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Introduction

American Voices is a compilation of original source documents from the colonial period to 
modern times: speeches, sermons, songs, hymns, essays, poems, short stories, political writings, 
and Supreme Court decisions.

We include a variety of selections, including some with which we personally disagree. 
Reading these historical documents is an opportunity to listen to the perspective of other people 
as you develop your own convictions about how to live in the present. By including a selection in 
American Voices, we are not endorsing the authors or anything else they have written.

Spelling and other grammatical constructions in the documents are often what were used in 
the original, but some usage has been brought up to date.

The documents are included in this book in the order in which they are assigned in the 
Exploring America curriculum. You can find a list of documents in chronological order in the 
back of the book, along with an index sorted by title and an index sorted by author.
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Poems
Anne Bradstreet (published 1650)

Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672) was the first poet in America to have works published. She was 
one of the Puritan settlers who established the Massachusetts Bay Colony with John Winthrop in 
1630. Her husband was an important figure in the government of the colony, serving for several 
years as governor. The Bradstreets had eight children. A collection of her poems was published 
in England in 1650 as the book The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America. Most of 
Bradstreet’s poems reflect her love of God and family.

Meditation  
written after a prolonged illness

My thankful heart with glorying tongue  
Shall celebrate Thy name,  
Who hath restored, redeemed, recured  
From sickness, death, and pain.

I cried, Thou seem’st to make some stay,  
I sought more earnestly  
And in due time Thou succour’st me  
And sent’st me help from high.

Lord, whilst my fleeting time shall last,  
Thy goodness let me tell,  
And new experience I have gained  
My future doubts repel.

An humble, faithful life, O Lord,  
Forever let me walk;  
Let my obedience testify  
My praise lies not in talk.

Accept, O Lord, my simple mite,  
For more I cannot give.  
What Thou bestow’st I shall restore,  
For of thine alms I live.

To My Dear and Loving Husband

If ever two were one, then surely we. 
If ever man were loved by wife, then thee; 
If ever wife was happy in a man, 
Compare with me, ye women, if you can. 
I prize thy love more than whole mines of gold, 
Or all the riches that the East doth hold. 
My love is such that rivers cannot quench, 
Nor aught but love from thee, give recompense. 
Thy love is such I can no way repay, 
The heavens reward thee manifold, I pray. 
Then while we live, in love let’s so persevere 
That when we live no more, we may live ever. 

Title page from Anne Bradstreet’s
collection of poetry
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First Inaugural Address
George Washington (1789)

The new president expressed his personal thoughts as well as his concerns and hopes for the new 
government when he was inaugurated on April 30, 1789.

Fellow Citizens of the Senate and of the House of Representatives: 
Among the vicissitudes incident to life no event could have filled me with greater anxieties 

than that of which the notification was transmitted by your order, and received on the fourteenth 
day of the present month. On the one hand, I was summoned by my country, whose voice I 
can never hear but with veneration and love, from a retreat which I had chosen with the fondest 
predilection, and, in my flattering hopes, with an immutable decision, as the asylum of my 
declining years—a retreat which was rendered every day more necessary as well as more dear to 
me by the addition of habit to inclination, and of frequent interruptions in my health to the 
gradual waste committed on it by time. On the other hand, the magnitude and difficulty of 
the trust to which the voice of my country called me, being sufficient to awaken in the wisest 
and most experienced of her citizens a distrustful scrutiny into his qualifications, could not 
but overwhelm with despondence, one, who inheriting inferior endowments from nature and 
unpracticed in the duties of civil administration, ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own 
deficiencies. In this conflict of emotions all I dare aver, is, that it has been my faithful study to 
collect my duty from a just appreciation of every circumstance by which it might be affected. 
All I dare hope is that, if, in executing this task, I have been too much swayed by a grateful 

remembrance of former instances, or by an 
affectionate sensibility to this transcendent 
proof of the confidence of my fellow-citizens, 
and have thence too little consulted my 
incapacity as well as disinclination for the 
weighty and untried cares before me, my error 
will be palliated by the motives which misled 
me, and its consequences be judged by my 
country with some share of the partiality in 
which they originated. 

Such being the impressions under which 
I have, in obedience to the public summons, 
repaired to the present station, it would be 
peculiarly improper to omit in this first official 
act my fervent supplications to that Almighty 
Being who rules over the universe; who 
presides in the councils of nations; and whose 
providential aid can supply every human defect; 

As George Washington traveled to New 
York for his inauguration in 1789, cities 
along the way celebrated. This engraving 
shows a decorative arch placed on a bridge 
in Trenton, New Jersey.
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that his benediction may consecrate to the liberties and happiness of the People of the United 
States, a Government instituted by themselves for these essential purposes, and may enable every 
instrument employed in its administration to execute with success the functions allotted to his 
charge. In tendering this homage to the Great Author of every public and private good, I assure 
myself that it expresses your sentiments not less than my own, nor those of my fellow-citizens 
at large less than either. No people can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, 
which conducts the affairs of men more than those of the United States. Every step by which 
they have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished 
by some token of providential agency. And in the important revolution just accomplished in the 
system of their united government, the tranquil deliberations and voluntary consent of so many 
distinct communities from which the event has resulted can not be compared with the means 
by which most governments have been established without some return of pious gratitude, 
along with an humble anticipation of the future blessings which the past seem to presage. These 
reflections, arising out of the present crisis, have forced themselves too strongly on my mind to 
be suppressed. You will join with me, I trust, in thinking that there are none under the influence 
of which the proceedings of a new and free government can more auspiciously commence. 

By the article establishing the Executive Department it is made the duty of the President 
“to recommend to your consideration such measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.” 
The circumstances under which I now meet you will acquit me from entering into that subject, 
further than to refer to the great constitutional charter under which you are assembled, and 
which, in defining your powers, designates the objects to which your attention is to be given. It 
will be more consistent with those circumstances, and far more congenial with the feelings which 
actuate me, to substitute, in place of a recommendation of particular measures, the tribute that is 
due to the talents, the rectitude, and the patriotism, which adorn the characters selected to devise 
and adopt them. In these honorable qualifications I behold the surest pledges that as on one side 
no local prejudices or attachments—no separate views, nor party animosities, will misdirect the 
comprehensive and equal eye which ought to watch over this great assemblage of communities 
and interests; so, on another, that the foundation of our national policy will be laid in the pure 
and immutable principles of private morality, and the pre-eminence of free government be 
exemplified by all the attributes which can win the affections of its citizens and command the 
respect of the world. I dwell on this prospect with every satisfaction which an ardent love for my 
country can inspire: since there is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in 
the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between 
duty and advantage; between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the 
solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; since we ought to be no less persuaded that the 
propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules 
of order and right which Heaven itself has ordained: and since the preservation of the sacred fire 
of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, 
as deeply, perhaps as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American 
people. 

Besides the ordinary objects submitted to your care, it will remain with your judgment 
to decide how far an exercise of the occasional power delegated by the fifth article of the 
Constitution is rendered expedient at the present juncture, by the nature of objections which 
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have been urged against the system, or by the degree of inquietude which has given birth to 
them. Instead of undertaking particular recommendations on this subject, in which I could 
be guided by no lights derived from official opportunities, I shall again give way to my entire 
confidence in your discernment and pursuit of the public good: for I assure myself, that, whilst 
you carefully avoid every alteration which might endanger the benefits of an united and effective 
government, or which ought to await the future lessons of experience, a reverence for the 
characteristic rights of freemen, and a regard for the public harmony, will sufficiently influence 
your deliberations on the question, how far the former can be impregnably fortified or the latter 
be safely and advantageously promoted. 

