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Introduction 
The Crew of the Concord

 

HE WAS NOT THE FIRST ENGLISHMAN to see the New World, but he was one of the first to describe it in detail, to record his impressions as meticulously as if his concern had been history no less than exploration, and to preserve those impressions for all who followed. He wrote of the “many pleasant Islands” before him and of a coastline rocky and irregular. He wrote of forests and streams, trees and plants, wildlife and even wilder human beings, whom he regarded for the most part as benign but referred to as “Savages.” He wrote of prospects so pleasing in “the Northern Parts of this Country” that the captain of his ship “did not trouble himself to undertake the discovery of the Southern.”

His name was Gabriel Archer, and he set sail from Falmouth, England, on the Concord on March 26, 1602. According to one account he was accompanied by thirty-one other men, according to another by twenty-two; both accounts tell us that some of the men planned to stay behind, to settle in the New World and set up trading posts. They did not know where they would build them, what they would trade, or even who their trading partners would be.They were men seeking adventure in a faraway part of the globe. They would deal with specifics later.

The Concord arrived somewhere in Maine or Massachusetts, still known then as Virginia, on May 14. Before reaching the mainland, Archer and his mates, under the command of Bartholomew Gos-nold, drifted past several of those pleasant islands, which were “for the most part uninhabited, and yet by their fruitfulness capable of maintaining a great number of People.”

In fact, the islands did maintain a great number of people, and it didn’t take the Englishmen long to meet them and find them like none they had ever seen before.“Their Commander … came boldly on board the Ship,” Archer wrote. “The Commander himself was dress’d with Wast-coat, Breeches, Shoes, Stockins, hat, and all the Accoutrements of an European, but all the rest had only Deer-skins about their shoulders, and Seal-skins tied about their middles.They were painted, tho’ their natural swarthy colour was easily discern’d; their hair very long, and tied up with a knot behind.” Some of them spoke a crude form of English,Archer was pleased to relate, and their manner, if not quite friendly, was at least unthreatening.

He did not think as highly of the next group of natives he encountered.These “were more finely deck’d than the Former, having all of them Copper Pendants in their Ears; but one had a Breastplate of the same Metal a foot long, and half broad; and another had his Head all stuck with Feathers, that rendred him a very frightful Figure.They brought little trifles to Barter, but they were a shy, sly, thievish sort of People.”

The encounter was free of incident, however.The sailors happily exchanged the natives’ trifles for their own, and the Concord sailed on, past more of the craggy coastline in this world so far from home.

Once again, Archer picked up his pen. He noticed “a Lake of fresh Water almost a League in Circuit, and very near the Sea; in the midst of which is another little Island about an Acre in compass, and this [we] thought the most convenient place for the building for a Fort, and therefore began it here. About this Lake there was an infinite number of Tortoises, several sorts of Fowl and Fish too, so that those that liv’d here might have a fair prospect of Provisions enough.”

More than the creatures, though, it was the land that impressed Archer:such sweeping vistas, so distant a horizon.Were the fields and hills and valleys as boundless as they seemed? What would it be like to ride the waves of terrain as they had ridden the waves of the ocean, to measure and map them, to follow them to the horizon— and perhaps beyond it? What would they find? Archer could see so much farther here than in the Old World, which, depending on your frame of mind, was either an intimidating prospect or a bracing one. 

When he looked in the other direction, behind him, he saw even more islands.They popped up from one minute to the next, all shapes and sizes, scattered in the water and so green in the spring sunlight that they glowed. One of them we know today as Martha’s Vineyard. Captain Gosnold named another,“a small unpeopled Spot, and over-run with Trees,” in honor of Queen Elizabeth. It And there was yet more bounty: “The Minerals were Copper, Emery-stones, Alabaster, together with some others of a blue Met-aline colour, which our Author knew not what to make of; some there were that said ’twas Steel ore, but they ought to have consid-er’d that tho’ Gold Mines are very scarce, yet Steel Mines are certain much scarcer, and they are never found but where a Brass Mine lies either at the top or the bottom.” Captain Gosnold’s crew also found stones that could be used to build shelters and the walls to surround them.They would be safe here in addition to being well fed.

abounded with Trees of many kinds, which we see here in these Parts of the World, so the most remarkable of all were the Sassafras and the Cherry-trees, as they call them. The former are well known for their use in Physick,* and are no rarities in this Island; the latter have this extraordinary in them, that together with the Leaf, Bark, and bigness, not different from ours in England, the Fruit grows at the end of the Stalk 40 or 50 in a cluster. The Vines were very numerous here too, and the more common Garden and wild Fruits in great abundance.

They would also be gainfully employed, or at least amused. As Archer noted, Elizabeth Island “affords also Materials for Dying, and for Smoking; and no other yields finer Tobacco than this.The Main Land adjoining, which [we] visited also, was in all respects as charming, as curious Meadows, Groves, Brooks and Rivers cou’d make it.”

