons.” Convicts apart,
very few true English men or women emigrated to
America after 1700. Nonetheless, in the first half
of the century the population of the colonies
quadrupled. It achieved this apparent paradox by



drawing large numbers of people from other New
World colonies—Carolina, for instance, was
founded in 1669 by only about a hundred people
from England; the rest were planters from
Barbados2’—and from an influx of non-English
peoples: Germans, French, and most especially
Scotch-Irish from Ulster, of whom possibly as
many as 250,000 arrived just in the middle fifty
years of the eighteenth century.ﬁ All of this
contributed significantly to America’s long, slow
drift away from the standard, London-based branch
of English.

Sprinkled among the new arrivals were a small
number of involuntary immigrants from West
Africa. The first twenty black Africans, or
“Negars” as they were described on the ship’s
manifest, were sold in Virginia as early as 1619,
though not until late in the century did blacks begin
to arrive in substantial numbers. At first, Africans
were regarded as servants, with the same rights of



eventual earned freedom as indentured whites.
White and black servants alike were called slaves,
the term having temporarily lost its sense of
permanent involuntary servitude. Servants were
termed indentured because their contract was
indented, or folded, along an irregular line and torn
in two, master and servant each keeping one
half.2

For most blacks, the prospect of eventual earned
freedom did not last long. By the 1650s, an
estimated 70 percent of Africans in Virginia were
regarded by their masters as chattel, and
sometimes used as collateral for loans or passed

on in wills, actions unthinkable for white

servants.3? In 1705, Virginia made the matter

official by enacting a law decreeing that “all
servants imported and brought into this country, by
sea or land, who were not christians in their native
country” could be held in permanent involuntary
servitude (“notwithstanding a conversion to



christianity afterwards,” the law added in a tone of
afterthought).2L The peculiar institution, as it
would become euphemistically known, was born.

Against this complex background of movement
and social change, a country began to emerge—
loosely structured, governed from abroad,
populated by an unlikely mix of refugees, idealists,
slaves and convicts, but a country nonetheless. By
the fourth decade of the eighteenth century the
British were feeling sufficiently confident of their
standing in the New World to begin looking for an
excuse to throw their weight around a little. In
1739, the Spanish gave it to them when they made
manifest their long and wholly understandable
exasperation with British privateers by cutting oft
the ear of an English smuggler named Edward
Jenkins. Never mind that Jenkins was little more
than a common criminal. The British responded by
launching possibly the only interesting sounding
conflict in history, the War of Jenkins’ Ear.



The war was in fact pretty dull, but it did have a
couple of interesting linguistic spinoffs. One came
with the introduction of a daily ration of rum and
water for the sailors of the British fleet on the
instructions of Admiral Edward Vernon. Vernon’s
nickname was Old Grog—no one seems to know
why—and the drink, as you will doubtless have
guessed, was soon called grog. (And those who
drank too much of it would perforce become
groggy.) Vernon was by all accounts an inspiring
figure, and was greatly loved by his men. One of
his colonial officers, Lawrence Washington, half
brother of George, was so taken with the admiral
that he named his Virginia plantation Mount Vernon
in his honor.

But—and here we come to the point of all this—
the euphonious if largely forgotten War of Jenkins’
Ear marked a telling semantic transition. It was
then for the first time that the British began to refer
to their colonial cousins as Americans, rather than



as provincials or colonials. American had been
recorded as early as 1578, but previously had been
applied only to the native Indians. No one realized
it yet, but a new nation had begun.

*And that, incidentally, is all ye ever was—another way of
writing the. It was a convenience for scribes and printers, a
device that made it easier to justify lines. It was not
pronounced “yee.”

“Noon is something of a curiosity. It comes from the Old
English nones, meaning the ninth hour of daylight, or 3
P.M., when prayers were commonly said. It changed to 12
P.M. in the Middle Ages when the time of prayers changed
to midday. But in Britain for a time it represented either of
the twelfth hours, which explains references in older texts
to “the noon of midnight” and the like.



At least the English colonists generally made some
attempt to honor the Indian names. The French and Spanish
appeared scarcely to notice what names the tribes used. The
French ignored the name Chopunnish, the name used by a
tribe of the Pacific Northwest, and instead called the
people the Nez Perce, “pierced nose,” for their habit of
wearing seashells in their nostrils. They performed a
similar disservice with Siwash, which is actually just a
modified form of the French sauvage, “savage,” and with
Gros Ventre (French for ‘big belly”). The Spanish,
meanwhile, ignored the comely, lilting name Ha-no-o-
shatch (“children of the sun™) and called this southwestern
tribe Pueblos, ‘“people.”

*Not all of them made it. In the late seventeenth century a
Thomas Benson secured a contract to transport convicts
from Britain to the southern colonies of America, but
quickly realized it was simpler to dump them on the isle of
Lundy, a lump of granite within sight of the Devon coast.
When he was at last caught, he claimed to have fulfilled his
contract because he had taken them “overseas.” The
magistrates were unpersuaded and fined him £7,872. The
fate of the stranded convicts is unknown.



Chapter 3

A “Democratical

Phrenzy”: America in the
Age of Revolution

|

When dawn broke on that epochal year 1776—a
year that would also see the publication of Adam
Smith’s Wealth of Nations and the first volume of
Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman
Empire—America’s war with her British masters
was already, in a sense, several years old.



The much-despised Stamp Act was eleven years
in the past. It was nearly three years since the
Boston Tea Party (which wouldn’t in fact generally
be called that for another half century) and six
since the infamous Boston Massacre. It had been
nine months since some unknown soul had stood on
Concord green and fired, in Emerson’s memorable
phrase, “the shot heard round the world,” and not
much less since the bloody, curiously misnamed
Battle of Bunker Hill, which did not take place on
Bunker Hill at all (or Bunker’s Hill, as it was then
more commonly called). Though the battle was
intended to take place on Bunker Hill (these
matters being rather more formally arranged in the
eighteenth century), for reasons unknown colonial
troops under Colonel William Prescott fortified
neighboring Breed’s Hill instead, and it was there
that the first pitched battle of America’s war for
independence was fought. To complicate matters,
Breed’s Hill was often thereafter referred to as



Bunker Hill.

At any rate, and by any measure, in January
1776, Britain and a significant portion of her
American colonies were at war.

We might reasonably ask why. In 1776,
Americans already were “the freest people in the

world,” as Samuel Eliot Morison has noted.l Most
Americans enjoyed economic mobility, the right to
vote for their own local representatives, a free
press, and the benefits of what one English
contemporary tellingly called a “most disgusting
equality.” They ate better, were more comfortably
housed, and on the whole were probably better
educated than their British cousins. (In
Massachusetts, for instance, the literacy rate was at
least double that of Britain)? The Revolution
when it came would not be to secure America’s
freedom, but to preserve it.

What they did lack was seats in Parliament.
They resented—not unreasonably, it seems to us



today—being required to pay taxes to the mother
country when they were denied a voice in the
House of Commons. To the British, such a notion
was overambitious, if not actually preposterous,
since most Britons did not themselves enjoy such a
lavish franchise. Only about one Briton in twenty
had the right to vote, and even some large thriving
cities such as Liverpool and Manchester had no
directly elected member of Parliament. Why
should mere colonists, the semi-British, be
accorded greater electoral privilege than those
reared on British soil?

Nor, it should be noted, were the taxes levied on
the colonists by any stretch onerous. The principal
aim of the stamp duties and other revenue-raising
measures was to fund the protection of the
colonies. It was hardly beyond the bounds of
reason to expect the colonists to make a
contribution toward the cost of their own defense.
Even so, Americans were lightly taxed. In the



1760s, it was estimated, the average American
paid about sixpence a year in tax. The average
Briton paid twenty-five shillings—fifty times as
much. And in any case, Americans seldom actually
paid their taxes. The hated Townshend duties cost
£170,000 to implement and raised just £295 in
revenue in their first year. The equally reviled
Stamp Act duties were never collected at all.
Nonetheless, as every schoolchild knows,
throughout the 1770s America rang with the cry
“Taxation without representation is tyranny.”
Actually, not. James Otis, to whom the phrase is
commonly attributed, appears never to have said
any such thing—or at least if he did no one at the
time noticed. The famous words weren’t ascribed
to him until 1820, nearly forty years after he died.3
In fact, many of the expressions traditionally
associated with the struggle for independence were
never uttered. Patrick Henry, for example, almost
certainly didn’t issue the defiant cry “If this be



treason, make the most of it” or any of the other
deathless remarks confidently attributed to him in
the Virginia House of Burgesses in May 1765. The
clerk of the convention made no notes of Henry’s
speech, and none of those present gave any hint in
their correspondence that Henry’s remarks had
been particularly electrifying that day. According
to the one surviving eyewitness account—written
by a French hydrologist who just happened to be
present, and found quite by chance in the archives
of the National Hydrological Institute of France in
1921—Henry did make some intemperate remarks,
but, far from being defiant, he immediately
apologized to the House of Burgesses if “the heat
of passion might have lead [sic] him to have said
something more than he intended” and timidly
professed undying loyalty to the king—not quite the
show of thrust-jawed challenge portrayed in
countless schoolbooks.

If Henry did engage in a little nervous



backpedaling, we should not be altogether
surprised. He was the junior member of the house,
having taken his seat only nine days earlier. His
brave and eloquent challenge to monarchy appears
to have been invented from whole cloth forty-one
years later, seventeen years after Henry died, by a
priggish biographer named William Wirt, who had
never met, seen, or heard him. Thomas Jefferson,
who was there, made no comment about the
accuracy or otherwise of Wirt’s account of events
on that day, but he did freely offer the opinion that
Wirt’s effort was “a poor book, written in bad
taste, and gives an imperfect idea of Patrick
Henry.” Nor, while we are at it, is there any
evidence that Henry ever uttered the other famous
remark attributed to him: “I know not what course
others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or
give me death.” Indeed, there is no evidence that
Henry ever said anything of substance or found
space in his head for a single original thought. He



was a country bumpkin, unread, poorly educated,
and famously indolent. His turn of phrase was
comically provincial and frequently
ungrammatical. He did, it is true, have certain
oratorical powers, but these appeared to owe more
to a gift for hypnotic sonorosity than to any
command of thought or language. His style of
speech was a kind of verbal sleight of hand that, in
the words of one contemporary, “baffled all
description.” Jefferson once bemusedly recalled:
“When he had spoken in opposition to my opinion,
had produced a great effect, and I myself been
highly delighted and moved, I have asked myself
when it ceased, ‘“What the Devil has he said,” and
could never answer the enquiry.”>

Even those events that did unquestionably take
place were often selectively reinterpreted to show
the colonials in a more favorable light. Take, for
example, the Boston Massacre, or the “Bloody
Massacre Perpetrated in King Street, Boston,” as it



was provocatively called in Paul Revere’s famous
engraving. Revere’s rendition shows the British
Redcoats, or [obsterbacks as they were
dismissively known, taking careful aim in broad
daylight at a small, startled gathering of colonials,
as if impulsively executing midday shoppers. It
wasn’t like that. Five colonials did lose their lives
in the incident, but at night, amid great confusion,
and after twenty British soldiers were repeatedly
taunted, jostled, pelted with stones and other
missiles, and generally menaced by a drunken mob.
By the standards of the day, the British troops were
eminently justified in replying with fire. John
Adams, at any rate, had no hesitation in defending
the soldiers in court (and securing the acquittal of
all but two, who had their thumbs branded, a light
punishment indeed in a murder trial). It was his
more hotheaded cousin, Sam Adams, who with the
help of Paul Revere’s artwork turned the incident
into effective propaganda and popularized the



expression Boston Massacre.~

Two hundred years of mythmaking have left us
with the impression that by early 1776 most
patriotic Americans were aching to break free of
their British shackles. In point of fact, in early
1776 most Americans were not merely reluctant to
part with Britain, they had never even dreamed of
such a thing. Until well after the Revolution had
started, Washington and his officers were
continuing the nightly tradition of toasting the
mother country (if not the monarch himself) and the
Continental Congress was professing an earnest—
we might almost say slavish—Iloyalty, insisting,
even as it was taking up arms, that “we mean not to
dissolve the union which has so long and happily
subsisted between us” and professing a readiness
to “cheerfully bleed in defense of our Sovereign in
a righteous cause.” Their argument, they repeatedly
assured themselves, was not with Britain but with
George III. (The Declaration of Independence, it is



worth noting, indicted only “the present King of
Great Britain.”) As the historian Bernard Bailyn
has put it: “It is not much of an exaggeration to say
that one had to be a fool or a fanatic in early

January 1776  to advocate ~ American

independence.”®

Fortunately there existed a man who was a little
of both. He had been born Thomas Pain, though
upon arrival in America he whimsically changed
the spelling to Paine, and he was about as unlikely
a figure to change the course of history as you
could imagine. A tumbledown drunk, coarse of
manner, blotchy-faced and almost wholly lacking
in acquaintance with the virtues of soap and water
—*“so neglectful in his person that he is generally
the most abominably dirty being upon the face of
the earth,” in the words of one contemporary—he
had been a failure at every trade he had ever
attempted, and he had attempted many, from corset
making to tax collecting, before finally, at the age



of thirty-eight, abandoning his native shores and
his second wife and coming to America.