To the preceding observations I have one to add, which will be most properly addressed to 
the House of Representatives. It concerns myself, and will therefore be as brief as possible. When 
I was first honored with a call into the service of my country, then on the eve of an arduous 
struggle for its liberties, the light in which I contemplated my duty required that I should 
renounce every pecuniary compensation. From this resolution I have in no instance departed. 
And being still under the impressions which produced it, I must decline, as inapplicable 
to myself, any share in the personal emoluments which may be indispensably included in 
a permanent provision for the Executive Department; and must accordingly pray that the 
pecuniary estimates for the station in which I am placed, may, during my continuance in it, be 
limited to such actual expenditures as the public good may be thought to require. 

Having thus imparted to you my sentiments as they have been awakened by the occasion 
which brings us together, I shall take my present leave; but not without resorting once more 
to the benign Parent of the human race in humble supplication that, since he has been pleased 
to favor the American People with opportunities for deliberating in perfect tranquility, and 
dispositions for deciding with unparalleled unanimity on a form of government for the security 
of their union, and the advancement of their happiness, so his divine blessing may be equally 
conspicuous in the enlarged views, the temperate consultations, and the wise measures on which 
the success of this Government must depend. 

After reading this address, Washington and the members of Congress moved to St. Paul’s Church 
for a religious service. That evening fireworks marked the end of the official program for the day.
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Thanksgiving Proclamation 
George Washington (1789)

Among the many precedents that George Washington set was the issuing of a proclamation 
declaring a national observance of Thanksgiving.

By the President of the United States of America. a Proclamation.
Whereas it is the duty of all Nations to acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, 

to obey his will, to be grateful for his benefits, and humbly to implore his protection and 
favor—and Whereas both Houses of Congress have by their Joint Committee requested me 
“to recommend to the People of the United States a day of public thanks-giving and prayer to 
be observed by acknowledging with grateful hearts the many signal favors of Almighty God, 
especially by affording them an opportunity peaceably to establish a form of government for 
their safety and happiness.” 

Now therefore I do recommend and assign Thursday the 26th. day of November next to be 
devoted by the People of these States to the service of that great and glorious Being, who is the 
beneficent Author of all the good that was, that is, or that will be—That we may then all unite 
in rendering unto him our sincere and humble thanks—for his kind care and protection of 
the People of this Country previous to their becoming a Nation—for the signal and manifold 
mercies, and the favorable interpositions of his providence, which we experienced in the course 
and conclusion of the late war—for the greatest degree of tranquillity, union, and plenty, which 
we have since enjoyed, for the peaceable and rational manner in which we have been enabled to 
establish constitutions of government for our safety and happiness, and particularly the national 
One now lately instituted—for the civil and religious liberty with which we are blessed, and the 
means we have of acquiring and diffusing useful knowledge and in general for all the great and 
various favors which he hath been pleased to confer upon us. 

And also that we may then unite in most humbly offering our prayers and supplications 
to the great Lord and Ruler of Nations and beseech him to pardon our national and other 
transgressions—to enable us all, whether in public or private stations, to perform our several 
and relative duties properly and punctually—to render our national government a blessing to all 
the people, by constantly being a Government of wise, just, and constitutional laws, discreetly 
and faithfully executed and obeyed, to protect and guide all Sovereigns and Nations (especially 
such as have shown kindness unto us) and to bless them with good government, peace, and 
concord—To promote the knowledge and practice of true religion and virtue, and the encrease 
of science among them and Us—and generally to grant unto all Mankind such a degree of 
temporal prosperity as he alone knows to be best.

Given under my hand at the City of New-York the third day of October in the year of our 
Lord 1789.

Go: Washington
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The Legend of Rip Van Winkle, 
a Posthumous Writing of Diedrich Knickerbocker

Washington Irving (1819)

Diedrich Knickerbocker was the character that Irving invented by whom he told many of his 
stories. The tale bears a strong resemblance to older German folk tales with which Irving was 
no doubt familiar. The story is set just before and just after the American Revolution. This is 
an example of the kind of literature known as a short story. A short story is fiction but is not as 
long as a novel. It has fewer main characters and usually only one main plot line. Collections of 
short stories are often by one author or on one theme. “The Legend of Rip Van Winkle” is also 
an example of a kind of writing known as local color, which draws on the characteristics of a 
particular locality (geography, culture, customs, language, etc.) to give the story its particular 
flavor. The illustrations by Arthur Rackham are from a 1905 printing of the story.

By Woden, god of Saxons,
From whence comes Wensday, that is Wodensday,
Truth is a thing that ever I will keep
Unto thylke day in which I creep into
My sepulchre——
	 CARTWRIGHT.

[The following Tale was found among the papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker, an old 
gentleman of New York, who was very curious in the Dutch history of the province, and the 
manners of the descendants from its primitive settlers. His historical researches, however, did not 
lie so much among books as among men; for the former are lamentably scanty on his favorite 
topics; whereas he found the old burghers, and still more their wives, rich in that legendary lore, 
so invaluable to true history. Whenever, therefore, he happened upon a genuine Dutch family, 
snugly shut up in its low-roofed farmhouse, under a spreading sycamore, he looked upon it as a 
little clasped volume of black-letter, and studied it with the zeal of a book-worm.

The result of all these researches was a history of the province during the reign of the Dutch 
governors, which he published some years since. There have been various opinions as to the 
literary character of his work, and, to tell the truth, it is not a whit better than it should be. Its 
chief merit is its scrupulous accuracy, which indeed was a little questioned on its first appearance, 
but has since been completely established; and it is now admitted into all historical collections, as 
a book of unquestionable authority.

The old gentleman died shortly after the publication of his work, and now that he is 
dead and gone, it cannot do much harm to his memory to say that his time might have been 
better employed in weightier labors. He, however, was apt to ride his hobby his own way; and 
though it did now and then kick up the dust a little in the eyes of his neighbors, and grieve the 
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spirit of some friends, for whom he felt the truest 
deference and affection; yet his errors and follies are 
remembered “more in sorrow than in anger,” and 
it begins to be suspected, that he never intended to 
injure or offend. But however his memory may be 
appreciated by critics, it is still held dear by many 
folks, whose good opinion is well worth having; 
particularly by certain biscuit-bakers, who have 
gone so far as to imprint his likeness on their new-
year cakes; and have thus given him a chance for 
immortality, almost equal to the being stamped on a 
Waterloo Medal, or a Queen Anne’s Farthing.]

Whoever has made a voyage up the Hudson 
must remember the Kaatskill mountains. They are a 
dismembered branch of the great Appalachian family, 
and are seen away to the west of the river, swelling up 
to a noble height, and lording it over the surrounding 
country. Every change of season, every change of 
weather, indeed, every hour of the day, produces 
some change in the magical hues and shapes of these 

mountains, and they are regarded by all the good wives, far and near, as perfect barometers. 
When the weather is fair and settled, they are clothed in blue and purple, and print their bold 
outlines on the clear evening sky, but, sometimes, when the rest of the landscape is cloudless, 
they will gather a hood of gray vapors about their summits, which, in the last rays of the setting 
sun, will glow and light up like a crown of glory.

At the foot of these fairy mountains, the voyager may have descried the light smoke curling 
up from a village, whose shingle-roofs gleam among the trees, just where the blue tints of 
the upland melt away into the fresh green of the nearer landscape. It is a little village of great 
antiquity, having been founded by some of the Dutch colonists, in the early times of the 
province, just about the beginning of the government of the good Peter Stuyvesant, (may he rest 
in peace!) and there were some of the houses of the original settlers standing within a few years, 
built of small yellow bricks brought from Holland, having latticed windows and gable fronts, 
surmounted with weather-cocks. 