This was what Gabriel Archer and the others aboard the Concord saw when they came to the New World at the dawn of the seventeenth century. But what did they think? What possibilities did they envision, what fancies did they indulge? About these matters Gabriel Archer did not write.

Did he and his fellows believe that in a place so vast, uncharted, and distant from Europe they could one day leave their homeland behind emotionally as well as geographically, that they could lead new and different kinds of lives, lives that would be more enriching for them, truer to their own longings? Did they believe they would be able to make decisions for themselves, worship as they pleased, be governed not by fiat but by their own consent? Did their first look at this part of the earth, where nature ran riot and other humans were few and primitive, make them wonder about erecting a civilization of their own here, something more advanced than what presently existed? Did the expanses of woodlands and bodies of water suggest the opportunity for expansion within the individual? Did the absence of boundaries feel like a release from captivity?

And if some of these musings did enter their minds in the spring of 1602, how far did they go? Could the men from the Concord or any of the other ships that landed in America in the earliest days of colonization have foreseen that with religious and political freedom would come another kind of freedom, the freedom to rise from anonymity, to be known and venerated by your fellow citizens without benefit of noble lineage or divine appointment, strictly on the basis of merit? Could they have foreseen that the men who wrote the documents and created the institutions that would ensure those new forms of worship and governance would be rewarded for the rest of time? Books, monuments, paintings, and statues would preserve their images and remind people of their achievements long after the individuals had passed away.

In the century after the Concord’s voyage, Benjamin Franklin would become such a celebrity that a modern writer compared his reception in France to that of the Beatles when they first came to the United States.When George Washington retired from the presidency, Americans journeyed to his home at Mount Vernon just as their descendants swooped down on Graceland almost two centuries later, standing at the gates, looking in with hopeful eyes. The same was true for Thomas Jefferson at Monticello, although he would attract a rowdier crowd than Washington, a crowd that sometimes stormed the grounds. So eager was Patrick Henry for a similar kind of notice as a young man that he would resort to chicanery to achieve it and then brag about his misconduct to the very person whom he had most victimized. So desperate for attention as a young man was Alexander Hamilton that he cursed his ambition, finding it an obsession that permitted him, at times, to think of nothing else, to act with no other goal in mind than to advertise himself, to be someone who mattered in the world one day. And, as an old man, John Adams would complain that he had not received enough attention and that too much had been paid to too many others of far more limited accomplishment—and his resentments would inflame him just as ambition had inflamed Hamilton.

These men and the others who became famous in colonial America might never have been famous in an earlier time or in a different place, and perhaps Gabriel Archer and his crewmates felt the first vague stirrings of that knowledge more than a century and a half earlier when they stood on the deck of the Concord and looked out, seeing either the end of the world as they had always known it or the unimagined grandeur of a new one.
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* A medicine, most likely a laxative.
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Chapter 1
 The Roman Republic

 

THE MODEL FOR THE COUNTRY that would one day occupy the land Archer had seen, that would one day be known as the United States of America, was the Roman republic, which lasted from 509–27 B.C.The goals of the republic, as expressed by its most respected philosophers and historians, provided the rough draft for notions of equality, justice, and freedom in the British settlements of the New World.And it was the Roman system of government, more than any other document or set of ideals, that became the basis for the new nation. Michael Lind has written that John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison, among others, believed the Roman constitution displayed “a stability missing from the factionridden city-states of ancient Greece and medieval Italy: a strong chief magistrate and a bicameral legislature with a powerful senate.”Adams went further, claiming that “the Roman constitution formed the noblest people, and the greatest power, that has ever existed.”

It was not hyperbole, not as far as learned Americans of the eighteenth century were concerned. They not only knew their history but were guided by it.The Founding Fathers succeeded in creating the United States in large part because they were students of the ancient world as much as innovators in their own.

They knew, for instance, that at the head of the Roman republic were two consuls, a check and a balance in its most basic form. Not all the power, however, was theirs. It also resided in two legislative chambers, with the more powerful being the Senate, and in the people — some of the people, at least. No law that the Senate proposed could be enacted until every citizen — that is, every free white male in the republic — had cast his vote.As Lind points out:

The very name “republic” was a version of the Latin res publica. The building that housed the legislature was called the Capitol, not the Parliament; the upper house was the Senate; a creek on Capitol Hill was waggishly named the Tiber, after the river that ran through Rome.The Great Seal of the United States includes two mottoes from Virgil: Annuit coeptis (He approves of the beginnings), and Novus Ordo Seculorum (a new order of the ages). In the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay argued for the ratification of the federal constitution using the name of Publius Valerius Publicola, the first consul of the Roman republic. The enemies of republicanism that they described — faction, avarice, corruption, ambition — were those identified by Cicero,Tacitus, and other Roman writers.