But he could write with extraordinary grace and
power, and at a time of immense emotional
confusion in America, he was possessed of an
unusually clear and burning sense of America’s
destiny. In January 1776, less than two years after
he had arrived in the colonies, Paine anonymously
published a slender pamphlet that he called (at the
suggestion of his friend and mentor Benjamin
Rush) Common Sense.

To say that it was a sensation merely hints at its
impact. Sales were like nothing that had been seen
before in the New World. A hundred thousand
copies were sold in the first two months, 400,000
copies overall—this in a country with just three
million inhabitants. It was the greatest best-seller
America has ever seen, and it didn’t make Paine a
penny. He assigned the copyright to the Continental
Congress, and thus not only galvanized America



into revolution but materially helped to fund it.

It was a breathtakingly pugnacious tract. Writers
did not normally refer to the king as “a sottish,
stupid, stubborn, worthless, brutish man” and “the
royal brute of England” or accuse him of sleeping
with “blood upon his soul.”Z Above all, Paine
argued forcefully and wunequivocally for
independence: “Everything that is right or
reasonable pleads for separation. The blood of the
slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, ‘Tis time
to part.” “ He was one of the first writers to employ
republic with a positive connotation and helped to
give revolution its modern sense, rather than
merely to describe the movements of celestial
spheres. And he did it all in language that anyone
who could read could understand.

Jefferson freely acknowledged that his prose in
the Declaration of Independence was indebted to
Paine, whose “ease and familiarity of style” he
thought unrivaled. Others were less convinced.



Benjamin Franklin believed Paine’s writing lacked
dignity. Gouverneur Morris dismissed him as “a
mere adventurer.” John Adams, never short of an
acid comment, called Common Sense “a poor,
ignorant, malicious, short-sighted, crapulous
mass,” and likened Paine to a common criminal.
But it had the desired effect.

Paine’s value was not as an originator of ideas,
but as a communicator of them. He was a
consummate sloganeer. In Common Sense and a
flurry of following works, he showered the world
with ringing phrases that live on yet: “the Age of
Reason; “the Rights of Man”; “That government is
best which governs least”; “These are the times
that try men’s souls”; “The summer soldier and the
sunshine patriot.” Less poetically but no less
memorably, he was the first to refer to “the United
States of America.” Previously even the boldest
patriot had spoken of the “United Colonies.” Under
Paine’s influence, Americans became seized with



what one British onlooker uneasily termed “a
Democratical phrenzy.”8

It is easy to forget that those who started the
Revolution did not think of themselves as
Americans in anything like the way we do today.
They were British and proud of it. To them,
American was more a descriptive term than an
emotional one. Their primary attachments were to
their colonies. When Jefferson wrote to a friend
that he longed “to return to my own country,” he
meant Vlrginja.g In 1765, Christopher Gadsden of
South Carolina lamented: “There ought to be no
New England men, no New York, etc., known on
the Continent, but all of us Americans.”10 That he
felt it necessary to articulate the sentiment is
revealing.

Their exposure to other colonies was often
strikingly limited. John Adams, for one, had never
been out of his home colony. In 1776, Philadelphia
was the second-largest city in the English-speaking



world, but more of the delegates to the Second
Continental Congress had been to London than to
Pennsylvania. Despite the interposition of three
thousand miles of ocean, London remained the
effective center of American culture and politics.
Garry Wills has noted: “Till almost the eve of the
Revolution, resistance to imperial policy was
better schemed at in London than in the colonies .
. . . London [was] where policy was made and
colonial protests directed, where colonial agents
were located and a community of Americans from
the whole continent resided.”L

In Philadelphia, they convened in a spirit of
excitement mixed with high caution. Though they
came from similar backgrounds—nine of
Virginia’s twelve delegates were related by blood
or marriageﬁ—they were wary of one another,
and not without reason. They were engaged in
treason, and anyone who betrayed them would
have much to gain. The step they were taking was



radical and irreversible, and the consequences
terrifying. The penalty for treason was to be
hanged, cut down while still alive, disemboweled
and forced to watch your organs burned before
your eyes, then beheaded and quarteredd3 The
widows of such traitors would be deprived of their
estates and their children subjected to a life of
opprobrium. Benjamin Franklin was no more than
half jesting when he quipped to his fellow
delegates—and here at last we have a famous
remark that appears actually to have been uttered
—“We must all hang together or assuredly we shall
all hang separately.” (Yet Franklin, thanks to his
close ties with England and his initial support for
the Stamp Act, was held by many of his fellows to
be one of the most suspect of the lot.)

So what did they sound like, these new
Americans? Had they by 1776 adopted a



distinctive American accent? Did Jefferson speak
with a southern drawl and Adams with the pinched
nasal tones of a New Englander, or did they sound
like the Englishmen they still loosely felt
themselves to be? The evidence is tantalizingly
ambiguous. Certainly regional differences had
been evident in America for some time. As early
as 1720, visitors to New England spoke of a “New
England twang,” which bore a noticeable
resemblance to the “Norfolk whine” of England. In
much the same way, visitors to the South
sometimes remarked on the resemblance of speech
there to the Sussex accent. Some detected quite
specific differences. One observer in 1780
claimed that natives of the neighboring towns of
Easthampton and Southampton on Long Island
could be distinguished in an instant by their
peculiarities of speech. Much the same claim was
sometimes made for proximate communities in
Virginia.



The evidence suggests that in 1776, Southerners
would have been struck by the New England habit
of saying “kee-yow” and “nee-yow” for cow and
now, for saying “marcy” for mercy, “crap” for
crop, and “drap” for drop. (This last variation,
incidentally, accounts for our pair of words strap
and strop.) Northerners would have regarded as
curious the Southerners’ habit of saying “holp” for
help, for thyming wound in the sense of an injury
with swooned—New Englanders rhymed it with
crowned—and for using y’all for a collective
sense of you (a practice that had been a
distinguishing feature of southern speech since the
1600s).

In his much-praised book Albion’s Seed, David
Hackett Fischer argues that regional accents—
indeed, discrete regional cultures—were in place
in America by the time of the Revolution. He
points out that American colonists came in four
distinct waves: Puritans from eastern England to



New England, 1629-1640; a mix of elite royalists
and indentured servants to Virginia, 1642—-1675;
groups from the north Midlands and Wales to the
Delaware Valley, beginning in about 1675; and a
great mass from the Scottish borders and Northern
Ireland to Appalachia, 1718-1775. “By the year
1775, he writes, “these four cultures were fully
established in British America. They spoke
distinctive dialects of English, built their houses in
diverse ways, and had different methods of doing
much of the ordinary business of life.”14

By assembling in America in enclaves that
reflected their geographic origins, the four main
waves of immigrants thus managed to preserve
distinctive regional identities. That is why, for
instance, horses in New England (as in East
Anglia) neigh, while those in the middle states of
America (and the Midlands of England) whinny.12
Noting that many words became associated early
on with the speech of Virginia—afeared, howdy,



catercorner, innards, traipse, woebegone, bide
and tarry for stay awhile, ftote for -carry,
disremember for forget, pekid for being pale or
unwell—Fischer says: “Virtually all peculiarities
of grammar, syntax, vocabulary and pronunciation
which have been noted as typical of Virginia were
recorded in the [southern England] counties of
Sussex, Surrey, Hampshire, Dorset, Wiltshire,
Somerset, Oxford, Gloucester, Warwick or

Worcester.”1®  They may indeed have been
recorded there—it would be surprising if they
were not—but at least some of the words he uses
to support his thesis (for instance, poorly for being
unwell and right good for something meritorious
or agreeable) were primarily northern English
expressions.

Neat though it is, Fischer’s argument presents
two problems. First, with the exception of the final
wave of immigrants from the Scottish borders and
Ulster, the geographic background of colonial



immigrants was nothing like as uniform as Fischer
implies. The Puritan movement may have had its
base in East Anglia—and this clearly accounts for
the preponderance of East Anglian place-names in
Massachusetts and Connecticut—but its followers
came from every corner of England. The
Mayflower manifest alone shows passengers
hailing from Yorkshire, Devon, Lincolnshire,
Westmorland, and many other counties
linguistically distinct from East Anglia. Equally, an
indentured servant was as likely to come from
Lanarkshire or Wales or Cornwall as from London.
George Washington’s forebears emigrated to
America from Northumbria and settled in Virginia.
Benjamin Franklin’s came from a town just a dozen
miles away, but settled in Boston. Throughout the
colonial period, immigrants came from all over
and settled all over. And once settled in the New
World, significant numbers of them moved on—as,
for example, Franklin transplanted himself from



Boston to Philadelphia or Alexander Hamilton
from the West Indies to New York.

The second problem with Fischer’s thesis is that
many contemporary accounts do not bear it out.
Surprise at the uniformity of American speech is
found again and again in letters and journals
throughout the eighteenth century and into the
nineteenth. In 1770 a William Eddis found it a
cause of wonder that “the language of the
immediate descendants of such a promiscuous
ancestry is perfectly uniform and unadulterated;
nor has it borrowed any provincial, or national
accent, from its British or foreign parentage.”/

Another observer stated flatly: “There is no dialect
in all North America.”8 John Pickering, president
of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences
and arguably the leading authority on American
speech of his day, thought America was marked not
by the variety of its speech but by its consistency.

One could find “a greater difference in dialect



between one county and another in Britain than
there is between one state and another in
America,” he contended, and attributed this to “the
frequent removal of people from one part of our
country to another.” He cited his own New Jersey
as an example: “People from all the other states
are constantly moving into and out of this state so
that there is little peculiarity of manner.”12

This isn’t to say that there werent distinctive
regional varieties of speech in America by the time
of the Revolution, merely that they appear not to
have been as fixed, evident, and susceptible to
generalization as we might sometimes be led to
believe. Even less certain is the degree to which
American speech had by 1776 become noticeably
distinctive. As early as 1720, according to Flexner,
Americans were aware that their language
“differed seriously” from that of England.2 In
1756, Samuel Johnson referred without hesitation
to an “American dialect,” and a popular American



play of the day, The Politician QOut-Witted,
instructed the actors to render British speech as
“effeminate cries,”2! suggesting that differences in
cadence and resonance, if not necessarily in
pronunciation, were already evident. On the other
hand, as Krapp notes, visitors to Boston at the time
of the Revolution commonly remarked that the

accent of the people there was almost

indistinguishable from the English of England.2
What is certain is that Britons and Americans
alike sounded quite different from Britons and
Americans of today, and in a multitude of ways.
Both would have dropped the w sound in
backward, Edward, and somewhat, but preserved
it in sword. They would not have pronounced the ¢
in verdict or predict or the [ in vault, fault, and
soldier. Words like author and anthem would have
been pronounced with a hard ¢, as in orator, or
even sometimes a d. Fathoms, for instance, was
often spelled fadams. Banquet would have been



pronounced “banket.” Balcony rhymed with
baloney (Byron would soon rhyme it with
Giorgione). Barrage was pronounced ‘“bair-idge”
and apparently remained so up to the time of the
First World War. Words that we now pronounce
with an interior ew sound frequently lacked it then,
so that mute, volume, and figure would have been
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“moot,” “voloom,” and “figger.” Vowel sounds in
general were much less settled and specific.
Combinations that are now enunciated were then
glossed over, so that many speakers said
“partickly” (or “puhtickly”) for particularly,
“actilly” for actually, “poplar” for popular and so
on.