In that same village, and in one of these very houses (which, to tell the precise truth, was 
sadly time-worn and weather-beaten), there lived many years since, while the country was yet 
a province of Great Britain, a simple good-natured fellow of the name of Rip Van Winkle. He 
was a descendant of the Van Winkles who figured so gallantly in the chivalrous days of Peter 
Stuyvesant, and accompanied him to the siege of Fort Christina. He inherited, however, but 
little of the martial character of his ancestors. I have observed that he was a simple good-natured 
man; he was, moreover, a kind neighbor, and an obedient hen-pecked husband. Indeed, to the 
latter circumstance might be owing that meekness of spirit which gained him such universal 
popularity; for those men are most apt to be obsequious and conciliating abroad, who are under 
the discipline of shrews at home. Their tempers, doubtless, are rendered pliant and malleable in 
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the fiery furnace of domestic tribulation; and a curtain lecture is worth all the sermons in the 
world for teaching the virtues of patience and long-suffering. A termagant wife may, therefore, in 
some respects, be considered a tolerable blessing; and if so, Rip Van Winkle was thrice blessed. 

Certain it is, that he was a great favorite among 
all the good wives of the village, who, as usual, with 
the amiable sex, took his part in all family squabbles; 
and never failed, whenever they talked those matters 
over in their evening gossipings, to lay all the blame 
on Dame Van Winkle. The children of the village, 
too, would shout with joy whenever he approached. 
He assisted at their sports, made their playthings, 
taught them to fly kites and shoot marbles, and told 
them long stories of ghosts, witches, and Indians. 
Whenever he went dodging about the village, he was 
surrounded by a troop of them, hanging on his skirts, 
clambering on his back, and playing a thousand tricks 
on him with impunity; and not a dog would bark at 
him throughout the neighborhood.

The great error in Rip’s composition was an 
insuperable aversion to all kinds of profitable 
labor. It could not be from the want of assiduity or 
perseverance; for he would sit on a wet rock, with a 
rod as long and heavy as a Tartar’s lance, and fish all 
day without a murmur, even though he should not 
be encouraged by a single nibble. He would carry 
a fowling-piece on his shoulder for hours together, trudging through woods and swamps, and 
up hill and down dale, to shoot a few squirrels or wild pigeons. He would never refuse to assist 
a neighbor even in the roughest toil, and was a foremost man at all country frolics for husking 
Indian corn, or building stone-fences; the women of the village, too, used to employ him to 
run their errands, and to do such little odd jobs as their less obliging husbands would not do 
for them. In a word Rip was ready to attend to anybody’s business but his own; but as to doing 
family duty, and keeping his farm in order, he found it impossible.

In fact, he declared it was of no use to work on his farm; it was the most pestilent little piece 
of ground in the whole country; every thing about it went wrong, and would go wrong, in 
spite of him. His fences were continually falling to pieces; his cow would either go astray, or get 
among the cabbages; weeds were sure to grow quicker in his fields than anywhere else; the rain 
always made a point of setting in just as he had some out-door work to do; so that though his 
patrimonial estate had dwindled away under his management, acre by acre, until there was little 
more left than a mere patch of Indian corn and potatoes, yet it was the worst conditioned farm 
in the neighborhood.

His children, too, were as ragged and wild as if they belonged to nobody. His son Rip, an 
urchin begotten in his own likeness, promised to inherit the habits, with the old clothes of his 
father. He was generally seen trooping like a colt at his mother’s heels, equipped in a pair of his 
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father’s cast-off galligaskins, which he had much ado to hold up with one hand, as a fine lady 
does her train in bad weather.

Rip Van Winkle, however, was one of those happy mortals, of foolish, well-oiled dispositions, 
who take the world easy, eat white bread or brown, whichever can be got with least thought or 
trouble, and would rather starve on a penny than work for a pound. If left to himself, he would 
have whistled life away in perfect contentment; but his wife kept continually dinning in his ears 
about his idleness, his carelessness, and the ruin he was bringing on his family. Morning, noon, 
and night, her tongue was incessantly going, and everything he said or did was sure to produce a 
torrent of household eloquence. Rip had but one way of replying to all lectures of the kind, and 
that, by frequent use, had grown into a habit. He shrugged his shoulders, shook his head, cast 
up his eyes, but said nothing. This, however, always provoked a fresh volley from his wife; so that 
he was fain to draw off his forces, and take to the outside of the house—the only side which, in 
truth, belongs to a hen-pecked husband.

Rip’s sole domestic adherent was his dog Wolf, who was as much hen-pecked as his master; 
for Dame Van Winkle regarded them as companions in idleness, and even looked upon Wolf 
with an evil eye, as the cause of his master’s going so often astray. True it is, in all points of spirit 
befitting an honorable dog, he was as courageous an animal as ever scoured the woods—but 
what courage can withstand the ever-during and all-besetting terrors of a woman’s tongue? The 
moment Wolf entered the house his crest fell, his tail drooped to the ground, or curled between 
his legs, he sneaked about with a gallows air, casting many a sidelong glance at Dame Van 
Winkle, and at the least flourish of a broom-stick or ladle, he would fly to the door with yelping 
precipitation.

Times grew worse and worse with Rip Van Winkle as years of matrimony rolled on; a tart 
temper never mellows with age, and a sharp tongue is the only edged tool that grows keener 
with constant use. For a long while he used to console himself, when driven from home, by 
frequenting a kind of perpetual club of the sages, philosophers, and other idle personages of 
the village; which held its sessions on a bench before a small inn, designated by a rubicund 
portrait of His Majesty George the Third. Here they used to sit in the shade through a long lazy 
summer’s day, talking listlessly over village gossip, or telling endless sleepy stories about nothing. 
But it would have been worth any statesman’s money to have heard the profound discussions 
that sometimes took place, when by chance an old newspaper fell into their hands from some 
passing traveller. How solemnly they would listen to the contents, as drawled out by Derrick Van 
Bummel, the schoolmaster, a dapper learned little man, who was not to be daunted by the most 
gigantic word in the dictionary; and how sagely they would deliberate upon public events some 
months after they had taken place.

The opinions of this junto were completely controlled by Nicholas Vedder, a patriarch of 
the village, and landlord of the inn, at the door of which he took his seat from morning till 
night, just moving sufficiently to avoid the sun and keep in the shade of a large tree; so that the 
neighbors could tell the hour by his movements as accurately as by a sundial. It is true he was 
rarely heard to speak, but smoked his pipe incessantly. His adherents, however (for every great 
man has his adherents), perfectly understood him, and knew how to gather his opinions. When 
anything that was read or related displeased him, he was observed to smoke his pipe vehemently, 
and to send forth short, frequent and angry puffs; but when pleased, he would inhale the smoke 
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slowly and tranquilly, and emit it in light and placid clouds; and sometimes, taking the pipe 
from his mouth, and letting the fragrant vapor curl about his nose, would gravely nod his head 
in token of perfect approbation.

From even this stronghold the unlucky Rip was at length routed by his termagant wife, who 
would suddenly break in upon the tranquillity of the assemblage and call the members all to 
naught; nor was that august personage, Nicholas Vedder himself, sacred from the daring tongue 
of this terrible virago, who charged him outright with encouraging her husband in habits of 
idleness.