Those enemies and others eventually brought down the republic. Rome gradually reached a point at which it had grown too large and had accumulated too many provinces to be governed from a central seat of power. The result was a regional diffusion of that power, which in turn led to inefficiency, dishonesty, and violence — the end of what seemed to the citizens of a distant future in the New World like a remarkable dream that had for half a millennium come true.

[image: image]

The noblest Roman of them all, as far as the Founding Fathers were concerned, was an orator and essayist, a philosopher and a schemer, a public official and public nuisance whom history knows, and knows well, as Cicero. Call him a realistic visionary, a man who knew when to compromise, when to stand firm, and when the best course of action was simply to change the subject. He lived his life as a pragmatist and ended it in a burst of tragic glory.

As a member of the Senate, Cicero led the resistance to the Catiline conspiracy, an attempt by one of Rome’s viler denizens to overthrow the republic. Catiline was a known extortionist, the suspected murderer of his stepson, and the seducer of a vestal virgin. When his plans to seize the government were thwarted, his life was spared — perhaps in part because the evidence against him was scant, despite the popular perception of him. But Cicero ordered five of Cataline’s fellow conspirators to be executed without benefit of trial, and they were strangled in front of a throng both awestruck and approving.An example had to be made.The sanctity of the republic had to be maintained. Cicero saw that it happened.

Later, after the assassination of Julius Caesar, in which he played no role, Cicero preached to his fellow senators about the perfidy of Caesar’s ally, Mark Antony. As a result, Antony soon fled into exile, dismissed to the provinces, and defeated in battle. For a time, Cicero’s eminence in the capital was unquestioned.

But politics was an even more treacherous game then than now. Eventually, Cicero’s maneuverings landed him on the wrong side of the power structure. He was condemned to death and then killed while trying to escape from his home. “Come here, soldier,” he is supposed to have said to Herennius, the leader of the mob that overtook him.“There is nothing proper about what you are doing, but at least make sure you cut off my head properly.” Moments later, despite what seemed to be sincere misgivings, Herennius slit Cicero’s throat.

In the subtitle of the most recent biography of Cicero,Anthony Everitt refers to him as “Rome’s greatest politician.” For a time he was. At the end of his life, he was not. But he was unarguably the republic’s greatest and most enduring man of letters, his writings considered “masterpieces of popularization [which] were one of the most valuable means by which the heritage of classical thought was handed down to posterity.” Among his masterpieces were volumes on law, history, culture, political education, and the proper organization of government. In many of them he endorsed the quest for fame.

His full name was Marcus Tullius Cicero, and he was born on January 3, 106 B.C. His father was a scholar — wise, but neither healthy nor wealthy. Of his mother we know little.The orator’s name sounds grand to us now, but that is because we know what he became. As Everitt points out, the Latin word cicero literally means “chickpea” and was given to the boy, according to several accounts, because an ancestor had a growth at the tip of his nose that looked like a chickpea, perhaps even larger: “When Marcus was about to launch his career as an advocate and politician, friends advised him to change his name to something less ridiculous. ‘No,’ he replied firmly, ‘I am going to make my cognomen more famous than those of men like Scaurus and Catalus.’ These were two leading Romans of the day, and the point of the remark was that ‘Catalus’ was the Latin for ‘whelp’ or ‘puppy,’ and ‘Scaurus’ meant ‘with large or projecting ankles.’ ” As things turned out, Cicero was true to his word. The Chickpea became much better known to history than either the Puppy or Large Ankles.

And it was no accident. Cicero worked at renown, desiring “fame and good men’s praises,” deciding on the best methods of achieving them, and then putting those methods into practice with tireless dedication. For him, this meant a career as an advocate, a lawyer, a more respected position then than it is today. A Roman advocate took an oath to defend his clients only if he believed they were honorable men engaged in honorable pursuits. The clients’ ability to pay was not an issue.

Cicero had no reservations about the oath, and his knowledge of the law, combined with his brilliant rhetoric, both improvised and rehearsed, soon made him one of the most highly regarded advocates in the republic. The courtroom, however, was not just the shop in which he worked; it was also the stage on which he performed.

Despite the fact that the theater was not regarded as a respectable profession, Cicero was fascinated by it and later became a close friend of the best-known actor of his day, Quintus Roscius Gallus.Although he always insisted that oratory and drama were different arts, he modeled his style on Roscius’s performances and those of another actor he knew, Clodius Aesopus (who once became so involved in the part he was playing — that of King Agamemnon, overlord of the Greeks — that he ran through and killed a stagehand who happened to cross the stage).

Cicero never got that carried away. Nonetheless, his monologues at trial were gems of theatrical art: superbly delivered, wellreasoned models of clarity and logic that more often than not resulted in victory for his side. He began to build a reputation, but was impatient for it to grow, and, like his fellow stars of the ancient world, was determined that it last the ages. He asked his friend Atticus what history would think of him after a thousand years. Could fame, which sometimes seemed so ephemeral, a quality carried on the faintest of breezes, last a millennium? Atticus could not say.