Eighteenth-century users had a greater choice of
contractions than now. As well as can’t, dont,
isnt, and the like, there was han't (sometimes
hain't) for “have not” and ant for “are not” and
“am not.” Ant, first recorded in 1723 in print in
America though probably older, evolved in two



directions. Rhymed with taunt, it took on the
spelling aren 't (the r being silent, as it still is in
British English). Rhymed with taint, it took on the
spelling ain’t. There was nothing intrinsically
superior in one form or the other, but critics
gradually developed a distaste for ain’t. By the
nineteenth century it was widely, if unreasonably,
condemned as vulgar, a position from which it
shows no sign of advancing.23

Contemporary writings, particularly by the
indifferently educated, offer good clues to
pronunciation. Paul Revere wrote git (for get),
imeaditly, and prittie and referred to blankets as
being woren out. Elsewhere we can find /ibity for

liberty, patchis for purchase, ort for ought,M
weamin for women, through for throw, nater for
nature, 2 keer for care, jest for just, ole for old,
pizen for poison, darter (or even dafter) for
daughter. The pronunciations “chaw” for chew,
“varmint” for vermin, “stomp” for stamp, “heist”



for hoist, “rile” for roil, “hoss” for horse, and
“tetchy” for touchy were commonly, if not
invariably, heard among educated speakers on both
sides of the Atlantic. All of this suggests that if we
wished to find a modern-day model for British and
American speech of the late eighteenth century, we
could probably do no better than Yosemite Sam.

To this day it remains a commonplace in
England that American English is a corrupted form
of British speech, that we in the New World
display a kind of helpless, chronic “want of
refinement” (in the words of Frances Trollope)
every time we open our mouths and attempt to
issue sounds. In fact, in several significant ways it
is British speech that has become corrupted—or, to
put it in less reactionary terms, has quietly
evolved. The tendency to pronounce fertile,
mobile, and other such words as if spelled fert/e
and moble, to give a 1 sound to hover, grovel, and
Coventry rather than the rounded o of &ot, and to



pronounce schedule with an initial sk- rather than a
sh- reflects British speech patterns up to the close
of the eighteenth century” Even the feature that
Americans most closely associate with modern
British speech, the practice of saying “bahth,”
“cahn’t,” and “banahna” for bath, can’t, and
banana, appears to have been unknown among
educated British speakers at the time of the
American Revolution. Pronunciation guides until
as late as 1809 give no hint of the existence of such
a pronunciation in British speech, although there is
some evidence to suggest that it was used by
London’s cockneys (which would make it one of
the few instances in modern linguistics in which a
manner of utterance traveled upward from the
lower classes). Not only did English speakers of
the day, Britons and Americans alike, say bath and
path with a flat a, but even apparently such words
as jaunt, hardly, palm, and father. Two incidental
relics of this old pattern of pronunciation are the



general American pronunciation of aunt (i.e.,
“ant”) and sassy, which is simply how people once
said saucy.

II

In the summer of 1776, when it occurred to the
delegates assembled in Philadelphia that they
needed a document to spell out the grounds of their
dissatisfaction with Britain, the task was handed to
Thomas Jefferson. To us, he seems the obvious
choice. He was not.

In 1776, Thomas Jefferson was a fairly obscure
figure, even in his own Virginia. Aged just thirty-
three, he was the second-youngest of the delegates
in Philadelphia and one of the least experienced.
The Second Continental Congress was in fact his
first exposure to a wider world of affairs beyond
those of his native colony. He had not been
selected to attend the First Continental Congress



and was called to the second only as a late
replacement for Peyton Randolph, who had been
summoned home at short notice. Jefferson’s
reputation rested almost entirely on his Summary
View of the Rights of British America, written two
years earlier. An aggressive and youthfully
impudent essay advising the British on how they
ought to conduct themselves in their principal
overseas possession, it had gained him some
attention as a writer. To his fellow Virginia
delegates he was known as a dilettante (a word
that did not yet have any pejorative overtones;
taken from the Italian dilettare, it simply described
one who found pleasure in the richness of human
possibility) and admired for the breadth of his
reading in an age when that truly meant something.
(He was adept at seven languages.)

But by no means did he have what we might call
a national standing. Nor did he display any
evidence of desiring one. He showed a distinct



lack of keenness to get to Philadelphia, dawdling
en route to shop for books and to buy a horse, and
once there he said almost nothing. “During the
whole time I sat with him I never heard him utter
three sentences together,” John Adams later
marveled. Moreover, for reasons that are unclear,
he went home to Virginia in December 1775, in the
midst of debates, and did not return for nearly five
months. Had he been able, he would gladly have
abandoned the Congress altogether, leaving the
drafting of the Declaration of Independence to
someone else, to take part in the drawing up a new
constitution for Virginia, a matter much closer to
his heart.26

Nonetheless, because he showed a “peculiar
felicity for expression,” as John Adams put it, he
was chosen with John Adams, Benjamin Franklin,
Roger Sherman, and Robert R. Livingston to
compose a Declaration of Independence, and this
Committee of Five selected him to come up with a



working draft. The purpose, as Jefferson saw it,
was “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.”2

Of course, the Declaration of Independence is
much more than that. As Garry Wills has put it, it
stands as “perhaps the only piece of practical
politics that is also theoretical politics and also

”ﬁ

great literature.”<® Consider the opening sentence:

When in the Course of human events, it
becomes necessary for one people to dissolve
the political bands which have connected
them with another, and to assume, among the
powers of the earth, the separate and equal
station to which the Laws of Nature and of
Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to



the opinions of mankind requires that they
should declare the causes which impel them
to the separation.

In a single sentence, in clear, simple language
that anyone can understand, Jefferson has not only
encapsulated the philosophy of what is to follow,
but set in motion a cadence that gradually becomes
hypnotic. You can read the preamble to the
Declaration of Independence for its rhythms alone.
As Stephen E. Lucas notes, it captures in just 202
words “what it took John Locke thousands of
words to explain in his Second Treatise of
Government. In its ability to compress complex
ideas into a brief, clear statement, the preamble is
a paradigm of eighteenth-century prose style.”22

What is less well known is that the words aren’t
entirely Jefferson’s. George Mason’s recently
published draft of the Virginia Declaration of
Rights provided what might most charitably be



called liberal inspiration. Consider perhaps the
most famous sentence in the Declaration of
Independence—

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life,
Liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

—and compare that with Mason’s Virginia
Declaration:

All men are born equally free and
independent, and have certain inherent natural
rights, of which . . . they cannot, by any
compact, deprive or divest their posterity;
among which are the enjoyment of life and
liberty, with the means of acquiring and
possessing property, and pursuing and
obtaining happiness and safety.



“Pursuit of happiness” may be argued to be a
succinct improvement on “pursuing and obtaining
happiness and safety,” but even that compelling
phrase wasn’t original with Jefferson. “Pursuit of
happiness” had been coined by John Locke almost
a century before and had appeared frequently in
political writings ever since.

Nor are the words in that famous, inspiring
sentence the ones that Jefferson penned. His
original version shows considerably less grace
and rather more verbosity:

We hold these truths to be sacred &
undeniable; that all men are created equal and
independant, that from that equal creation they
derive rights inherent and inalienable, among

which are the preservation of life, & liberty,

& the pursuit of happiness.3Y

The sentence took on its final resonance only



after it had been through the hands of the
Committee of Five and then subjected to active
debate in Congress itself. Congress did not hesitate
to alter Jefferson’s painstakingly crafted words.
Altogether it ordered forty changes to the original
text. It deleted 630 words, about a quarter of the
total, and added 146. Like most writers who have
been subjected to the editing process, Jefferson
thought the final text depressingly inferior to his
original, and, like most writers, he was wrong.
Indeed, seldom has a writer been better served.
Congress had the wisdom to leave untouched those
sections that were unimprovable—notably the
opening paragraph—and excised much that was
irrelevant or otiose.

Though now one of the most famous passages in
English political prose, the preamble attracted far
less attention then than later. At the time the listing
of grievances against the king, which takes up
some 60 percent of the entire text of the



Declaration, was far more daring and arresting.

The twenty-seven charges against the king were
mostly—sometimes recklessly—overstated.
Charge four, for instance, accused him of
compelling colonial assemblies to meet in locales
that were “unusual, uncomfortable and distant . . .
for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into
compliance with his measures.” In fact, in only
three of the thirteen colonies were the assemblies
ever compelled to move, and in two of those it
happened only once. Only Massachusetts suffered
it for an extended period, and there the assembly
was moved just four miles to Cambridge—hardly
an odious imposition.

Or consider charge ten: “He has erected a
multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms
of Officers to harass our people, and eat out their
substance.” In fact, the swarms numbered no more
than about fifty, and much of their activity, such as
trying to stop smuggling (which, incidentally, had



helped to make John Hancock one of the richest
men in New England), was legitimate by any
standards.31

In Britain, the Declaration was received by
many as arrant hogwash. The Gentleman'
Magazine mocked the assertion that all men are
created equal. “In what are they created equal?” it
asked. “Is it in size, strength, understanding, figure,
moral or civil accomplishments, or situation of
life? Every plough-man knows that they are not
created equal in any of these. All men, it is true,
are equally created, but what is this to the
purpose? It certainly is no reason why the
Americans should turn rebels.”32 Though the
writer of that passage appears to have had perhaps
one glass of Madeira too many at lunch, there was
something in his argument. No one in America truly
believed that all men were created equal. Samuel
Johnson touched on the incontestable hypocrisy of
the American position when he asked, “How is it



that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the
drivers of Negroes?’33

Jefferson’s draft of the Declaration contains
several spellings and usages that strike us today—
and indeed appear to have struck at least some of
his contemporaries—as irregular. For one thing,
Jefferson always wrote it 5 for the possessive form
of it, a practice that now looks decidedly illiterate.
In fact, there was some logic to it. As a possessive
form, the argument went, its required an
apostrophe in precisely the same way as did words
like children’s or mens. Others contended,
however, that on certain common words like ours
and yours it was customary to dispense with the
apostrophe, and that izs belonged in this camp. By
about 1815, the non-apostrophists had their way
almost everywhere, but in 1776, it was a fine
point, and one to which Jefferson clearly did not
subscribe.34

Jefferson also favored some unusual spellings,



notably independant (which Thomas Paine
likewise preferred), paiment, and unacknoleged,
all of which were subsequently changed in the
published version to their more conventional
forms. He veered with apparent indecisiveness
between the two forms for the third person singular
present indicative of have, sometimes using the
literary hath (“experience hath shown”) and
sometimes the more modern has (“he has kept
among us”’). Two further orthographic uncertainties
of the age are reflected in Jefferson’s text—
whether to write -or or -our in words like honor
and whether to use -ise or -ize in words like
naturalize. Jefferson was inconsistent on both
counts.

Much is sometimes made of the irregularity of
spelling among writers of English in the eighteenth
century. Noting that Adam Smith’s Wealth of
Nations varied in its spellings between public and
publick, complete and compleat, and independent



and independant, David Simpson observes in The
Politics of American English: “Except for Samuel
Johnson, no one in 1776, on either side of the

ocean, seems to show much concern for a standard

spelling practice.”33

This is almost certainly overstating matters.
Although Thomas Jefferson did have some spelling
quirks—among many others, he persistently
addressed his letters to “Doctr. Franklyn” when he

must surely have realized that the good doctor

spelled his name otherwise30—to suggest that he

or any other accomplished writer of his age was
cavalier with his spelling does him an injustice. To
begin with, such a statement contains the implied
conceit that modern English is today somehow
uniform in its spellings. It is anything but. In 1972,
a scholar named Lee C. Deighton undertook the
considerable task of comparing the spellings of
every word in four leading American dictionaries
and found that there are no fewer than 1,770



common words in modern English for which there
is no general agreement on the preferred spelling.
To take one example, the Random House
Dictionary gives innuendos as the preferred plural
of innuendo, the American Heritage opts for
innuendoes, Webster’s New World prefers
innuendoes but recognizes innuendos, and
Webster s Seventh Collegiate gives equal merit to
both. The dictionaries are equally—we might
fairly say hopelessly—split on whether to write
discussible or discussable; eyeopener, eye
opener, or eye-opener, dumfound or dumbfound;
gladiolus (for the plural), gladioli, or gladioluses,
gobbledegook or gobbledygook; and many
hundreds of others. (The champion of orthographic
uncertainty appears to be panatela, which can also
pass muster as panatella, panetela, or panetella.)
The principal difference between irregular
spellings now and in Jefferson’s day is that in
Jefferson’s day the number was very much larger



—as you would expect in an age that was only just
becoming acquainted with dictionaries. So just as
we seldom note whether a particular writer uses
big-hearted or bighearted, omelette or omelet,
O.K. or okay, so I suspect Jefferson and Paine
would think it singular that we had even noticed
that they sometimes wrote honour and sometimes
honor.