Poor Rip was at last reduced almost to despair; and his only alternative, to escape from the 
labor of the farm and clamor of his wife, was to take gun in hand and stroll away into the woods. 
Here he would sometimes seat himself at the foot of a tree, and share the contents of his wallet 
with Wolf, with whom he sympathized as a fellow-sufferer in persecution. “Poor Wolf,” he would 
say, “thy mistress leads thee a dog’s life of it; but never mind, my lad, whilst I live thou shalt 
never want a friend to stand by thee!” Wolf would wag his tail, look wistfully in his master’s face, 
and if dogs can feel pity I verily believe he reciprocated the sentiment with all his heart.

In a long ramble of the kind on a fine autumnal day, Rip had unconsciously scrambled to 
one of the highest parts of the Kaatskill mountains. He was after his favorite sport of squirrel 
shooting, and the still solitudes had echoed and re-echoed with the reports of his gun. Panting 
and fatigued, he threw himself, late in the afternoon, on a green knoll, covered with mountain 
herbage, that crowned the brow of a precipice. From an opening between the trees he could 
overlook all the lower country for many a mile of rich woodland. He saw at a distance the lordly 
Hudson, far, far below him, moving on its silent but majestic course, with the reflection of a 
purple cloud, or the sail of a lagging bark, here and there sleeping on its glassy bosom, and at last 
losing itself in the blue highlands.

On the other side he looked down into a deep mountain glen, wild, lonely, and shagged, the 
bottom filled with fragments from the impending cliffs, and scarcely lighted by the reflected rays 
of the setting sun. For some time Rip lay musing on this scene; evening was gradually advancing; 
the mountains began to throw their long blue shadows over the valleys; he saw that it would 
be dark long before he could reach the village, and he heaved a heavy sigh when he thought of 
encountering the terrors of Dame Van Winkle. 

As he was about to descend, he heard a voice from a distance, hallooing, “Rip Van Winkle! 
Rip Van Winkle!” He looked round, but could see nothing but a crow winging its solitary 
flight across the mountain. He thought his fancy must have deceived him, and turned again to 
descend, when he heard the same cry ring through the still evening air: “Rip Van Winkle! Rip 
Van Winkle!”—at the same time Wolf bristled up his back, and giving a low growl, skulked 
to his master’s side, looking fearfully down into the glen. Rip now felt a vague apprehension 
stealing over him; he looked anxiously in the same direction, and perceived a strange figure 
slowly toiling up the rocks, and bending under the weight of something he carried on his back. 
He was surprised to see any human being in this lonely and unfrequented place, but supposing it 
to be some one of the neighborhood in need of his assistance, he hastened down to yield it.

On nearer approach he was still more surprised at the singularity of the stranger’s appearance. 
He was a short square-built old fellow, with thick bushy hair, and a grizzled beard. His dress was 
of the antique Dutch fashion—a cloth jerkin strapped round the waist—several pair of breeches, 
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the outer one of ample volume, decorated with rows of buttons down the sides, and bunches 
at the knees. He bore on his shoulder a stout keg, that seemed full of liquor, and made signs 
for Rip to approach and assist him with the load. Though rather shy and distrustful of this new 
acquaintance, Rip complied with his usual alacrity; and mutually relieving one another, they 
clambered up a narrow gully, apparently the dry bed of a mountain torrent. As they ascended, 
Rip every now and then heard long rolling peals, like distant thunder, that seemed to issue out 
of a deep ravine, or rather cleft, between lofty rocks, toward which their rugged path conducted. 
He paused for an instant, but supposing it to be the muttering of one of those transient thunder-
showers which often take place in mountain heights, he proceeded. Passing through the ravine, 
they came to a hollow, like a small amphitheatre, surrounded by perpendicular precipices, over 
the brinks of which impending trees shot their branches, so that you only caught glimpses of 
the azure sky and the bright evening cloud. During the whole time Rip and his companion 
had labored on in silence; for though the former marvelled greatly what could be the object 
of carrying a keg of liquor up this wild mountain, yet there was something strange and 
incomprehensible about the unknown, that inspired awe and checked familiarity.

On entering the amphitheatre, 
new objects of wonder presented 
themselves. On a level spot in the 
centre was a company of odd-
looking personages playing at 
nine-pins. They were dressed in a 
quaint outlandish fashion; some 
wore short doublets, others jerkins, 
with long knives in their belts, 
and most of them had enormous 
breeches, of similar style with 
that of the guide’s. Their visages, 
too, were peculiar: one had a 
large beard, broad face, and small 
piggish eyes: the face of another 
seemed to consist entirely of nose, 

and was surmounted by a white sugar-loaf hat set off with a little red cock’s tail. They all had 
beards, of various shapes and colors. There was one who seemed to be the commander. He was 
a stout old gentleman, with a weather-beaten countenance; he wore a laced doublet, broad belt 
and hanger, high-crowned hat and feather, red stockings, and high-heeled shoes, with roses in 
them. The whole group reminded Rip of the figures in an old Flemish painting, in the parlor of 
Dominie Van Shaick, the village parson, and which had been brought over from Holland at the 
time of the settlement.

What seemed particularly odd to Rip was, that though these folks were evidently amusing 
themselves, yet they maintained the gravest faces, the most mysterious silence, and were, withal, 
the most melancholy party of pleasure he had ever witnessed. Nothing interrupted the stillness 
of the scene but the noise of the balls, which, whenever they were rolled, echoed along the 
mountains like rumbling peals of thunder.
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As Rip and his companion approached them, they 
suddenly desisted from their play, and stared at him 
with such fixed statue-like gaze, and such strange, 
uncouth, lack-lustre countenances, that his heart 
turned within him, and his knees smote together. His 
companion now emptied the contents of the keg into 
large flagons, and made signs to him to wait upon 
the company. He obeyed with fear and trembling; 
they quaffed the liquor in profound silence, and then 
returned to their game.

By degrees Rip’s awe and apprehension subsided. 
He even ventured, when no eye was fixed upon 
him, to taste the beverage, which he found had 
much of the flavor of excellent Hollands. He was 
naturally a thirsty soul, and was soon tempted to 
repeat the draught. One taste provoked another; and 
he reiterated his visits to the flagon so often that at 
length his senses were overpowered, his eyes swam in 
his head, his head gradually declined, and he fell into 
a deep sleep.

On waking, he found himself on the green knoll whence he had first seen the old man of the 
glen. He rubbed his eyes—it was a bright sunny morning. The birds were hopping and twittering 
among the bushes, and the eagle was wheeling aloft, and breasting the pure mountain breeze. 
“Surely,” thought Rip, “I have not slept here all night.” He recalled the occurrences before he fell 
asleep. The strange man with a keg of liquor—the mountain ravine—the wild retreat among the 
rocks—the woe-begone party at nine-pins—the flagon—“Oh! that flagon! that wicked flagon!” 
thought Rip—“what excuse shall I make to Dame Van Winkle!”

He looked round for his gun, but in place of the clean well-oiled fowling-piece, he found an 
old firelock lying by him, the barrel incrusted with rust, the lock falling off, and the stock worm-
eaten. He now suspected that the grave roysterers of the mountain had put a trick upon him, 
and having dosed him with liquor, had robbed him of his gun. Wolf, too, had disappeared, but 
he might have strayed away after a squirrel or partridge. He whistled after him and shouted his 
name, but all in vain; the echoes repeated his whistle and shout, but no dog was to be seen.