In search of an answer of his own, Cicero studied his audience. “Once I had realized that the Roman People was rather deaf,” he wrote early in his career, “but sharp-eyed, I stopped worrying about what the world heard about me. From that day on, I took care to be seen in person every day. I lived in the public eye and was always in the Forum. I would not allow my concierge, nor the lateness of the hour, to close the door on any visitor.”

By this time, Cicero had grown into a handsome, if not particularly robust, young man, “with full lips, a decisive nose, and beetling brows,” features that distinguished him for the rest of his years. He had also grown into a master of self-promotion, studying its fine points as Machiavelli would later study the fine points of political manipulation. Cicero memorized the names of as many well-placed Romans as possible, so that he could greet them as friends — whether he knew them well or not. He also found out where they lived, both their city homes and their country residences, and he would often stroll in front of those structures, hoping to be noticed, always deep in thought (or seeming to be), always the man of substance, his true-to-life role. Sometimes, if the man he hoped to impress was outside, he would greet him warmly, stopping for a few minutes of conversation. He was a glad-hander, a backslapper — but always with a reserve of decorum.

This was not, in his view, mere vanity. “Public esteem is the nurse of the arts,” he wrote on one occasion, “and all men are fired to application by fame, whilst those pursuits which meet with general disapproval always lie neglected.”

That he sometimes seemed to care too much about public esteem was obvious to some at the time and to many later. As a young man, he had served the republic admirably as a magistrate in Sicily. But when he returned to Rome, no one congratulated him. No one proposed that a coin bear his profile. Few people even seemed to know where he had been in recent months or what he had done. So indifferent a reception, he admitted, troubled him. Cicero was “intemperately fond of his own glory,” wrote the Roman historian Plutarch about this incident a few generations later.“By his insatiable thirst of fame,” opined the British poet and dramatist John Dryden in the seventeenth century, “he has lessened his character with succeeding ages.”

Cicero received reactions like these in his own day, too. He was rightly accused of braggadocio as much as accomplishment. He also knew that the best way to deal with such charges was to admit them and to confess his self-aggrandizement in a self-deprecating manner. Once, while reviewing his own performance in a public debate, he couldn’t help opine that he had done well — yet he did so wryly.

I brought the house down.And why not, on such a theme — the * dignity of our order, concord between Senate and equites,* unison of Italy, remnants of the conspiracy in their death throes, reduced price of grain, internal peace? You should know by now how I can boom away on such topics. I think you must have caught the reverberations in Epirus,† and for that reason I won’t dwell on the subject.

He further tried to disarm his foes by pointing out the hypocrisy of those philosophers, himself among them, who wrote books in which they criticized the quest for fame and then boldly inscribed their names on the title pages. But lest he go too far down the path of self-effacement, he continued: “The striving for praise is an universal factor in life, and the nobler a man is, the more susceptible is he to the sweets of glory.”

Yet Cicero was not indiscriminate in his quest for those sweets. He wanted them badly but, in his view, justly, for the right reasons, for what he believed to be the most virtuous of causes. He wanted to be known for his support of the issues he thought important to the success of the Roman republic. He craved admiration for his vision of the republic’s future. It is what we would today call enlightened self-interest, the realization by a gifted individual that he could satisfy the cultural and political needs of the community at the same time that he satisfied the needs of his own ego. For this reason, the men who created the American republic looked on him as one of their own. Dryden’s opinion notwithstanding, Cicero’s character didn’t suffer in the least.

[image: image]

* Privileged landowners descended from the ancient Roman calvary.

†A nation in the ancient world — in what is now northwest Greece and southern Albania — where Atticus had estates.

Perhaps none of the founders looked up to Cicero more than did John Adams. Certainly none read his works more assiduously. “In all history,” Adams declared, “there was no greater statesman and philosopher than Cicero, whose authority should ever carry great weight, and Cicero’s decided opinion in favor of the three branches of government was founded on a reason that was timeless, unchangeable.” Well before the Revolutionary War, Adams said he was proud that in choosing the law as a profession, he had chosen the same field as Cicero. He was also proud that his friend Jonathan Sewall believed him to be destined for greatness, no matter what his occupation, although he thought Sewall tended to excess when he wrote to Adams that “in future ages, when New England shall have risen to its intended grandeur, it shall be as carefully recorded among the registers of the literati that Adams flourished in the second century after the exode of its first settlers from Great Britain, as it is now that Cicero was born in the six-hundred-and-forty-seventh year after the building of Rome.”