That isn’t to say that spelling or any other issue
of usage in this period was considered
inconsequential. In fact, the opposite. The Second
Continental Congress contained within it many men
—Jefterson, Adams, John Jay, Benjamin Franklin,
John Witherspoon (first president of Princeton
University and the first authority on American
English—who constantly displayed a passionate
interest in language and its consistent, careful
application. They argued at length over whether the
Declaration  should wuse independent or
independant, inalienable or unalienable, whether



the principal nouns were to be capitalized as
Franklin wished or presented lowercase as
Jefferson desired (and as was the rather racy new
fashion among the younger set).> Anything to do
with language exercised their interests greatly—
we might almost say disproportionately. Just a
month after the completion of the Declaration of
Independence, at a time when the delegates might
have been expected to occupy themselves with
more pressing concerns—like how they were
going to win the war and escape hanging—
Congress quite extraordinarily found time to
debate the business of a motto for the new nation.
(Their choice, E Pluribus Unum, “One from
Many,” was taken from, of all places, a recipe for
salad in an early poem by Virgil.) Four years later,
while the war still raged, John Adams was urging
Congress to establish an American Academy along
the lines of the Académie Francaise in France with
the express purpose of setting national standards of



usage. To suggest that these men showed not much
concern for matters of usage and spelling is to
misread them utterly.

Where there was evident uncertainty was in
what to call the new nation. The Declaration
referred in a single sentence to “the united States
of America” and “these United Colonies.” The first
adopted form of the Declaration was given the title
A Declaration by the Representatives of the
United States of America, in General Congress
Assembled, though this was improved in the final
published version to the rather more robust and
assertive The Unanimous Declaration of the 13
United States of America. (It wasn’t really
unanimous at all. At least a quarter of the delegates
were against it, but voting was done by delegation
rather than by individuals, and each delegation
carried a majority for.) It was the first time the
country had been officially designated the United
States of America, though in fact until 1778 the



formal title was the United States of North

America.38 Even after the Declaration, “united”
was often left lowercased, as if to emphasize that it
was merely descriptive, and the country was
variously referred to throughout the war as “the
colonies,” “the united Colonies,” the “United
Colonies of America,” and “the United Colonies of
North America.” (The last two are the forms under
which officers were commissioned into the army.)
That we celebrate the signing of the Declaration
of Independence on the Fourth of July is a small
historical curiosity. America did not declare
independence on July 4, 1776. That had happened
two days earlier, when the proposal was adopted.
The proceedings on July 4 were a mere formality
endorsing the form of words that were to be used
to announce this breach. Most people had no doubt
that July 2 was the day that would ring through the
ages. “The second day of July, 1776 will be the
most memorable Epocha in the History of



America,” John Adams wrote to his wife Abigail
on July 3. Still less was the Declaration signed on
July 4, except by the president of the proceedings,
John Hancock, and the secretary, Charles

Thomson.” It was not signed on July 4 because it
had first to be transcribed onto parchment. The
official signing didn’t begin until August 2 and
wasn’t concluded until 1781 when Thomas
McKean of Delaware, the last of the fifty-six
signatories, finally put his name to it. Such was the
fear of reprisal that the names of the signers were
not released until January 1777, six months after
the Declaration’s adoption.

Equally mistaken is the idea that the adoption of
the Declaration of Independence was announced to
a breathless Philadelphia on July 4 by the ringing
of the Liberty Bell. For one thing, the Declaration
was not read out in Philadelphia until July 8, and
there is no record of any bells being rung. Indeed,
though the Liberty Bell was there, it was not so



called until 1847, when the whole inspiring
episode was recounted in a book titled Washington
and His Generals, written by one George Lippard,
whose previous literary efforts had been confined
almost  exclusively to  producing mildly
pornographic novels.2? He made the whole thing
up.

John Dunlap, a Philadelphia printer, hastily ran
off an apparently unknown number of copies.
(Until recently only twenty-four were thought to
survive—two in private hands and the rest lodged
with institutions. But in 1992, a shopper at a flea
market in Philadelphia found a copy, later
estimated to be worth up to $3 million, folded into
the back of a picture frame, apparently as
padding.) Dunlap’s version was dated July 4, and
it was this, evidently, that persuaded the nation to
make that the day of revelry. The next year, at any
rate, the great event was being celebrated on July 4
“with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games,



Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires, and Illuminations
from one End of this Continent to the other,” in
John Adams’s words, and so it has stayed ever
since. The first anniversary, incidentally, saw the
entrance of a new word into the language:
fireworks. Fireworks themselves weren’t new, but
previously they had been called rockets.

America wasn’t yet a nation, but more a loose
confederation of thirteen independent sovereignties
—what the Articles of Confederation would later
call “a firm league of friendship.” True nationhood
would have to wait a further twelve perilous,
unstable years for the adoption of the Constitution.
But before we turn to that uneasy period, let us
pause for a moment to consider the fate of poor
Tom Paine, the man who set the whole process of
revolution in motion.

Despite the huge success of Common Sense, the
publication brought him no official position. By the
end of 1776, he was a common foot soldier. After



the war, Paine traveled to France, where he
performed a similar catalytic role in the revolution
there with his pamphlet The Rights of Man before
falling foul of the erratic Robespierre, who had
him clapped into prison for daring to suggest a
merciful exile for King Louis XVI (on the grounds
that Louis had supported the American rebels).
Unappreciated in France and a pariah in his own
country, he returned to America and sank almost at
once into dereliction and obscurity.

Not long before he died, Paine was found by an
old friend in a tavern in New Rochelle, New York,
passed out, dressed in tatters, and bearing ‘“the
most disagreeable smell possible.” The friend
hauled him to a tub of hot, soapy water and
scrubbed him from head to foot three times before
the odor was pacified. His nails had not been cut
for years. Soon afterward, this great man, who had
once dined with Washington, Jay, and Jefferson,
who had been a central figure in the two great



revolutions of the modern age, died broken and
forgotten. William Cobbett, the essayist, stole his
bones and took them back to England with him, but
likewise died before he could find a suitable
resting place for them.

And so the remains of one of the great
polemicists of his or any other age were
unceremoniously carted off by a rag and bone
merchant and vanished forever.

*For almost a century afterward, Paul Revere was known in
America, insofar as he was known at all, not for his
midnight ride but as the maker of that engraving. It wasn’t
until Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote his romantic and
widely inaccurate poem ‘Paul Revere’s Ride” (from Tales
of a Wayside Inn) in 1863 that Revere became known as
anything other than an engraver and silversmith. Among the



inaccuracies, Revere didn’t hang the lanterns in the old
North Church, because it wasn’t called that until later, and
at the time of the Revolution it was Christchurch; he made
two rides, not one; and he never made it to Concord, as
Longfellow has it, but in fact was arrested along the way.

%It is, of course, no more than a tendency. Many Americans
rhyme grovel with novel and say mercantile, infantile, and
servile in contradiction of the usual pattern.

i<Arn0ng the words Jefferson lowercased were nature,

creator, and even God. Most were later uppercased by the

printelr.B’—7

fThough John Hancock became immediately famous for
his cockily outsized signature on the Declaration, the
expression “Put your John Hancock here” for a signature

didn’t apparently occur to anyone until 1903 32



Chapter 4

Making a Nation

It began with a dispute between oyster fishermen.

In 1632, Charles I placed the border between
Virginia and Maryland not in the middle of the
Potomac River, as was normal practice, but
instead gave his chum Lord Baltimore the whole of
the river up to the Virginia bank, to the dismay and
frustration of Virginia fishermen, who were thus
deprived of their right to gather the river’s
delicious and lucrative bivalves. Over time, the
dispute also caught up Pennsylvania and Delaware,



led to occasional skirmishes known collectively
and somewhat grandly as the Oyster War, and
eventually led to the calling of a gathering to try to
sort out this and other matters involving trade and
interstate affairs.

Thus in May 1787, representatives from across
America began to assemble at the old State House
in Philadelphia in what would come to be known
as the Constitutional Convention. Though America
had declared its independence eleven years
earlier, it was not yet in any real sense a nation, but
rather an uneasy alliance of states bound by a
document known formally as the Articles of
Confederation and Perpetual Union. Enacted in
1781, the Articles had established a central
government of sorts, but had left it subordinate to
the states and embarrassingly lacking in clout. In
consequence, as the historian Charles L. Mee, Jr.,
has put it, in 1787 the government of the United
States “could not reliably levy taxes, could not



ensure that its laws would be obeyed, could not
repay its debts, could not ensure that it would
honor its treaty obligations. It was not clear, in
fact, that it could be called a government at all.”!
Since the conclusion of the war with Britain, the
States had increasingly fallen to squabbling.
Connecticut boldly claimed almost a third of the
territory of Pennsylvania after many of its residents
settled there. Pennsylvania was so fearful of New
York’s imposing tariffs on its manufactures that it
insisted on having its own access to the Great
Lakes. (If you have ever wondered why
Pennsylvania’s border takes an abrupt upward jag
at its northwestern end to give it an odd umbilicus
to Lake Erie, that is why.) New York bickered over
patches of land with little Rhode Island, and
Vermont constantly threatened to leave the union.
Clearly something needed to be done. The obvious
solution would be a new agreement superseding
the Articles of Confederation and creating a more



powerful central government: in a word, a
constitution. Without it, America could never hope
to be a nation. As Page Smith has put it: “The
Revolution had created the possibility, not the
reality, of a new nation. It is the Constitution that
for all practical purposes is synonymous with our
nationhood.”2

But there were problems. To begin with, the
delegates had no authority to form a constitution.
Their assignment was to amend the Articles of
Confederation, not replace them. (Which is why it
wasn’t called the Constitutional Convention until
aﬁerward.)é Then, too, the scale of the American
continent and the diversity of its parts seemed fated
to thwart any hope of meaningful unification. With
fifteen hundred miles of coastline and a vast inland
wilderness, the United States was already one of
the largest countries in the world—ten times larger
than any previous federation in history—and the
disparities in population, wealth, and political



outlook among the states presented seemingly
insurmountable obstacles to finding a common
purpose. If proportional representation was
instituted, Virginia and Pennsylvania between them
would possess one-third of the nation’s political
power, while Delaware would be entitled to a
mere one-ninetieth. Little states thus feared big
ones. Slave-owning states feared non-slave-
owning states. Eastern states with fixed borders
feared those of the West with an untapped continent
on their doorsteps, suspecting that one day these
western upstarts would overtake them in
population and they would find their destinies in
the hands of rude frontiersmen in tasseled
buckskins—an unthinkable prospect. All the states,
large and small, had proud, distinct histories, often
going back nearly two centuries, and were
reluctant to relinquish even the smallest measure of
autonomy to an unproven central authority. The
challenge of the Constitutional Convention was not



to give powers to the states, but to take powers
away from them, and to do it in a way they would
find palatable.