He determined to revisit the scene of the last evening’s gambol, and if he met with any of the 
party, to demand his dog and gun. As he rose to walk, he found himself stiff in the joints, and 
wanting in his usual activity. “These mountain beds do not agree with me,” thought Rip; “and if 
this frolic should lay me up with a fit of the rheumatism, I shall have a blessed time with Dame Van 
Winkle.” With some difficulty he got down into the glen: he found the gully up which he and his 
companion had ascended the preceding evening; but to his astonishment a mountain stream was 
now foaming down it, leaping from rock to rock, and filling the glen with babbling murmurs. He, 
however, made shift to scramble up its sides, working his toilsome way through thickets of birch, 
sassafras, and witch-hazel, and sometimes tripped up or entangled by the wild grapevines that 
twisted their coils or tendrils from tree to tree, and spread a kind of network in his path.
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At length he reached to where the ravine had opened through the cliffs to the amphitheatre; 
but no traces of such opening remained. The rocks presented a high impenetrable wall over 
which the torrent came tumbling in a sheet of feathery foam, and fell into a broad deep basin, 
black from the shadows of the surrounding forest. Here, then, poor Rip was brought to a stand. 
He again called and whistled after his dog; he was only answered by the cawing of a flock of idle 
crows, sporting high in air about a dry tree that overhung a sunny precipice; and who, secure in 
their elevation, seemed to look down and scoff at the poor man’s perplexities. What was to be 
done? the morning was passing away, and Rip felt famished for want of his breakfast. He grieved 
to give up his dog and gun; he dreaded to meet his wife; but it would not do to starve among 
the mountains. He shook his head, shouldered the rusty firelock, and, with a heart full of trouble 
and anxiety, turned his steps homeward.

As he approached the village he met a number of people, but none whom he knew, which 
somewhat surprised him, for he had thought himself acquainted with every one in the country 
round. Their dress, too, was of a different fashion from that to which he was accustomed. They 
all stared at him with equal marks of surprise, and whenever they cast their eyes upon him, 
invariably stroked their chins. The constant recurrence of this gesture induced Rip, involuntarily, 
to do the same, when to his astonishment, he found his beard had grown a foot long!

He had now entered the skirts of the village. A troop of strange children ran at his heels, 
hooting after him, and pointing at his gray beard. The dogs, too, not one of which he recognized 
for an old acquaintance, barked at him as he passed. The very village was altered; it was larger 
and more populous. There were rows of houses which he had never seen before, and those which 
had been his familiar haunts had disappeared. Strange names were over the doors—strange 
faces at the windows—every thing was strange. His mind now misgave him; he began to doubt 
whether both he and the world around him were not bewitched. Surely this was his native 
village, which he had left but the day before. There stood the Kaatskill mountains—there ran the 
silver Hudson at a distance—there was every hill and dale precisely as it had always been—Rip 
was sorely perplexed—“That flagon last night,” thought he, “has addled my poor head sadly!”

It was with some difficulty that he found the way to his own house, which he approached 
with silent awe, expecting every moment to hear the shrill voice of Dame Van Winkle. He found 
the house gone to decay—the roof fallen in, the windows shattered, and the doors off the hinges. 
A half-starved dog that looked like Wolf was skulking about it. Rip called him by name, but the 
cur snarled, showed his teeth, and passed on. This was an unkind cut indeed—“My very dog,” 
sighed poor Rip, “has forgotten me!”

He entered the house, which, to tell the truth, Dame Van Winkle had always kept in neat 
order. It was empty, forlorn, and apparently abandoned. This desolateness overcame all his 
connubial fears—he called loudly for his wife and children—the lonely chambers rang for a 
moment with his voice, and then all again was silence.

He now hurried forth, and hastened to his old resort, the village inn—but it too was gone. 
A large rickety wooden building stood in its place, with great gaping windows, some of them 
broken and mended with old hats and petticoats, and over the door was painted, “the Union 
Hotel, by Jonathan Doolittle.” Instead of the great tree that used to shelter the quiet little Dutch 
inn of yore, there now was reared a tall naked pole, with something on the top that looked like a 
red night-cap, and from it was fluttering a flag, on which was a singular assemblage of stars and 
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stripes—all this was strange and incomprehensible. He recognized on the sign, however, the ruby 
face of King George, under which he had smoked so many a peaceful pipe; but even this was 
singularly metamorphosed. The red coat was changed for one of blue and buff, a sword was held 
in the hand instead of a sceptre, the head was decorated with a cocked hat, and underneath was 
painted in large characters, GENERAL WASHINGTON.

There was, as usual, a crowd of folk about the door, but none that Rip recollected. The very 
character of the people seemed changed. There was a busy, bustling, disputatious tone about 
it, instead of the accustomed phlegm and drowsy tranquillity. He looked in vain for the sage 
Nicholas Vedder, with his broad face, double chin, and fair long pipe, uttering clouds of tobacco-
smoke instead of idle speeches; or Van Bummel, the schoolmaster, doling forth the contents 
of an ancient newspaper. In place of these, a lean, bilious-looking fellow, with his pockets full 
of handbills, was haranguing vehemently about rights of citizens—elections—members of 
congress—liberty—Bunker’s Hill—heroes of seventy-six—and other words, which were a perfect 
Babylonish jargon to the bewildered Van Winkle.

The appearance of Rip, with his long grizzled 
beard, his rusty fowling-piece, his uncouth dress, 
and an army of women and children at his heels, 
soon attracted the attention of the tavern politicians. 
They crowded round him, eyeing him from head to 
foot with great curiosity. The orator bustled up to 
him, and, drawing him partly aside, inquired “on 
which side he voted?” Rip stared in vacant stupidity. 
Another short but busy little fellow pulled him by 
the arm, and, rising on tiptoe, inquired in his ear, 
“Whether he was Federal or Democrat?” Rip was 
equally at a loss to comprehend the question; when 
a knowing, self-important old gentleman, in a sharp 
cocked hat, made his way through the crowd, putting 
them to the right and left with his elbows as he 
passed, and planting himself before Van Winkle, with 
one arm akimbo, the other resting on his cane, his 
keen eyes and sharp hat penetrating, as it were, into 
his very soul, demanded in an austere tone, “what brought him to the election with a gun on his 
shoulder, and a mob at his heels, and whether he meant to breed a riot in the village?”—“Alas! 
gentlemen,” cried Rip, somewhat dismayed, “I am a poor quiet man, a native of the place, and a 
loyal subject of the king, God bless him!”

Here a general shout burst from the by-standers—“A tory! a tory! a spy! a refugee! hustle 
him! away with him!” It was with great difficulty that the self-important man in the cocked 
hat restored order; and, having assumed a tenfold austerity of brow, demanded again of the 
unknown culprit, what he came there for, and whom he was seeking? The poor man humbly 
assured him that he meant no harm, but merely came there in search of some of his neighbors, 
who used to keep about the tavern.

“Well—who are they?—name them.”
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Rip bethought himself a moment, and inquired, “Where’s Nicholas Vedder?”
There was a silence for a little while, when an old man replied, in a thin piping voice, 

“Nicholas Vedder! why, he is dead and gone these eighteen years! There was a wooden tombstone 
in the church-yard that used to tell all about him, but that’s rotten and gone too.”

“Where’s Brom Dutcher?”
“Oh, he went off to the army in the beginning of the war; some say he was killed at the 

storming of Stony Point—others say he was drowned in a squall at the foot of Antony’s Nose. I 
don’t know—he never came back again.”

“Where’s Van Bummel, the schoolmaster?”
“He went off to the wars too, was a great militia general, and is now in Congress.”
Rip’s heart died away at hearing of these sad changes in his home and friends, and finding 

himself thus alone in the world. Every answer puzzled him too, by treating of such enormous 
lapses of time, and of matters which he could not understand: war—congress—Stony Point;—he 
had no courage to ask after any more friends, but cried out in despair, “Does nobody here know 
Rip Van Winkle?”