And long after the war had ended, Adams was still reading Cicero, some essays for the second and third times — appreciating the stateliness of the prose, reflecting on the precepts of republican government as the Romans had worked them out and the honor that Cicero claimed for his contributions to the cause. Adams believed that these writings prepared him well for the presidency, and after leaving office he quoted Cicero on the conduct of the ideal public official.“Such a man will devote himself entirely to the republic, nor will he covet power or riches. …  He will adhere closely to justice and equity, that, provided he can preserve these virtues, although he may give offence and create enemies by them, he will set death itself at defiance, rather than abandon his principles.” It is how Adams liked to think he had behaved while serving as the nation’s second chief executive.

Adams’s cousin, the fiery revolutionary and shady journalist Samuel Adams, wrote his calls to arms in the Boston Gazette under a variety of pseudonyms. Several of his articles, railing against the pre-sence of British soldiers on the streets of Boston, a presence that eventually led to the Boston Massacre, were signed “Cedant Armae Togae,” which means that weapons should yield to togas; i.e., the military should obey civilians. It was one of Cicero’s favorite phrases.

Alexander Hamilton, another founder who was at times as much a journalist as a politician and who also took an assumed identity in the press, wrote a series of essays signed “Tully,” the English version of Cicero’s family name.

John Witherspoon, president of the College of New Jersey, later known as Princeton, called his country home “Tusculum,” giving it the same name as Cicero’s villa.

Benjamin Franklin cited Cicero as his authority on a variety of matters, such as the importance of virtue to a public man and the duty of a society to care for its less fortunate citizens. In 1744, while still a newspaper man, Franklin reprinted Cicero’s essay on aging with a preface he had written himself. A few years later in Poor Richard’s Almanac, he quoted Cicero’s opinion that “There was never any great man who was not an industrious man.”

George Washington probably knew less about Cicero than the other founders, but enough to appreciate the debt that Americans owed him. Hoping to make his stepson a better educated man than he was himself, Washington ordered from an English bookseller Cicero’s entire oeuvre, a twenty-volume set, and insisted that the young man memorize its lessons and heed them faithfully. Later, Washington would be called the father of his country, but though the sentiment was true, the wording was not original. The Roman philosopher Cato had given the same title centuries earlier to the man who had thwarted Catiline, among other accomplishments. It was Cicero, not George Washington, whom history first named as pater patriae.

John Marshall, who would one day be chief justice of the United States, credited Cicero for most of his own learning. Marshall’s college career at William and Mary lasted a mere six weeks, but, having read Cicero, he felt that he was well prepared for a life of public service, once telling his grandsons that the De Officiis, Cicero’s work about morality, humility, and civic duty, was “among the most valuable treatises in the Latin language, a salutary discourse on the duties and qualities proper to a republican gentleman.”

Benjamin Rush, the leading medical man of the revolutionary era as well as one of its most astute social reformers, often cited Cicero in his speeches. Rush was especially fond of insisting that the welfare of the society as a whole was more important than the welfare of any single individual. Cicero had often made the same point. He didn’t want to be a god, he didn’t want to be a king, he didn’t want to become famous by transcending the good of the Roman republic. Rather, his goal was to associate himself with that good and, even more, to be responsible for it as much as possible and receive the congratulations due him for such a commitment.

The same would prove true, many centuries later, of the Americans who formed their own republic.


Chapter 2
 The American in Paris

 

BY 1776, MOST OF BENJAMIN FRANKLIN’S ACCOMPLISHMENTS, as well as his days, were behind him. He had invented the lightning rod, bifocal lenses, America’s first copperplate printing press, and a musical instrument called the armonica, for which both Mozart and Beethoven would compose pieces. He had invented a chair that turned into a stepladder, another chair with an arm wide enough to serve as a writing surface, and the stove that bore his name, which, because of its uniquely efficient arrangement of flues, could heat a room twice as effectively using a quarter of the fuel. He had invented a phonetic alphabet, which didn’t catch on, and a new kind of street lighting for his fellow colonists, which did. He even invented swim fins, which makes him the only Founding Father to be named to a hall of fame, the International Swimming Hall of Fame. He was as energetically curious a man as America has ever known. “He could not drink a cup of tea without wondering why tea leaves gathered in one configuration rather than another at the bottom,” writes Edmund S. Morgan, one of his many biographers. “He was always devising experiments to help him understand what he saw around him, but he made the whole world his laboratory.”

As a journalist, Franklin had learned his trade at his brother’s New England Courant, going on to own and publish the Pennsylvania Gazette, which became one of the colonies’ most respected newspapers and one of its most profitable. As an author, he not only had written Poor Richard’s Almanac (borrowing from many other authors) but had begun work on one of the English language’s finest autobiographies, which he never finished. As a scientist, he mapped the flow of the Gulf Stream, conjectured wisely about the earth’s magnetic pull, and learned more about electricity than anyone ever had known before. He was chosen for membership in the Royal Society of London, with William Pitt using the occasion to tell the House of Lords that the American’s accomplishments ranked him with Sir Isaac Newton.The French respected him no less, naming him a foreign associate of their Royal Academy of Science, an honor as rare as the one the British had bestowed. Frenchmen who experimented with electricity had for some time been known as franklistes, a term also favored by those who followed some of Franklin’s other scientific pursuits. “He stole the fire of the Heavens,” they believed, “and caused the arts to flourish in savage climes.”