Some states refused even to entertain the notion.
Rhode Island, which had declared independence
from Britain two months before the rest of
America, now refused to send delegates to
Philadelphia (and rather sulkily declined to join
the union until 1790). Vermont likewise snubbed
the convention and made it clear from the outset
that it was disinclined to abide by its decisions.
Others, like Maryland, could barely find people
willing to go. The first five men selected as
representatives all declined to attend, and at the
opening of the convention the legislature was still
trying to find willing delegates. New Hampshire
was prepared to send two delegates, but refused to
underwrite their expenses and as a result had no
representatives at the convention for the first
crucial weeks. Many delegates attended only



fitfully, and six never came at all. Altogether only
about thirty of the sixty-one elected delegates

attended from start to finish.2

Fortunately for us, those who attended included
some of the most steady, reflective, and brilliant
intellects any young nation has ever produced:
Benjamin Franklin, Alexander Hamilton, James
Mason, Roger Sherman, Gouverneur Morris, John
Dickinson, Edmund Randolph, and, of course, the
regal, rocklike George Washington, whose benign
presence as president of the convention lent the
proceedings an authority and respectability they
could not otherwise have claimed.

In many ways the most interesting of the
delegates was Benjamin Franklin. Aged eighty-
one, he was coming to the end of his long life—and
in the view of many of his fellow delegates had
long since passed the useful part of it. But what a
life it had been. One of seventeen children of a
Boston soap and candle maker, he had left home as



a boy after receiving barely two years of schooling
and established himself as a printer in
Philadelphia. By dint of hard work and steady
application he had made himself into one of the
most  respected  thinkers and  wealthiest
businessmen in the colonies. His experiments with
electricity, unfairly diminished in the popular mind
to inventing the lightning rod and nearly killing
himself by foolishly flying a kite in a thunderstorm,
were among the most exciting scientific
achievements of the eighteenth century and made
him one of the celebrated scientists of the day
(though he was never called a scientist in his
lifetime, the word not being coined until 1840; in
the 1700s, scientists were natural philosophers).
The terms he created in the course of his
experiments—battery, armature, positive,
negative, and condenser, among others®>—show
that he was a good deal more than a mildly
quizzical fellow who just wanted to see what



would happen if he nudged a kite into some storm
clouds.

His life was one of relentless industry. He
invented countless useful objects, and helped to
found America’s first volunteer fire department, its
first fire insurance company (the Hand-in-Hand),
one of Philadelphia’s first libraries, and the
respected if somewhat overnamed American
Philosophical Society for the Promotion of Useful
Knowledge to be Held at Philadelphia. He
created an eternal literary character, the Richard of
Poor Richard’s Almanack, filled the world with
maxims and bons mots, corresponded endlessly
with the leading minds of Europe and America,
wrote essays on everything from how to select a
mistress (take an older woman) to how to avoid
flatulence (drink perfume), and in 1737 drew up
the first list of American slang terms for
drunkenness. (He came up with 228.) He
represented America overseas with intelligence



and skill and, of course, was one of the shapers of
the Declaration of Independence. He dabbled in
property speculation and ran a printing business
with holdings as far afield as Jamaica and Antigua.
He became the largest dealer in paper in the
colonies and made Poor Richard’s Almanack such
an indispensable part of almost every American
household that it was for twenty-five years the
country’s second-best-selling publication. (The
Bible was first.) Such was his commercial acumen
that he was able to retire from active business in
1748, aged just forty-two, and devote himself to
gentlemanly pursuits like politics, science, and
writing.

And in between all this he somehow managed to
find time—quite a lot of time—to pursue what was
his greatest, if least celebrated, passion: namely,
trying fo roger (to use the argot of the day) just
about any woman who passed before him. From
earliest adulthood, Franklin showed an unwavering



inclination to engage in “foolish intrigues with low
Women,” as he himself somewhat sheepishly put
itZ One such encounter resulted in an illegitimate
son, William, born in 1730 or 1731 and raised in
Franklin’s house by his long-suffering common-
law wife, Deborah. Throughout his long life,
Franklin’s hyperactive libido was a matter of
wonder to his contemporaries. The artist Charles
Willson Peale, calling on the great man in London,
found him with a young woman on his kneef—or at
least was discreet enough to say it was his knee—
and others commonly arrived for appointments to
find him in flagrante with a parlor maid or other
yielding creature.

During his years in England he became close
friends with Sir Francis Dashwood, who presided
over a notorious den called the Order of St.
Francis, but more popularly known as the Hellfire
Club, at his country house at West Wycombe in
Buckinghamshire. Members took part in black



masses and other wildly blasphemous ceremonies
that invariably culminated in drunken orgies
involving pliant women garbed as nuns. In his
quieter moments, Dashwood was joint postmaster
general of England and coauthor with Franklin of a
revised version of the Book of Common Prayer.
There is no certain evidence that Franklin took part
in these debauches, but it would have been a
wrenching break with his character had he not. It is
certainly known that he was a frequent, not to say
eager, visitor to Dashwood’s house, and it would
take a generous spirit indeed to suppose that he
ventured there repeatedly just to discuss postal
regulations and the semantic nuances of the Book
of Common Prayer.

But then the eighteenth century, it must be
remembered, was a decidedly earthier and more
free-spirited age. It was a period that teemed with
indelicate locutions—pisspot for a doctor, shit-
sack for a nonconformist, groper for a blind



person, fartcatcher for a footman (because he
followed behind), to name just four. Words and
metaphors that would bring blushes to a later age
were used without hesitation or embarrassment. At
the Constitutional Convention, Elbridge Gerry
would make a famous remark (curiously absent
from modern high school textbooks) in which he
compared a standing army to an erect penis—“an
excellent assurance of domestic tranquility, but a
dangerous temptation to foreign adventure”2—and
no one thought it inapt or unseemly, at least in the
company of men. Franklin himself peppered his
almanacs with maxims that were, to modern ears,
coarse to the point of witlessness: “The greatest
monarch on the proudest throne is obliged to sit
upon his own arse,” “He that lives upon hope, dies
farting,” “Relation without friendship, friendship
without power, power without will . . . are not
worth a farto.”

It is worth noting that few of his aphorisms,



coarse or otherwise, were of his own devising.
Though a few cannot be traced to earlier sources—
e.g., “An empty bag cannot stand upright” and
“Experience keeps a dear school, yet fools will
learn in no other”—most were plundered without
hesitation or scruple from other similar
publications of the day, such as James Howell’s
Lexicon Tetraglotton, Thomas Fuller’s
Gnomologia and other writings, George Herbert’s
Outlandish Proverbs, and, especially, Jonathan
Swift’s Bickerstaff Papers. It was from Swift that
Franklin took the droll idea of predicting in the

almanac’s annual forecasts the imminent death of

his leading competitor.l9 “Why should I give my

Readers bad lines of my own when good ones of
other People’s are so plenty?” he quipped.1 (Nor,
while we are at it, did he hesitate to make up
stories for his newspapers when the real news was
thin and unarresting.)

He did, it must be said, often improve on others’



maxims. He took the proverb “God restoreth health
and the physician hath the thanks” and made it into
the pithier “God heals and the doctor takes the

fee.”12 But more often than not he merely
embellished them with a reference to flatulence,
incontinence, sexual intercourse, or some other
frailty. James Howell’s “A Fort which begins to
parley is half gotten,” for example, he made into

“Neither a Fortress nor a Maidenhead will hold

out long after they begin to parly.”ﬁ

No discussion of Franklin and language would
be complete without a mention of his Proposal for
a Reformed Alphabet of 1768. Though much is
sometimes made of Franklin’s tinkering with
English spelling, and though he did offer
occasional statements sympathetic to the cause of
reform (e.g., “If Amendments are never attempted
and things continue to grow worse and worse they
must come to be in a wretched Condition at last”),
it is not clear whether he regarded his modified



alphabet as a serious attempt at orthographic
reform or merely as an amusing way of writing
mildly flirtatious letters to a pretty young
correspondent.

Certainly there is no persuasive evidence that he
worked very hard at it. His new alphabet was
surprisingly clumsy and illogical. It contained six
additional letters, so it offered no improvements in
terms of simplicity. Moreover, it was arbitrary,
whimsical, and hopelessly bewildering to the
untutored, and it routinely resulted in spellings that
were far longer and more complex than those they
were intended to replace. Under Franklin’s
reforms, for example, changes became tseendsez
and Chinese became Tsuiniiz. His first letter in the
new alphabet, dated July 20, 1768, is replete with
spellings that suggest Franklin either had a peculiar
sense of pronunciation or, more likely, carelessly
applied his own pronunciation guide. Has,
according to his letter, would be pronounced



“haze”; people would be “pee-peel”; Richmond
would be “Reechmund.”14

So used are we to regarding Franklin as a sage
and mentor that it can come as a small shock to
realize that he was not much venerated in his own
day. John Adams, for one, detested him 12 After
Franklin’s death in 1790, so little was his loss felt
that the first edition of his collected writings didn’t
appear until twenty-eight years later. His
Autobiography aroused less interest still and did
not appear in a complete form in America until
1868—seventy-eight years after he died and long
after it had been published elsewhere1® At the
time of the Constitutional Convention, Franklin
was generally held to be at best of no real account,
at worst little more than a doddering old fool. His
infrequent proposals to the convention—that the
President of the United States not be paid a salary,
that each session be started with a prayer—were
always roundly defeated. (His prayer motion failed



to carry not because the delegates were ungodly
but, as they patiently explained to him, because
they had no funds to pay a chaplain.)

Franklin was merely a visible, wheezing
reminder that the business of America had passed
in large part to a new generation. With the
principal exception of the fifty-five-year-old
General Washington (who in any case didn’t take
part in the debates), the delegates were strikingly
youthful. Five were in their twenties, and most of
the rest were in their thirties or forties. James
Madison was thirty-five, Alexander Hamilton just
thirty-two. South Carolina’s baby-faced Charles
Pinckney, twenty-nine, enhanced his air of extreme
youthfulness by vociferously insisting he was but
twenty-four.Z The oddest and least prepossessing
figure of all was perhaps the most important:
James Madison. Nothing about the young Virginian
bespoke greatness. He was almost ridiculously
short—no more than “half a bar of soap” in the



words of one contemporary—squeaky-voiced,
pale, shy, and neurotically obsessed with his
health. But he had a towering intellect, and he
tirelessly shunted between rival factions squeezing
and cajoling compromise out of often obdurate
delegates. No one else did more in that long, hot
summer to make the Constitution a reality.

In not quite four months these thirty or so men
created a framework for government that has lasted
us to this day and was like nothing seen before.
From May 25 to September 17 they worked in
session five hours a day, six days a week, and
often for long hours outside of that. It was, as Page
Smith has put it with perhaps no more than a blush
of hyperbole, “the most remarkable example of

sustained intellectual discourse in history.”18 1t is
certainly no exaggeration to say that never before
or since has any gathering of Americans shown a
more dazzling array of talent and of preparedness.
Madison’s background reading included the



histories of Polybius, the orations of Demosthenes,
Plutarch’s Lives, Fortune Barthélemy de Felice’s
thirteen-volume Code de [’'Humanité in the
original French, and much, much else. Alexander
Hamilton in a single speech bandied about
references to the Amphyctionic Councils of ancient
Greece and the Delian Confederacy. These were
men who knew their stuff.

And they were great enough to put aside their
differences. In the space of a single uncomfortable
summer they created the foundations of
government: the legislature, the presidency, the
courts, the system of checks and balances, the
whole intricate framework of American democracy
—a legacy that is all the more arresting when you
consider that almost to a man they were against
democracy in anything like the modern sense.

For a time they actually considered creating a
monarchy, albeit one elected by the legislature. So
real did this prospect seem that a rumor—quite



without foundation—swept the colonies that the
position was to be offered to the Duke of York,
George III’s second son. In fact, the idea of a
monarch was quickly deemed incompatible with a
republic. Alexander Hamilton suggested as an
alternative a president and senate elected for life
from men of property, with absolute power over

the states.12 Edmund Randolph preferred that the
presidency be shared among three men, to give the
executive office greater collective wisdom and
less scope for despotism, sectionalism, and
corruptlon (The prospect of corruption worried
them mightily.) Almost all envisioned an America
ruled by a kind of informal aristocracy of
propertied gentlemen—men much like themselves.
So distant from their thinking was the idea of an
open democracy that when James Wilson of
Pennsylvania moved that the executive be chosen
by popular vote, the delegates “were entirely
dumbfounded.” In the end, they threw the matter of



electing a president to the states, creating an
electoral college and leaving each state to decide
whether its collegial delegates would be chosen by
the people or by the legislature (which is why to
this day when you vote for the President you are,
strictly speaking, voting not for a person but for a
block of delegates who have promised to give their
vote to your candidate).