“Oh, Rip Van Winkle!” exclaimed two or three, “Oh, to be sure! that’s Rip Van Winkle 
yonder, leaning against the tree.”

Rip looked, and beheld a precise counterpart of himself, as he went up the mountain: 
apparently as lazy, and certainly as ragged. The poor fellow was now completely confounded. 
He doubted his own identity, and whether he was himself or another man. In the midst of his 
bewilderment, the man in the cocked hat demanded who he was, and what was his name?

“God knows,” exclaimed he, at his wit’s end; “I’m not myself—I’m somebody else—that’s me 
yonder—no—that’s somebody else got into my shoes—I was myself last night, but I fell asleep 
on the mountain, and they’ve changed my gun, and 
every thing’s changed, and I’m changed, and I can’t 
tell what’s my name, or who I am!”

The by-standers began now to look at each other, 
nod, wink significantly, and tap their fingers against 
their foreheads. There was a whisper also, about 
securing the gun, and keeping the old fellow from 
doing mischief, at the very suggestion of which the 
self-important man in the cocked hat retired with 
some precipitation. At this critical moment a fresh 
comely woman pressed through the throng to get 
a peep at the gray-bearded man. She had a chubby 
child in her arms, which, frightened at his looks, 
began to cry. “Hush, Rip,” cried she, “hush, you little 
fool; the old man won’t hurt you.” The name of the 
child, the air of the mother, the tone of her voice, all 
awakened a train of recollections in his mind. “What 
is your name, my good woman?” asked he.

“Judith Gardenier.”
“And your father’s name?”
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“Ah, poor man, Rip Van Winkle was his name, but it’s twenty years since he went away from 
home with his gun, and never has been heard of since—his dog came home without him; but 
whether he shot himself, or was carried away by the Indians, nobody can tell. I was then but a 
little girl.”

Rip had but one question more to ask; but he put it with a faltering voice:
“Where’s your mother?”
“Oh, she too had died but a short time since; she broke a blood-vessel in a fit of passion at a 

New-England peddler.”
There was a drop of comfort, at least, in this intelligence. The honest man could contain 

himself no longer. He caught his daughter and her child in his arms. “I am your father!” cried 
he—“Young Rip Van Winkle once—old Rip Van Winkle now!—Does nobody know poor Rip 
Van Winkle?”

All stood amazed, until an old woman, tottering out from among the crowd, put her hand to 
her brow, and peering under it in his face for a moment, exclaimed, “Sure enough! it is Rip Van 
Winkle—it is himself! Welcome home again, old neighbor—Why, where have you been these 
twenty long years?”

Rip’s story was soon told, for the whole twenty years had been to him but as one night. The 
neighbors stared when they heard it; some were seen to wink at each other, and put their tongues 
in their cheeks: and the self-important man in the cocked hat, who, when the alarm was over, 
had returned to the field, screwed down the corners of his mouth, and shook his head—upon 
which there was a general shaking of the head throughout the assemblage.

It was determined, however, to take the opinion of old Peter Vanderdonk, who was seen 
slowly advancing up the road. He was a descendant of the historian of that name, who wrote one 
of the earliest accounts of the province. Peter was the most ancient inhabitant of the village, and 
well versed in all the wonderful events and traditions of the neighborhood. He recollected Rip at 
once, and corroborated his story in the most satisfactory manner. He assured the company that it 
was a fact, handed down from his ancestor the historian, that the Kaatskill mountains had always 
been haunted by strange beings. That it was affirmed that the great Hendrick Hudson, the first 
discoverer of the river and country, kept a kind of vigil there every twenty years, with his crew 
of the Half-moon; being permitted in this way to revisit the scenes of his enterprise, and keep a 
guardian eye upon the river, and the great city called by his name. That his father had once seen 
them in their old Dutch dresses playing at nine-pins in a hollow of the mountain; and that he 
himself had heard, one summer afternoon, the sound of their balls, like distant peals of thunder.

To make a long story short, the company broke up, and returned to the more important 
concerns of the election. Rip’s daughter took him home to live with her; she had a snug, well-
furnished house, and a stout cheery farmer for a husband, whom Rip recollected for one of the 
urchins that used to climb upon his back. As to Rip’s son and heir, who was the ditto of himself, 
seen leaning against the tree, he was employed to work on the farm; but evinced an hereditary 
disposition to attend to anything else but his business.

Rip now resumed his old walks and habits; he soon found many of his former cronies, 
though all rather the worse for the wear and tear of time; and preferred making friends among 
the rising generation, with whom he soon grew into great favor.
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Having nothing to do at home, and being arrived at that happy age when a man can be idle 
with impunity, he took his place once more on the bench at the inn door, and was reverenced 
as one of the patriarchs of the village, and a chronicle of the old times “before the war.” It was 
some time before he could get into the regular track of gossip, or could be made to comprehend 

the strange events that had taken place during his 
torpor. How that there had been a revolutionary 
war—that the country had thrown off the yoke of 
old England—and that, instead of being a subject 
of his Majesty George the Third, he was now a free 
citizen of the United States. Rip, in fact, was no 
politician; the changes of states and empires made but 
little impression on him; but there was one species 
of despotism under which he had long groaned, 
and that was—petticoat government. Happily that 
was at an end; he had got his neck out of the yoke 
of matrimony, and could go in and out whenever 
he pleased, without dreading the tyranny of Dame 
Van Winkle. Whenever her name was mentioned, 
however, he shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, 
and cast up his eyes; which might pass either for an 
expression of resignation to his fate, or joy at his 
deliverance.

He used to tell his story to every stranger that 
arrived at Mr. Doolittle’s hotel. He was observed, at 
first, to vary on some points every time he told it, 
which was, doubtless, owing to his having so recently 
awaked. It at last settled down precisely to the tale 

I have related, and not a man, woman, or child in the neighborhood, but knew it by heart. 
Some always pretended to doubt the reality of it, and insisted that Rip had been out of his head, 
and that this was one point on which he always remained flighty. The old Dutch inhabitants, 
however, almost universally gave it full credit. Even to this day they never hear a thunderstorm of 
a summer afternoon about the Kaatskill, but they say Hendrick Hudson and his crew are at their 
game of nine-pins; and it is a common wish of all hen-pecked husbands in the neighborhood, 
when life hangs heavy on their hands, that they might have a quieting draught out of Rip Van 
Winkle’s flagon.
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Farewell Address
George Washington (1796)

As President Washington’s second term was drawing to a close, he composed this message with the 
assistance of Alexander Hamilton and James Madison, giving his advice to the nation. It was 
published in the Philadelphia Daily American Advertiser on September 19, 1796, and then 
appeared in other newspapers. Here are some excerpts.

Friends, and Fellow-Citizens: 
The period for a new election of a Citizen, to Administer the Executive government of the 

United States being not far distant, and the time actually arrived, when your thoughts must be 
employed in designating the person, who is to be cloathed with that important trust, it appears 
to me proper, especially as it may conduce to a more distinct expression of the public voice, that 
I should now apprise you of the resolution I have formed, to decline being considered among the 
number of those, out of whom a choice is to be made. . . .