Franklin had virtually transformed his adopted hometown of Philadelphia, seeing to it that the streets were not only well lighted but paved. He also established the world’s first subscription library and public hospital, restructured the police department into a more efficient entity, and organized the first fire department anywhere in North America. He improved mail service between the colonies and founded both the American Philosophical Society and the academy that became the University of Pennsylvania.

Most notably, though, he had been one of the leaders in the movement for independence — submitting the plan that led to the Articles of Confederation and ensuring adequate supplies of paper money so that, after the Revolutionary War began, the Continental Army could be paid from time to time.

Yet in the summer of 1776, that army was not doing well.The war was more than a year old now, and the American forces were in fact fighting with very little force.They were poorly clothed, poorly fed, and in some cases poorly led.They did not have enough weapons or ammunition, and were even shorter on supplies of medicine to treat not only the wounds of battle but the diseases brought on by the horrifyingly unsanitary conditions that accompanied battle.The number of men was also insufficient. Many found a single tour of duty an experience they did not want to repeat, and some even deserted before their tours were over, returning to their shops, farms, and families.

As a result, old man Franklin was asked to come to his country’s aid yet again, this time by sailing to Paris to persuade the French to support the colonial cause. It was, many Americans believed, their only chance to succeed.Without outside assistance, they would surely be vanquished, reduced to an even more demeaning status within the British empire than they had known previously.And it was a task that required a special, if not unique, man, someone who combined experience, intelligence, and tact — and all of them in large quantities. Franklin, in the minds of most who knew him, was the only man for the job.

And what a job it was. Despite all that he had achieved in the past, Franklin’s mission to France was probably the most important he ever undertook. It was also, as biographer H.W. Brands, recounts, the most difficult.

For a man of seventy, suffering from gout and assorted lesser afflictions, to leave his home in the middle of a war, to cross a wintry sea patrolled by enemy warships whose commanders could be counted on to know him even if they knew nary another American face, was no small undertaking. .. .Yet Franklin had made his decision that America must be free, and he was determined to pay whatever cost his country required. “I have only a few years to live,” he told Benjamin Rush, “and I am resolved to devote them to the work that my fellow citizens deem proper for me; or speaking as old-clothes dealers do of a remnant of goods,‘You shall have me for what you please.’ ”

That attitude, wholly sincere, endeared Franklin to his fellow Americans.To the French, however, he proved even more endearing. They greeted him as if he were one of their own, one of their most exceptional own — not just the scientific community that had already honored him, but all Frenchmen, who had heard enough about him to know that he was more than a mere scientist, more than just an inventor, more than a civic planner, reformer, and homespun philosopher. He was so much more, it seemed, than a single human being, the compiler of the most staggeringly varied list of achievements they had ever known. Before long, Franklin became the first true American celebrity, although it was in Paris rather than in the colonies that he received his first enduring ovations.

The masses took to him quickly. So did the intellectuals, who were growing disenchanted with the monarchy and starting to identify with the masses. Said John Adams, also in France in his nation’s service at the time and seldom warmly disposed toward Franklin, “there was scarcely a peasant or citizen, a valet de chambre, coachman or footman, a lady’s chambermaid or a scullion in a kitchen, who was not familiar with [Franklin], and who did not consider him as a friend of human kind.When they spoke of him, they seemed to think he was to restore the golden age.” He was, in other words, the perfect representative of a nascent democracy, toward which the French were moving almost as surely, if not as quickly, as the Americans.

Yet the nobility, who would resist democratic reforms in the bloody revolution of 1789, also found themselves smitten. He was, after all, royalty of a sort himself — although through genius rather than birth.The French royals appreciated the respect with which he treated them, as well as the understanding he showed of the delicacy of his assignment.As Will Durant put it with admirable succinctness, Franklin “paraded no utopias, talked with reason and good sense, and showed full awareness of the difficulties and the facts. He realized that he was a Protestant, a deist, and a republican seeking help from a Catholic country and a pious king.”

It was a French diarist of the time who first recorded the American’s appearance in his capital. “The celebrated Franklin arrived at Paris the 21st of December,” the man wrote, “and has fixed the eyes of every one upon his slightest proceeding.” According to another diarist, “Doctor Franklin arrived a little since from the English colonies, is mightily run after, much feted by the savants.”