In a spirit of compromise, they decreed that the
House of Representatives would be chosen by the
people and the Senate by the state legislatures, an
arrangement that remained in force until 1912,
when senators were at last popularly elected. In
the matter of the vice-presidency they decided—
unwisely with the benefit of hindsight—that the job
should fall to whoever came second in the
presidential poll. It seemed the fair thing to do, but
it failed to take into account the distinct possibility
that the Vice-President might represent a rival
faction from that of the President. In 1804 the



practice was abandoned and the custom of electing
a two-man slate was adopted.

When most of the rudiments were agreed upon,
the delegates appointed a Committee of Detail to
put their proposals on paper. One of the committee
members, John Rutledge, was an admirer of the
Iroquois and recommended that the committee
familiarize itself with the treaty of 1520 that had
created the Iroquois Confederacy. It begins: “We,
the people, to form a union . . .” These were, of
course, essentially the very words they chose.
There is something profoundly pleasing and
appropriate in the thought that the calmly elegant
phrase that begins this most important document
was first uttered by Native Americans.2l The
preamble reads:

We, the people of the United States, in Order
to form a more perfect Union, establish
Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide



for the common defence, promote the general
Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty
to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and
establish this Constitution for the United
States of America.

After this simple statement of intent, there
follow six articles that set out—sometimes
sketchily, sometimes with fastidious detail—the
mechanisms of government, with a seventh
announcing that the document would take effect
once it had been ratified by nine states. (A number
not chosen lightly; the delegates thought it doubtful
that more than nine states would ratify.)

At just twenty-five pages, the Constitution is a
model of concision. (The state constitution of
Oklahoma, by contrast, is 158 pages long)22 On
some matters it was explicit and forthright—on the
age and citizenship requirements for senators,
representatives, and the President, and especially



on the matter of impeachment. The framers seemed
intent almost to the point of paranoia on providing
instructions for how to depose those found to be
disloyal or corrupt. But on other matters they were
curiously vague. There was no mention of a
cabinet, for instance. They mandated the setting up
of a Supreme Court, independent from the other
branches, but then rather airily decreed that the rest
of the judiciary should consist of “such inferior
courts as the Congress may from time to time
ordain and establish.” Sometimes this vagueness
was a consequence of oversight and sometimes of
an inability to arrive at a more specific
compromise. Where the document was specific, it
almost always left room for later change. After
decreeing that Congress should assemble at least
once a year, beginning on the first Monday in
December, it thoughtfully added “unless they shall
by law appoint a different day.” The upshot is that
the Constitution is an extraordinarily adaptable set



of ground rules.

In terms of its composition, surprisingly few
oddities of spelling and syntax stand out. Three
words are spelled in the British style, behaviour,
labour, and defence, but not tranquility, which
even in 1787 was sometimes being given a single /
in America. Only once is there an inconsistency of
spelling—empeachments in one paragraph and
impeachment in the next—and only two other
words are spelled in an archaic way: chuse and
encreased. The opening sentence contains a double
superlative (“more perfect”), which might not
survive the editing process today, though it was
unexceptionable enough at the time. The occasional
appearance of a discordant article and noun
combination (“an uniform”), a rather more
fastidious use of the subjunctive (“before it
become a law,” “if he approve he shall sign it”),
the occasional capitalization of nouns that would
now be lowercased (“our Posterity”), and the



treating of “the United States™ as a plural (it would
remain so treated until about the time of the Civil
War)23 more or less exhaust the list of distinctions.

The Constitution is more notable for what it
does not include. Nowhere does it mention s/aves
or slavery. Slaves are referred to only as “all other
persons,” by which was meant those who were
neither free nor Indian. For purposes of
determining representation and taxation, each slave
was counted as three-fifths of a person, an
absurdity that was not lost on many of the
delegates. “Upon what principle is it that slaves
shall be computed in the representation?”
Gouverneur Morris of Pennsylvania asked
sarcastically during the debates. “Are they Men?
Then make them Citizens and let them vote. Are
they property? Why then is there no other property
included? The Houses in this City are worth more
than all the wretched slaves which cover the rice
swamps of South Carolina.” The arrangement, he



noted angrily, meant that “the inhabitant of Georgia
and South Carolina who goes to the Coast of
Africa, and in defiance of the most sacred laws of
humanity tears away his fellow creatures from
their dearest connections and damns them to the
most cruel bondages shall have more votes in a
Government instituted for protection of the rights
of mankind than the citizen of Pennsylvania or New
Jersey who views with a laudable horror so

nefarious a practice.”2®  Nonetheless, the
compromise carried, as did a proposal by Roger
Sherman of Connecticut to remove the words slave
and slavery wherever they appeared.

The words nation and national also appear
nowhere in the document, and again not by
accident or oversight. Fearing that national
smacked of a system in which power was
dangerously centralized, the delegates instead used
the more neutral and less emotive federal, derived
from the Latin fides, “faith,” and in the eighteenth



century still carrying the sense of a relationship
resting on trust.23

The ten amendments known as the Bill of Rights
came later. They were not adopted until 1791 (and
in the case of Massachusetts not until 150 years
later, when it was discovered that their ratification
had been accidentally overlooked). These
guarantees of basic freedoms were as radical and
prescient as anything that preceded them, but it is
worth bearing in mind that the framers often meant
by them something quite different from what they
are taken to mean today. Consider the wording of
the First Amendment: “Congress shall make no law
respecting an establishment of religion, or
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging
the freedom of speech, or of the press, or of the
right of the people peaceably to assemble . . >z
Note in particular those first five words:
“Congress shall make no law . . .” The founders
were not trying to free America from such



restrictions, but merely endeavoring to ensure that
matters of censorship and personal liberty be left
to the states.28 Nor, it should be noted, was the
much-vaunted right of the people to keep and bear
arms ever intended as a carte blanche, semidivine
injunction to invest in a private arsenal for
purposes of sport and personal defense, as the full
sentence makes clear: “A well regulated militia
being necessary to the security of a free State, the
right of the people to keep and bear Arms shall not
be infringed.” The framers had in mind only the
necessity of raising a defense force at short notice.
If they did favor the idea of keeping guns for
shooting animals and household intruders, they
never said so.

At the time of its adoption, almost no one saw
the Constitution as a great document. Most of the
delegates left Philadelphia feeling that they had
created an agreement so riddled with compromise
as to be valueless—“a weak and worthless



fabric,” as Alexander Hamilton dispiritedly
described it. Fifteen of the convention delegates
refused to sign it, among them George Mason,
Elbridge Gerry, and even two of the five men who
had written it, Edmund Randolph and Oliver
Ellsworth. (Randolph soon showed an even more
breathtaking measure of hypocrisy by accepting the
post as the nation’s first Attorney General, thus
becoming the man most directly in charge of
upholding the document he had lately disowned.)
Even its heartiest proponents hoped only that the
Constitution might somehow hold the fragile nation

together for a few years until something better

could be devised.2Z

Nonetheless, the document was duly ratified,
Washington was selected as the first President, and
March 4, 1789, was chosen as the day to begin the
new government. Unfortunately, only eight senators
and thirteen representatives troubled to show up on
the first day. Another twenty-six days would have



to pass before the House of Representatives could
muster a quorum and even longer before the Senate
could find enough willing participants to begin
productive work.28

One of the first orders of business was what to
call the new Chief Executive. The Constitution had
referred to “the President of the United States,” but
such had been the pomp and costly splendor of
Washington’s inauguration and so stately the
demeanor of the new officeholder that Congress
was inclined to consider a title with a grander ring
to it. Among the suggestions were His Highness,
His Mightiness, His Magistracy, His Supremacy,
and His Highness the President of the United
States and Protector of their Liberties. This last
was the title very nearly chosen before the
congressmen returned to their senses, and the
original wording of the Constitution, and settled
for the respectful but republican President of the
United States. Even so, Martha was often referred



to as “Lady Washington.” The vice-presidency
seems to have caused no such difficulty, though
some among the droller elements of Congress
joked that the first incumbent, the portly John
Adams, should be referred to as “His Rotundity.”
Washington was a firm believer in the dignity of
his office. Visitors were expected to remain
standing in his presence, and even his closest
associates found him aloof and disquietingly kingly
in his deportment (leading one to wonder if
America had exchanged George Il for George I).
To be fair to Washington, he had to establish from
the outset that the President should be treated with
the utmost respect. In the early days of his
presidency, people would actually wander in off
the street to wish him luck or ask how things were
going. (Eventually, he hit on a system whereby
twice a week he set aside time during which any
“respectably dressed person” could come and see
him.) He was acutely aware that he was setting



patterns of executive behavior that would live
beyond him. “There is scarcely any part of my
conduct which may not hereafter be drawn into
precedent,” he wrote a trifle gloomily. After sitting
through hours of inconclusive debates in the
Senate, he fled, muttering that he “would be
damned” if he ever subjected himself to such
unproductive tedium again, and since that time no
American President has taken part in legislative
debates, a striking departure from British practice,
though there is nothing in the Constitution to forbid
it.22

One of the more intractable myths of this period
is that an early Congress considered abandoning
English, as a kind of snub to the British, and
adopting German or some other language as the
national speech of the United States. The story has
been repeated so often, sometimes even by eminent
authorities,> that it is worth pointing out that it is
without foundation. In 1789, 90 percent of



America’s four million white inhabitants were of
English descent. The idea that they would in an act
of petulance impose on themselves a foreign
tongue is risible. The only known occasion on
which German was ever an issue was in 1795
when the House of Representatives briefly
considered a proposal to publish federal laws in
German as well as in English as a convenience to
recent immigrants, and that proposal was

defeated.3? Indeed, as early as 1778, the
Continental Congress decreed that messages to
foreign emissaries be issued “in the language of the
United States.”3L

However, considerable thought was given in
early Congresses to the possibility of renaming the
country. From the start, many people recognized
that United States of America was unsatisfactory.
For one thing, it allowed of no convenient
adjectival form. A citizen would have to be either
a United Statesian or some other such clumsy



locution, or an American, thereby arrogating to
ourselves a title that belonged equally to the
inhabitants of some three dozen other nations on
two continents. Several alternatives to America
were actively considered—~Columbia,
Appalachia, Alleghania, Freedonia or Fredonia
(whose denizens would be called Freeds or

Fredes)—but none mustered sufficient support to

displace the existing name.32

United States of Columbia was a somewhat
unexpected suggestion, since for most of the
previous 250 years Christopher Columbus had
been virtually forgotten in America. His Spanish
associations had made him suspect to the British,
who preferred to see the glory of North American
discovery go to John Cabot. Not until after the
Revolutionary War, when Americans began casting
around for heroes unconnected with the British
monarchy, was the name Columbus resurrected,
generally in the more elegant Latinized form



Columbia, and his memory generously imbued
with a spirit of grit and independent fortitude that
wasn’t altogether merited.

The semi-deification of Columbus began with a
few references in epic poems, and soon
communities and institutions were falling over
themselves to create new names in his honor. In
1784, King’s College in New York became
Columbia College, and two years later, South
Carolina chose Columbia as the name for its
capital. In 1791, an American captain on a ship
named Columbia claimed a vast tract of the
Northwest for the young country and dubbed it
Columbia. (It later became the states of
Washington, Oregon, and Idaho, though the original
name lives on north of the border in British
Columbia.) Journals, clubs, and institutes (among
them the Columbian Institute for the Promotion of
the Arts and Sciences, better known to us today as

the Smithsonian Institutionf) were named for the



great explorer. The song “Hail Columbia™ dates
from 1798.33

After this encouraging start, Columbus’s life
was given a kick into the higher realms of myth by
Washington Irving’s ambitious, if resplendently
inaccurate, History of the Life and Voyages of
Christopher Columbus, which came out in 1828
and was a phenomenal best-seller in America,
Europe, and Latin America throughout the
nineteenth century.