In looking forward to the moment, which is intended to terminate the career of my public 
life, my feelings do not permit me to suspend the deep acknowledgment of that debt of gratitude 
which I owe to my beloved country, for the many honors it has conferred upon me; still more 
for the stedfast confidence with which it has supported me; and for the opportunities I have 
thence enjoyed of manifesting my inviolable attachment, by services faithful and persevering, 
though in usefulness unequal to my zeal. If benefits have resulted to our country from these 
services, let it always be remembered to your praise, and as an instructive example in our annals, 
that, under circumstances in which the Passions agitated in every direction were liable to 
mislead, amidst appearances sometimes dubious, viscissitudes of fortune often discouraging, in 
situations in which not unfrequently want of Success has countenanced the spirit of criticism, 
the constancy of your support was the essential prop of the efforts, and a guarantee of the plans 
by which they were effected. Profoundly penetrated with this idea, I shall carry it with me 
to my grave as a strong incitement to unceasing vows that Heaven may continue to you the 
choicest tokens of its beneficence; that your Union and brotherly affection may be perpetual; 
that the free constitution, which is the work of your hands, may be sacredly maintained; that its 
Administration in every department may be stamped with wisdom and Virtue; that, in fine, the 
happiness of the people of these States, under the auspices of liberty, may be made complete by 
so careful a preservation and so prudent a use of this blessing as will acquire to them the glory 
of recommending it to the applause, the affection, and adoption of every nation which is yet a 
stranger to it. 

Here, perhaps, I ought to stop. But a solicitude for your welfare which cannot end but with 
my life, and the apprehension of danger, natural to that solicitude, urge me on an occasion like 
the present, to offer to your solemn contemplation, and to recommend to your frequent review, 
some sentiments; which are the result of much reflection, of no inconsiderable observation, and 
which appear to me all important to the permanency of your felicity as a People. These will be 
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offered to you with the more freedom, as you can only see in them the disinterested warnings of 
a parting friend, who can possibly have no personal motive to bias his counsel. Nor can I forget, 
as an encouragement to it, your endulgent reception of my sentiments on a former and not 
dissimilar occasion. 

Interwoven as is the love of liberty with every ligament of your hearts, no recommendation 
of mine is necessary to fortify or confirm the attachment. 

The Unity of Government which constitutes you one people is also now dear to you. It is 
justly so; for it is a main Pillar in the Edifice of your real independence, the support of your 
tranquility at home; your peace abroad; of your safety; of your prosperity; of that very Liberty 
which you so highly prize. But as it is easy to foresee, that from different causes and from 
different quarters, much pains will be taken, many artifices employed, to weaken in your minds 
the conviction of this truth; as this is the point in your political fortress against which the 
batteries of internal and external enemies will be most constantly and actively (though often 
covertly and insidiously) directed, it is of infinite moment that you should properly estimate 
the immense value of your national Union to your collective and individual happiness; that you 
should cherish a cordial, habitual and immoveable attachment to it; accustoming yourselves to 
think and speak of it as of the Palladium of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its 
preservation with jealous anxiety; discountenancing whatever may suggest even a suspicion that 
it can in any event be abandoned, and indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every 
attempt to alienate any portion of our Country from the rest, or to enfeeble the sacred ties which 
now link together the various parts. 

For this you have every inducement of sympathy and interest. Citizens by birth or choice, 
of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of 
AMERICAN, which belongs to you, in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride 
of Patriotism, more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades 
of difference, you have the same Religion, Manners, Habits, and political Principles. You have in 
a common cause fought and triumphed together. The independence and liberty you possess are 
the work of joint councils, and joint efforts; of common dangers, sufferings and successes. 

But these considerations, however powerfully they address themselves to your sensibility are 
greatly outweighed by those which apply more immediately to your Interest. Here every portion 
of our country finds the most commanding motives for carefully guarding and preserving the 
Union of the whole. . . .

The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge 
natural to party dissention, which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most 
horrid enormities, is itself a frightful despotism. But this leads at length to a more formal and 
permanent despotism. The disorders and miseries, which result, gradually incline the minds of 
men to seek security and repose in the absolute power of an Individual: and sooner or later the 
chief of some prevailing faction more able or more fortunate than his competitors, turns this 
disposition to the purposes of his own elevation, on the ruins of Public Liberty. 

Without looking forward to an extremity of this kind (which nevertheless ought not to be 
entirely out of sight) the common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of Party are sufficient to 
make it the interest and duty of a wise People to discourage and restrain it. 
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It serves always to distract the Public Councils and enfeeble the Public administration. It 
agitates the Community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of 
one part against another; foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to foreign 
influence and corruption, which find a facilitated access to the government itself through the 
channels of party passions. Thus the policy and the will of one country, are subjected to the 
policy and will of another. . . .

Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and morality 
are indispensable supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of Patriotism who should 
labour to subvert these great Pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of 
Men and citizens. The mere Politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to 
cherish them. A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. 
Let it simply be asked where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of 
religious obligation desert the oaths, which are the instruments of investigation in Courts of 
Justice? And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without 
religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar 
structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that National morality can prevail 
in exclusion of religious principle. ’Tis substantially true, that virtue or morality is a necessary 
spring of popular government. The rule indeed extends with more or less force to every species of 
free Government. Who that is a sincere friend to it, can look with indifference upon attempts to 
shake the foundation of the fabric?

Promote then as an object of primary importance, Institutions for the general diffusion of 
knowledge. In proportion as the structure of a government gives force to public opinion, it is 
essential that public opinion should be enlightened. 

Allyn Cox designed this illustration of George Washington working on his farewell address. It is 
located in the Great Experiment Hall of the U.S. Capitol.
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As a very important source of strength and security, cherish public credit. One method of 
preserving it is to use it as sparingly as possible: avoiding occasions of expence by cultivating 
peace, but remembering also that timely disbursements to prepare for danger frequently prevent 
much greater disbursements to repel it; avoiding likewise the accumulation of debt, not only 
by shunning occasions of expence, but by vigorous exertions in time of Peace to discharge the 
Debts which unavoidable wars may have occasioned, not ungenerously throwing upon posterity 
the burthen which we ourselves ought to bear. The execution of these maxims belongs to your 
Representatives; but it is necessary that public opinion should cooperate. To facilitate to them 
the performance of their duty it is essential that you should practically bear in mind, that 
towards the payment of debts there must be Revenue; that to have Revenue there must be taxes; 
that no taxes can be devised which are not more or less inconvenient and unpleasant; that the 
intrinsic embarrassment inseperable from the selection of the proper objects (which is always a 
choice of difficulties) ought to be a decisive motive for a candid construction of the Conduct 
of the Government in making it, and for a spirit of acquiescence in the measures for obtaining 
Revenue which the public exigencies may at any time dictate. 

Observe good faith and justice towards all Nations. Cultivate peace and harmony with all. 
Religion and morality enjoin this conduct; and can it be that good policy does not equally enjoin 
it? It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and, at no distant period, a great Nation, to give 
to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a People always guided by an exalted 
justice and benevolence. Who can doubt that in the course of time and things the fruits of such 
a plan would richly repay any temporary advantages which might be lost by a steady adherence 
to it? Can it be, that Providence has not connected the permanent felicity of a Nation with its 
virtue? The experiment, at least, is recommended by every sentiment which ennobles human 
Nature. Alas! is it rendered impossible by its vices? 