And he was much studied by all. People bought biographical sketches of Franklin and read as much about him as they could.They bought his collected works, which had appeared in French three years earlier and sold out within a few weeks of his arrival.A volume of Poor Richard’s maxims was published not long afterward and went through several printings in the next few years. The French hung portraits of Franklin in their bedrooms and dining rooms and over their hearths. His face appeared on all manner of items, including clocks, rings, busts, medallions, and other pieces of jewelry, vases, snuffboxes, candy boxes, and, according to some reports, the bottoms of chamber pots.You could lift the lid to relieve yourself and smile down at the American master of all trades, who would smile back up. Another version of the chamber pot story comes, with a certain degree of skepticism, from historian David McCullough.“Reputedly,” he writes, “the King himself, in a rare show of humor, arranged for [Franklin’s likeness] to be hand-painted on the bottom of a Sèvres porcelain chamber pot, as a New Year’s day surprise for one of Franklin’s adoring ladies at court.”

Then again, it might not have been a rare show of humor. It might have been an all-too-frequent display of pique, with Louis XVI becoming envious of the attention the American was attracting and deciding to give Franklin’s adoring lady the most jarring of surprises when the time came for her to relieve herself.

Regardless, a multitude of French women adored Franklin — and not just at court. Some of them began to style their hair in a manner reminiscent of the fur cap that Franklin so often wore. Other women expressed their adoration more directly. Knowing of Franklin’s reputation with the fairer sex, they tried to form an alliance with him while he was trying to establish one of a different sort with the French government. And the gentlemen didn’t seem to mind; Franklin captivated them, too. On one occasion, attending a fashionable Parisian salon, Franklin wore not his usual fur cap but a different chapeau. “Is that white hat a symbol of liberty?” asked his hostess. Franklin’s answer is not recorded, but soon a white hat was de rigueur for the French male.

Franklin’s lack of fashion sense — as perceived by those in Paris who had previously dressed with such elegance in silks and brocades, velvets and laces — became all the rage.Tailors designed deliberately rustic garb to copy the Franklin look and could barely keep up with the demand, so eager were people to attire themselves, as was said at the time, “à la Franklin, in coarse cloth … and thick shoes,” with a waistcoat cut loosely and either a fur cap or a white hat atop the pate. Before long, to dress up was to dress down. The sophisticated Parisians — some of them, at least — were acting like today’s upper-class white kids donning the attire of the ghetto: the backward baseball caps and the sagging, oversize pants. Franklin was a delight to them, and they demonstrated it by remaking themselves in his image.

Eventually they demonstrated it in more important ways. After much disappointment, much frustration, and much time, Franklin reached an agreement with the French to send soldiers, rifles, bullets, gunpowder, mortars, and tents to America to aid the rebellion.The French also provided money for the colonists in the form of donations and loans. In other words, France, full-fledged and long established, gave its imprimatur to a band of widely scattered British colonies settled by people fighting for an implausible dream. Due in large part to French assistance, the Americans would win their war for independence — although Franklin, to his everlasting regret, would not be home to see either the turning of the tide on the battlefields or the celebrations afterward. Not until 1785, nine years after first setting foot in France and two years after the war with England had officially ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris, was he free of diplomatic duties and able to sail back to the country and the people he had represented so well for so long.

The French were sorry, in some cases bereft, to see him go. He had worn his fame as comfortably as his clothes, delighting in the tributes he received and in the expressions of regard that followed him home.The men missed his conviviality, the women his avuncular sex appeal. One woman, a notable Parisienne named Anne-Louise Brillion de Jouy, wrote him shortly after he departed. “Every day I shall remember that a great man, a sage, has wanted to be my friend,” she told him. “If it ever pleases you to remember the woman who loved you the most, think of me.”

Franklin was not aware of how thoroughly American newspapers had been reporting his diplomatic ventures abroad. He had no idea how he would be received upon his return.As it turned out, his fame was portable, weathering both the years and the ocean transit superbly.

His ship floated into the Market Street wharf in Philadelphia in September 1785, and he heard cannons boom and bells ring in the distance — the unmistakable din of welcome. When it docked, Franklin heard something more subtle, the excited murmur of men and women awaiting him onshore, a solid mass of them not only on the dock but spilling down the side streets that led to it. “We were received by a crowd of people with huzzas and accompanied with acclamations quite to my door,” he proudly related — and he was accompanied closely, the crowd pressing in on him as he walked to his residence, wanting a closer look, a touch, a few comments about the voyage or the remarkably productive diplomatic engagements that had preceded it. But when Franklin spoke, few could hear, so loudly were others cheering and singing his praises and bumping into him as they celebrated his homecoming.

Finally, offering a few words to those closest to him, he waved his final good-byes and entered his house, reluctantly closing the door on a throng equally reluctant to disperse.We can imagine him leaning back against the door and sighing in relief, pleased that he had survived the tumultuous journey from the dock — and yet hoping he had still left the metaphorical door open for future plaudits. To John Jay he later wrote: “The affectionate welcome I meet with from my fellow is far beyond my expectations.”