Irving later wrote a life of George Washington
that was just as successful and no less indebted to
his fictive powers. But it is to Mason Locke
Weems—or Parson Weems as history knows him—
that we must turn for many of our most treasured
misconceptions about the Father of Our Country.
His hugely successful Life of George Washington:
With Curious Anecdotes, Equally Honourable to
Himself and  Exemplary to His Young
Countrymen, first printed in book form in 1806,



proved Weems to be not just a fictionalizer of rare
gifts but a consummate liar. Even for the time, the
style was more than a little saccharine. Consider
the well-known story of Washington cutting down
the cherry tree. We join the action at the point
where George’s father has asked him if by any
chance he can explain how a productive fruit tree
has come to be horizontal, and whether the hatchet
in his hand might have something to do with it.

“I can’t tell a lie, Pa; you know I can’t tell
a lie. I did cut it with my hatchet.”

“Run to my arms, you dearest boy,” cried
his father in transports, “run to my arms; glad
am I, George, that you killed my tree; for you
have paid me for it a thousand fold. Such an
act of heroism in my son, is more worth than a

thousand trees. . . 732

Weems of course made the whole thing up.



Almost everything in the book beyond the hero’s
name and place of residence was made up or
lavishly embellished. Even the title page included
a brazen falsehood. Weems advertised himself as
the former “Rector of Mount-Vernon Parish.”
There was no such parish and never had been.
Nonetheless, the work went through some twenty
editions and was one of the great sellers of its age.

Washington was in fact more flawed and human
than Weems or many subsequent chroniclers would
have us believe. He was moody, remote, and vain
(he encouraged his fellow officers in the
Revolutionary War to address him as “Your
Excellency”), he detested being touched by
strangers, and had an embarrassing proclivity to
weep like a babe in public, as when things weren’t
going well during the Revolution or when offering
his final farewells to his officers at Fraunces
Tavern in New York at the war’s conclusion. He
was not a gifted military commander. Far from



being a hero of the French and Indian Wars, as
Weems and others have suggested, he actually
helped to provoke them. In 1754, while an
inexperienced lieutenant colonel with the Virginia
Regiment, he led an unnecessary and essentially
irrational attack on a party of Frenchmen encamped
in the Ohio Valley, killing ten of them. This and
other such incidents so outraged the French that
they went to war with the British. To compound his
haplessness, Washington soon after was routed in
battle and naively signed a document in which he

apologized for the ‘“assassination” of the

Frenchmen, thereby outraging his own masters.32

But there was about him an incontestable
greatness. He was brave, resolute, and absolutely
incorruptible. No one gave more time or endured
greater risks or hardships to secure America’s
independence and democracy. For eight years he
doggedly prosecuted a war in which neither the
Continental Congress nor the people gave him



anything like the support his valor deserved.
During one long march across New Jersey, he
watched in dismay as his army evaporated from
30,000 men to barely 3,400. To add to his
problems, he often discovered he was being
served by traitors. Benedict Arnold is the best-
known example, but there were others, such as
Major General Charles Lee, who while serving as
one of Washington’s aides-de-camp was
simultaneously supplying the British with advice
on how to beat the Americans.37 It is no wonder
that he sometimes wept.

He genuinely and nobly wanted only what was
best for his country. Such was the delirium of joy
that greeted his triumph over the British that he
could have had any tribute he cared to ask for—a
kingship, a lavish life pension, his own Blenheim
Palace on the Potomac. He asked only to be
allowed to return to a quiet life at Mount Vernon.
When elected President he requested Congress not



to pay him a salary, but only to meet his expenses
—a position all the more honorable when you
consider that he was chronically hard up. “My
estate for the last 11 years has not been able to
make both ends meet,” he wrote in despair to his
cousin shortly before becoming President, and
when he made the trip from Mount Vernon to New
York to be sworn in, he had to borrow £100 to pay
his costs.3%

(Financial hardship was a common problem for
Virginia planters. Jefferson was so chronically
pressed for money that in 1815 he sold his beloved
private library to Congress for a much-needed
$23,950, though he rather undid this achievement
by almost immediately beginning to acquire
another just as splendid. By the time of his death,
he was over $100,000 in debt, and most of the
contents of Monticello had to be auctioned oft.)

Congress refused to heed Washington’s request
and insisted he take a salary of $25,000 a year. It



also did him the honor of allowing him to choose
the site of the nation’s permanent capital—in part
because it couldn’t decide on a location itself. At
least forty sites had been considered and argued
over, from Germantown, Pennsylvania, to
Kingston, New York, before Washington was
authorized to make his choice. He selected a ten-
mile square flanking the Potomac River. (In 1846,
Virginia reclaimed the portion on its side of the
river, which explains why the modern District of
Columbia has ruler-straight boundaries on three
sides but an irregular wriggle on the fourth.) In
1791, the city-to-be was named Washington; the
6,100-acre tract within which it was situated was
called the Territory of Columbia (eventually, of
course, changed to District of Columbia), thus
neatly enshrining in one place the two great mythic
names of the age.

Two years later, Washington laid the cornerstone
for the Capitol, and in 1800 the city of Washington



opened for business. America was on its way.

ikPeaceably to assemble is an interesting and early
example of the ginger avoidance of a split infinitive. The
curious conviction that infinitives should not be split had
only recently come into fashion.

2«At the time when the United States split off from Britain,
for example, there were proposals that independence
should be linguistically acknowledged by the use of a
different language from that of Britain” (Professor
Randolph Quirk, The Use of English, p. 3).

%It was renamed the Smithsonian in honor of a shadowy
Englishman named James Smithson. The bastard son of a
Duke of Northumberland, Smithson had never been to
America and had no known American friends or
connections, but he left his fortune of £100,000 to the
government of the United States with the sole stipulation



that it name an institution of learning after him 3%



Chapter S

By the Dawn’s Early
Light: Forging a
National Identity

Bombardments in the early nineteenth century

provided a spectacle that must have been quite
thrilling to anyone not on the receiving end. The art
of the matter was to cut fuses to just the right length
so that they would detonate at or near the moment
of impact. In practice, they went off all over the
place. Hence the “bombs bursting in air” of the



American national anthem. As most people know,
the words to the anthem were inspired by the
bombardment of Fort McHenry in Baltimore
Harbor during the War of 1812. Francis Scott Key,
a young lawyer, had been sent to try to negotiate
the release of an American prisoner, and found
himself detained aboard a British man-of-war.
Through the night, Key watched as the British
fleet ranged around the harbor threw a colorful
fusillade of explosives at the embattled fort. When
dawn broke and Key saw the American flag still
flying, tattered but defiant, he was sufficiently
moved to dash off a poem. The poem was frankly
terrible, but it bore an emotional impact easily
forgotten at this remove. Published under the title
“Defence of Fort M’Henry,” and set to the
decidedly funereal tune of an English song called
“To Anacreon in Heaven” (the beat has since been
considerably enlivened), it became a sensation.
Soon almost everyone had forgotten its original



title and was calling it “The Star-Spangled
Banner,” by which name it has been known ever
since.

The flag that Key saw flying over Fort McHenry
had fifteen stars and fifteen stripes. In the early
years of independence, the custom was to add a
star and a stripe to the flag each time a state joined
the Union. By 1818, Congress was flying a flag
with no fewer than eighteen stripes and it was
becoming evident that the practice would soon
become unsustainable. Deciding enough was
enough, Congress officially decreed that henceforth
flags should have thirteen stripes (one for each of
the original colonies) and as many stars as there
were states.

The War of 1812 also saw the birth of another
American icon: Uncle Sam. He appears to have
arisen in 1813 in Troy, New York, but little more

than that is known.! Previously the United States
had been personified by a character of no less



obscure origins called Brother Jonathan, who
usually appeared in opposition to the English John
Bull. The inspiration for Uncle Sam is sometimes
traced to one Samuel Wilson, an army inspector in
Troy, but it seems more probable that the name was
merely derived from the initials U.S. The top-
hatted, striped-trousered figure we associate with
the name was popularized in the 1860s in the
cartoons of Thomas Nast, and later reinforced by
the famous I WANT YOU recruiting posters of the
artist James Montgomery Flagg, in which Uncle
Sam lost his genial sparkle and took on a severe,
almost demonic look.

Thus by the end of the second decade of the
nineteenth century, America had a national anthem
(though it would not be officially recognized as
such until 1931), a more or less fixed flag, and a
national symbol in the form of Uncle Sam. It was,
in short, beginning to accumulate the rudiments of a



national identity.

But in other ways America remained a
collection of disparate parts, each following its
own course. This was most arrestingly seen in the
absence of uniform times. Until as late as 1883,
there were no fixed times in America. When it was
midnight in New York, it was 11:47 in Washington
and 11:55 in Philadelphia. In 1869, when the
railroad tycoon Leland Stanford struck the golden
spike that marked the completion of America’s first
transcontinental railroad (in fact, he couldn’t
manage to drive the spike in; the work had to be
completed by someone more adept with a manual
implement), the news was instantly telegraphed to
a breathlessly waiting nation. In Promontory, Utah,
the great event happened at 12:45, but in nearby
Virginia City it was deemed to be 12:30. In San
Francisco it was 11:46 or 11:44, depending on
whose authority you accepted, and in Pittsburgh the
information was simultaneously received at six



places and logged in at six different official times.
In an age when most information arrived by
horseback, a few minutes here or there hardly
mattered. But as the world became more
technologically sophisticated, the problem of
variable timekeeping did begin to matter. It was a
particular headache for the railroads and those
who traveled on them. In an effort to arrive at some
measure of conformity, most railroad companies
synchronized the clocks along their own lines, but
often these bore no relationship to the times used
either locally or by competing railroads. Stations
would often have a multiplicity of clocks—one
showing the station time, another the local time,
and the rest showing the times on each of the lines
serving that station. Passengers unfamiliar with
local discrepancies often arrived to catch a train
only to find that it had already departed. Making
connections in a place like Chicago, where fifteen
lines met, required the careful study of fat books of



algorithms showing all the possible permutations.
Clearly something needed to be done. The first
person to push for uniform time for the country at
large was the rather unlikely figure Charles F.
Dowd, head of the Temple Grove Ladies’
Seminary in Saratoga Springs, New York. In 1860,
Dowd began agitating for the adoption of four time
zones very much along the lines of those we use
today. The idea met with surprisingly heated
objections. Many thought it somehow ungodly to
tinker with something as elemental as time. Some
communities saw it as an impudence to expect
them to change their clocks for the benefit of
commercial interests like the railroads and
telegraph companies. Almost everyone found the
entire notion strange and puzzling, particularly
those who lived on or near the prospective time
zone borders. People in a place like North Platte,
Nebraska, couldn’t for the life of them understand
why their neighbors down the road in Ogallala



should get to rise an hour later than they each day.

Finally, in November 1883, after a meeting
called the National Railway Time Convention, it
was agreed to introduce time =zones and
synchronize clocks. November 18, dubbed “the
day of two noons,” was set for its inception. For
two weeks, people everywhere fretted and fussed
as if the country were about to be struck by an
outsized meteor. Farmers worried that their hens
would stop laying or that their cows would go dry.
Workers in Chicago, suspecting they would be
compelled to work an extra nine minutes on the big
day, threatened to strike. By the dawn of the
appointed day, the nation was in a fever of
uncertainty. Just before noon, people everywhere
began silently gathering by town halls and
courthouses to watch the clocks change.

Although the time change had no legal authority
—it was done solely at the behest of the railroads
—it went ahead almost everywhere, and almost



everywhere the event proved to be disappointingly
anticlimactic. Millions watched as the hands on
their courthouse clocks were summarily advanced
or moved back a few minutes, and then quietly
returned to business as it dawned on them that that
was as exciting as it was going to get. Here and
there, local difficulties cropped up. In Washington,
a disagreement between the U.S. Attorney General
and the head of the Naval Observatory meant that
for several years government clocks in the city
showed a different time from all others.2 But for
the most part, America took to uniform timekeeping
with barely a flutter and life grew easier because
of it.