Franklin returned to private life with what seemed his old sense of purpose: resuming acquaintances in Philadelphia, picking up correspondence with friends in other colonies and countries, conducting the occasional experiment, reading up on the latest scientific developments abroad, looking in on the police and fire departments to see how they had fared in his absence. But his life did not remain private for long. Two years later his country called on him again, naming him a delegate to the Constitutional Convention, and after that he became president of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery. Benjamin Franklin couldn’t resist working for causes in which he believed. Nor could he resist the acclaim that greeted such efforts.

A plant had already been named after him, a tree discovered in Georgia in 1765, officially registered as Franklinia alatamaha. Perhaps, in years to come, even American women would begin to wear their wigs in a manner suggesting a fur cap.

Franklin’s regard for fame wavered — though not much and not often. In 1779, he hinted at misgivings in a letter to his daughter, commenting on all the items for sale in Paris that bore his likeness: “These, with the pictures, busts and prints (of which copies upon copies are spread everywhere), have made your father’s face as well known as that of the moon, so that he durst not do anything that * would oblige him to run away, as his phiz* would discover him wherever he should venture to show it.”

Some years earlier, in Poor Richard’s Almanac, Franklin had written more skeptically of fame, especially the lasting kind, which he apparently did not think possible.

And with what rare Inventions do we strive
 Ourselves then to survive.
 Some with vast costly Tombs would purchase it,
 And by the Proofs of Death pretend to live.
 Here lies the Great — False Marble, where?
 Nothing but small and sordid Dust lies there.

But the poem and the letter to his daughter were exceptions, Franklin giving in to a mood rather than examining his views at a deeper level. More often than not, he welcomed public attention as he welcomed a glass of Madeira after a good meal. He had set out in life to “imitate Jesus and Socrates,” he admitted as a young man, and they were two of the most famous people who ever lived.Writing as Poor Richard, a year before the preceding verse, he confessed his longing to be known but this time rued the odds against it:

The Hope of acquiring lasting FAME is, with many Authors, a most powerful Motive to Writing. Some, tho’ few, have succeeded; and others, tho’ perhaps fewer, may succeed hereafter, and be as well known to Posterity by their Works, as the Antients are to us. We Philomaths, as ambitious of Fame as any other Writers whatever, after all our painful Watching and laborious Calculations, have the constant Mortification to see our Works thrown by at the End of the Year, and treated as mere Waste Paper. Our only Consolation is, that short-lived as they are, they out-live those of most of our Contemporaries.

[image: image]

*Face, shortened from physiognomy.

At least one of Franklin’s friends, Nathaniel Evans, did not think Franklin’s works would be short-lived, even before those works included his diplomatic mission to France, and on a surprising occasion, he wrote to Franklin and told him so in a poem:

Long had we, lost in grateful wonder, view’d 
Each gen’rous act the patriot soul pursu’d; 
Our little State resounds thy just applause, 
And pleas’d from thee new fame and honour draws.

And on the paean went, this verse from an Anglican clergyman who had known Franklin a long time and declared that those who had denigrated him in the past must now concede his sanctified state, must admit that he had proven himself a man of “superior worth,” that he possessed “true eminence of mind,” that all who knew of his deeds and had judged them objectively had in fact long been “fixt with rapture.” On and on Evans went like this, the inspiration for his encomiums being nothing more than having heard Franklin play a few tunes on his armonica! Or were they, as Evans insisted on calling them, not really tunes at all but, as rendered by the instrument’s inventor, “lambent lightnings”?

Franklin might have appreciated the poem, but certainly not the reason for it. Jesus and Socrates had earned their places in history for reasons far more profound than musical tinkering. They had lived the kinds of lives that enlightened the world both spiritually and intellectually, through the words they spoke, the acts they performed, and the examples they set. Franklin believed that he, too, was living that kind of life, if not to the same extent as his idols. He had served his city through the improvements he devised and implemented, and would serve his country both at home and abroad. It seemed only natural, then, that he receive the gratitude of those who were his beneficiaries — a kind word when the time was right — and enough of a foothold in their memories to ensure that the right times would be many.

He didn’t demand public notice, and certainly didn’t plead for it, but his feelings were clear and always had been. Many years before his stay in Paris, even before his transformation of Philadelphia was complete, he had received a letter from the physician Jared Eliot, a more discriminating friend than Evans. Eliot told Franklin that “the Love of Praise” was common in human beings,and nothing of which the Almighty would disapprove. Franklin could not have agreed more heartily;“it reigns more or less in every Heart,” he told Eliot, “tho’ we are generally Hypocrites, in that respect, and pretend to disregard Praise, and that our nice modest Ears are offended, forsooth, with what one of the Antients calls the Sweetest kind of Music.”

Sweeter, certainly, than anything that could be played on the armonica.

In writing of the founders and their attitude toward renown, historian Douglass Adair has referred to “egotism transmuted gloriously into public service.” Had Franklin heard the phrase applied to him, not only would he have agreed, he would have chuckled at its aptness and perhaps even purloined it for Poor Richard’s Almanac.
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