Money, too, was a feature of American life that did
not become standardized until relatively late in the
day. Only with the issuing of the first “greenbacks”
during the Civil War did the federal government



produce any paper money. Unlike coinage, paper
money was left to banks. Through the first half of
the nineteenth century, banks—and the word is
used loosely to describe some of these institutions
—were in the happy position of being able to print
their own money. Types of bills proliferated
wildly. In Zanesville, Ohio, to take one example,
no fewer than thirty banks churned out money under
such colorful appellations as the Virginia Saline
Bank and the Owl Creek Bank. Such bills were
often of such dubious value that they were referred
to as shinplasters.3 Some banks’ money was more
respected than others’. The Citizens’ Bank of New
Orleans issued a particularly sought-after $10 bill.
Because the French word for ten, dix, was
inscribed on the back, they became known as
Dixies. As a descriptive term for the whole South,
the word didn’t really catch on until 1859, when
Daniel Decatur Emmett, a Northerner, wrote the
immensely successful song “Dixie’s Land” (which



almost everyone thinks, wrongly, is called
“Dixie”).2

Despite the confusing varieties of money
floating about, the situation was in fact a great
improvement on what had gone before. Throughout
the colonial period, the British had allowed very
little British specie to circulate in the colonies.
Though businesses kept their accounts in pounds,
shillings, and pence, they relied on whatever
tender came to hand—Portuguese johanneses
(familiarly known as joes), Spanish doubloons and
pistoles, French sous and picayunes, Italian and
Flemish ducatoons, American fugios (so called
because the Latin fugio, “I fly,” was inscribed on
one side), and other types of coin almost without
number. Businesspeople had to know that 1 shilling
and 4 pence was equal in value to one-sixth of a
milled peso (the original “piece of eight”), that a
Spanish or Mexican real was worth 2% cents, that
a Portuguese johannes traded for $8.81, that 2



shillings and 3 pence was equivalent to half a
Dutch dollar. Along the eastern seaboard, a real
was generally called a shilling, but elsewhere it
was more racily known as a bit. First found in
English in 1688, bit may be a translation of the
Spanish pieza, “piece” (which metamorphosed
into peso), or it may be that the early coins were
literally bits broken from larger silver coins.
Because a bit was worth 12 cents, a quarter
dollar naturally became known as two bits and a
half dollar as four bits, particularly west of the
Mississippi. Ten cents was a short bit; a long bit
was 15 cents. Even after the United States began
minting its own coins, foreign coins remained such
an integral part of American commerce that they
weren’t withdrawn from circulation until 1857.

To add to the confusion, values varied from
place to place. In Pennsylvania and Virginia, a half
real went by the alternative name fipenny
(pronounced ““fip-uh-nee) bit or fip because it



was equivalent in worth to an English 5-penny
piece. But in New York it was worth 6 pence and
in New England 4 pence hapenny (pronounced
“hape-nee”). It is something of a wonder that any
business got done at all—and even more wondrous
when you consider that until after the Revolution
there wasn’t a single bank in America.
Philadelphia got the first, in 1781; Boston and
New York followed three years later.2

Not surprisingly perhaps, many people
dispensed with money and replied instead on
barter, or country pay as it was often called. The
goods used in barter were known as truck (from
the Old French troquer, meaning to peddle or
trade), a sense preserved in the expression to have
no truck with and in truck farm, neither of which
has anything to do with large wheeled vehicles. (In
the vehicular sense, truck comes from the Latin
trochus, “wheel.”)

Our decimalized monetary system based on



dollars and cents was devised by Gouverneur
Morris as assistant to the superintendent of
finances, in consultation with Thomas Jefferson,
and adopted in 1784 against the protests of bankers
and businessmen, most of whom wanted to
preserve English units and terms such as pound
and shilling. The names given the first official U.S.
coins were something of an etymological ragbag.
In ascending order they were mill, cent, dime,
dollars, and eagle.

Dollar comes ultimately from Joachimstaler, a
coin that was first made in the Bohemian town of
Joachimstal in 1519 and then spread through
Europe as daler, thaler, and taler. In an American

context, dollar is first recorded in 1683.2 Dime, or
disme as it was spelled on the first coins, is a
corruption of the French dixieme, and was
intended to be pronounced “deem,” though it
appears that hardly anyone did. The word is not
strictly an Americanism. Dime had been used



occasionally in Britain as early as 1377, though it
had fallen out of use there long before, no doubt
because in a nondecimal currency there was no use
for a term meaning one-tenth. Cent comes from the
Latin centum, “one hundred,” and was rather an
odd choice of term because initially there were

200 cents to a dollar.Z Our custom of referring to a
single cent as a penny is a holdover from the days
of British control. No American coin has ever
actually been called a penny. (The term appears to
come from the Latin pannus, “a piece of cloth,”
and dates from a time when cloth was sometimes
used as a medium of exchange.) A mill, from the
Latin millesimus, “thousandth,” was worth one-
hundredth of a penny, and an eagle was worth $10.

A notable absentee from the list is nickel. There
was early on a coin worth 5 cents, but it was
called a half dime or jitney, from the French jeton,
signifying a small coin or a token. When, in the
opening years of this century, American cities



began to fill with buses that charged a 5-cent fare,
jitney fell out of use for the coin and attached itself
instead to the vehicles. Nicke/ didn’t become
synonymous with the 5-cent piece until 1875;
before that nickel signified either a 1-cent or 3-
cent piece. The phrase “don’t take any wooden
nickels” dates only from 1915—and, no, there
never was a time when wooden nickels circulated.
Such a coin would have been immediately
recognizable as counterfeit and in any case would
have cost more to manufacture than it was worth.
One of the more durable controversies in the
world of numismatics is where the dollar sign
comes from. The first use of $ in an American
context is in 1784 in a memorandum from Thomas
Jefferson suggesting the dollar as the primary unit
of currency, and some have deduced from this that
he made it up there and then, either as a monogram
based on his own initials (improbable; he was not
that vain) or as a kind of doodle (equally



improbable; he was not that unsystematic). A more
widely held notion is that it originated as the
letters U and S superimposed on each other and
that the U eventually disintegrated into
unconnected parallel lines. The problem with this
theory is that $ as a symbol for peso far outdates
its application to U.S. dollars. (It is still widely
used as a peso sign throughout Latin America.) The
most likely explanation is that it is a simplified
depiction of the pillars of Hercules—twin pillars,
wrapped around with a scroll—found on old
Spanish pieces of eight.

Many of our slang terms and other like
expressions associated with money date from the
nineteenth  century. Americans have been
describing money as beans (as in “I haven’t got a
bean”) since at least 1810 and as dough since at
least 1851, when it was first recorded in the Yale
Tomahawk. Small change has been with us since
1819, not worth a cent since the early 1820s, and



not worth a red cent since 1839. Upper crust
dates from 1832, easy money from 1836, C-note
(short for century note) for a $100 bill from 1839,
flat broke and dead broke from the 1840s.
Americans have been referring to a dollar as a
buck since 1856 (it comes from buckskin, an early
unit of exchange). Sound as a dollar, bet your
bottom dollar, strike it rich, penny-ante, and
spondulicks or spondulix (a term of wholly
mysterious origin) all date from the 1850s. A $10
bill has been a sawbuck since the early 1860s. It
was so called because the original bills had a
Roman numeral X on them, which brought to mind
a sawhorse, or sawbuck. Mazuma, from a Yiddish
slang term for money, dates from 1880, and
simoleon, another word of uncertain provenance,
dates from 1881.

But it wasn’t just money terms that America
developed in the nineteenth century. A flood, a
positive torrent, of words and expressions of all



types came out of the country in the period. The
following is no more than a bare sampling: to
make the fur fly (1804); quick on the trigger and
to whitewash (1808); to have an ax to grind
(1811); to keep a stiff upper lip (yes, it’s an
Americanism, 1815); no two ways about it (1818);
to fly off the handle (1825); to move like greased
lightning (1826); to have a knockdown and
dragout fight (1827); to sit on the fence and to go
the whole hog (1828); firecracker, hornswoggle,
noncommittal, and to be in cahoots with (1829);
ornery and to talk turkey (1830); horse sense and
nip and tuck (often originally rip and tuck; no one
knows why; 1832); conniption fit, to bark up the
wrong tree, and to keep one's eyes peeled (1833);
close shave and rip-roaring (1834); hell-bent
(1835); stool pigeon (1836); to have a chip on
one s shoulders and to raise Cain (1840); to scoot
(1841); to pull the wool over one’s eyes and to get
hitched, in the sense of being married (1842); to



hold your horses (1844); beeline (1845); to stub
ones toe (1846); to be a goner (1847); to back
down, to dicker, by the great horn spoon, and
highfalutin (1848); to face the music (1850); to
paddle one'’s own canoe and to keep one’s shirt on
(1854); one-horse town (1855); to knock the spots
off and stag party (1856); deadbeat (1863); to
knuckle down (1864); to go haywire (1865); con
man and to slather (1866); to go back on, as with
a promise (1868); to get in on the ground floor
(1872); to eat crow (1877); underdog (1887);
cagey in the sense of shrewd (1893); and
panhandler and to be out on a limb (1897).

Scores more have since fallen out of use:
ground and lofty (once a common synonym for
fine and dandy), happify, to missionate, to
consociate (that is, to come together in an
assembly), dunderment (bewilderment),
puckerstoppled (to be embarrassed), from Dan to
Beersheba. This last, alluding to the northernmost



and southernmost outposts of the Holy Land, was
in daily use for at least two hundred years as a
synonym for wide-ranging, from A to Z, but
gradually, mysteriously, and rather regrettably
dropped from view in the nineteenth century and
hasn’t been seen much since.

Sometimes the meaning of nineteenth-century
neologisms is self-evident, as with fo move like
greased lightning and to have a close shave. To
go haywire evidently alludes to the lacerating
effect of that material once a tightly wound bale is
loosed, and fo talk turkey may owe something to a
once-popular, if obviously apocryphal, story about
an Indian and frontiersman who often went hunting
together. According to this tale, each time they
came to divide the kill, the frontiersman would say,
“You may take the buzzard and I will take the
turkey, or if you prefer I will take the turkey and
you may take the buzzard.” After several such
episodes, the Indian interrupts the frontiersman and



says, “But when do I get to talk turkey?” or words
to that effect.

More often, however, we are left with words
and phrases that seem to have sprung from the blue
and do not appear to signify anything in particular
—even steven, fit as a fiddle, easy as a lead pipe
cinch, to take a powder, to peter out, to paint the
town red, to talk through ones hat, to josh, to
root hog or die. Explanations are frequently
posited but all too often on unpersuasively flimsy
evidence. The Oxford English Dictionary suggests
that josh may be connected to the humorist Josh
Billings, but in fact the term was current at least as
early as 1845 and Josh Billings was unknown
outside his neighborhood until 1860. 7o face the
music, first recorded in a publication called the
Worcester Spy, may allude to a soldier’s being
drummed out of service or possibly it may have
some theatrical connection, perhaps to a nervous
performer having to face the audience across the



orchestra pit. But no one knows. The mild
expletives doggone and doggone it both date from
the early nineteenth century, though no one has any
idea what they meant. The mystery deepens when
you realize that the first recorded citation has it as
dog on't, reminiscent of earlier formations like a
pox on t.

Phony has been linked to everything from the
Gaelic for ring, fauney or fawney (the explanation
being that a street vendor known as a fauney
dropper would show the gullible purchaser a ring
of genuine quality, then slip him a cheap fauney),
to an unscrupulous businessman named Forney.
Ballyhoo,  blizzard,  hunky  dory, shanty,
conniption fit (at first also spelled caniption or
kniption), bogus, bamboozle, and many other
durable Americanisms are of unknown, or at least
decidedly uncertain, derivation. 7o root hog or
die, first found in A Narrative Life of David
Crockett in 1834, is similarly bewildering. The



expression, meaning to fend for oneself or perish,
evidently refers to the rooting practices of hogs,
but precisely what Mr. Crockett (or his
ghostwriter) meant by it is uncertain. His
contemporaries, it seems, were no wiser. They
variously rendered the expression as “root, hog, or
die” (as if it were an admonition to a pig) or as
“root, hog or die” (as if presenting a list of three
options). Clearly they hadn’t the faintest idea what
they wanted the poor hog to do, but the expression
filled a gap in the American lexicon, and that is
what mattered. As Gertrude Stein might have put it,
an expression doesn’t have to mean anything as
long as it means something.

For a long time the most American of
Americanisms, O.K., fell resoundingly into this
category. The explanations for its etymology have
been as inspired as they have been various. Among
the theories: that it is short for onl