In the execution of such a plan nothing is more essential than that permanent, inveterate 
antipathies against particular Nations and passionate attachments for others should be excluded; 
and that in place of them just and amicable feelings towards all should be cultivated. The Nation, 
which indulges towards another an habitual hatred, or an habitual fondness, is in some degree a 
slave. It is a slave to its animosity or to its affection, either of which is sufficient to lead it astray 
from its duty and its interest. Antipathy in one Nation against another, disposes each more 
readily to offer insult and injury, to lay hold of slight causes of umbrage, and to be haughty and 
intractable, when accidental or trifling occasions of dispute occur. Hence frequent collisions, 
obstinate, envenomed, and bloody contests. The Nation, prompted by ill will and resentment 
sometimes impels to War the Government, contrary to the best calculations of policy. The 
government sometimes participates in the national propensity, and adopts through passion what 
reason would reject; at other times, it makes the animosity of the Nation subservient to projects 
of hostility instigated by pride, ambition and other sinister and pernicious motives. The peace 
often, sometimes perhaps the Liberty, of Nations has been the victim. . . .

The Great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign Nations is in extending our commercial 
relations to have with them as little political connection as possible. So far as we have already 
formed engagements let them be fulfilled, with perfect good faith. Here let us stop. 

Europe has a set of primary interests, which to us have none, or a very remote relation. 
Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign 
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to our concerns. Hence therefore it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves, by artificial ties, 
in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or the ordinary combinations and collisions of her 
friendships, or enmities.

Our detached and distant situation invites and enables us to pursue a different course. If 
we remain one People, under an efficient government, the period is not far off, when we may 
defy material injury from external annoyance; when we may take such an attitude as will cause 
the neutrality we may at any time resolve upon to be scrupulously respected; when belligerent 
nations, under the impossibility of making acquisitions upon us, will not lightly hazard the 
giving us provocation; when we may choose peace or war, as our interest guided by justice shall 
Counsel. . . .

Though in reviewing the incidents of my Administration, I am unconscious of intentional 
error, I am nevertheless too sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have 
committed many errors. Whatever they may be I fervently beseech the Almighty to avert or 
mitigate the evils to which they may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope that my Country 
will never cease to view them with indulgence; and that after forty-five years of my life dedicated 
to its Service, with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be consigned to 
oblivion, as myself must soon be to the Mansions of rest. 

Relying on its kindness in this as in other things, and actuated by that fervent love toward it, 
which is so natural to a Man, who views in it the native soil of himself and his progenitors for 
several Generations; I anticipate with pleasing expectation that retreat, in which I promise myself 
to realize, without alloy, the sweet enjoyment of partaking, in the midst of my fellow Citizens, 
the benign influence of good Laws under a free Government, the ever favourite object of my 
heart, and the happy reward, as I trust, of our mutual cares, labours, and dangers.



101

Virginia and Kentucky Resolutions
(1798, 1799)

These resolutions, written by James Madison (Virginia) and Thomas Jefferson (Kentucky), were 
passed in the Virginia and Kentucky state legislatures as protests against the Alien and Sedition 
Acts passed by Congress. The resolutions assert that the state legislatures consider the acts to be 
unconstitutional and suggest that the states not comply with them.

The Virginia Resolution

RESOLVED, That the General Assembly of Virginia, doth unequivocably express a firm 
resolution to maintain and defend the Constitution of the United States, and the Constitution 
of this State, against every aggression either foreign or domestic, and that they will support the 
government of the United States in all measures warranted by the former. 

That this assembly most solemnly declares a warm attachment to the Union of the States, to 
maintain which it pledges all its powers; and that for this end, it is their duty to watch over and 
oppose every infraction of those principles which constitute the only basis of that Union, because 
a faithful observance of them, can alone secure its existence and the public happiness. 

That this Assembly doth explicitly and peremptorily declare, that it views the powers 
of the federal government, as resulting from the compact, to which the states are parties; as 
limited by the plain sense and intention of the instrument constituting the compact; as no 
further valid than they are authorized by the grants enumerated in that compact; and that in 
case of a deliberate, palpable, and dangerous exercise of other powers, not granted by the said 
compact, the states who are parties thereto, have the right, and are in duty bound, to interpose 
for arresting the progress of the evil, and for maintaining within their respective limits, the 
authorities, rights and liberties appertaining to them. 

That the General Assembly doth also express its deep regret, that a spirit has in sundry 
instances, been manifested by the federal government, to enlarge its powers by forced constructions 
of the constitutional charter which defines them; and that implications have appeared of a design 
to expound certain general phrases (which having been copied from the very limited grant of 
power, in the former articles of confederation were the less liable to be misconstrued) so as to 
destroy the meaning and effect, of the particular enumeration which necessarily explains and limits 
the general phrases; and so as to consolidate the states by degrees, into one sovereignty, the obvious 
tendency and inevitable consequence of which would be, to transform the present republican 
system of the United States, into an absolute, or at best a mixed monarchy.

That the General Assembly doth particularly protest against the palpable and alarming 
infractions of the Constitution, in the two late cases of the “Alien and Sedition Acts” passed at 
the last session of Congress; the first of which exercises a power no where delegated to the federal 
government, and which by uniting legislative and judicial powers to those of executive, subverts 
the general principles of free government; as well as the particular organization, and positive 
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provisions of the federal constitution; and the other of which acts, exercises in like manner, a 
power not delegated by the constitution, but on the contrary, expressly and positively forbidden 
by one of the amendments thererto; a power, which more than any other, ought to produce 
universal alarm, because it is levelled against that right of freely examining public characters and 
measures, and of free communication among the people thereon, which has ever been justly 
deemed, the only effectual guardian of every other right. 

That this state having by its Convention, which ratified the federal Constitution, expressly 
declared, that among other essential rights, “the Liberty of Conscience and of the Press cannot be 
cancelled, abridged, restrained, or modified by any authority of the United States,” and from its 
extreme anxiety to guard these rights from every possible attack of sophistry or ambition, having 
with other states, recommended an amendment for that purpose, which amendment was, in due 
time, annexed to the Constitution; it would mark a reproachable inconsistency, and criminal 
degeneracy, if an indifference were now shewn, to the most palpable violation of one of the 
Rights, thus declared and secured; and to the establishment of a precedent which may be fatal to 
the other. 

That the good people of this commonwealth, having ever felt, and continuing to feel, the 
most sincere affection for their brethren of the other states; the truest anxiety for establishing 
and perpetuating the union of all; and the most scrupulous fidelity to that constitution, which is 
the pledge of mutual friendship, and the instrument of mutual happiness; the General Assembly 
doth solemnly appeal to the like dispositions of the other states, in confidence that they will 
concur with this commonwealth in declaring, as it does hereby declare, that the acts aforesaid, 
are unconstitutional; and that the necessary and proper measures will be taken by each, for co-
operating with this state, in maintaining the Authorities, Rights, and Liberties, referred to the 
States respectively, or to the people. 

That the Governor be desired, to transmit a copy of the foregoing Resolutions to 
the executive authority of each of the other states, with a request that the same may be 
communicated to the Legislature thereof; and that a copy be furnished to each of the Senators 
and Representatives representing this state in the Congress of the United States. 

Agreed to by the Senate, December 24, 1798.

The Kentucky Resolution

The representatives of the good people of this commonwealth in general assembly convened, 
having maturely considered the answers of sundry states in the Union, to their resolutions passed 
at the last session, respecting certain unconstitutional laws of Congress, commonly called the 
Alien and Sedition laws, would be faithless indeed to themselves, and to those they represent, 
were they silently to acquiesce in principles and doctrines attempted to be maintained in all 
those answers, that of Virginia only excepted. To again enter the field of argument, and attempt 
more fully or forcibly to expose the unconstitutionality of those obnoxious laws, would, it is 
apprehended, be as unnecessary as unavailing. 

We cannot however but lament, that in the discussion of those interesting subjects, by 
sundry of the legislatures of our sister states, unfounded suggestions, and uncandid insinuations, 
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derogatory of the true character and principles of the good people of this commonwealth, 
have been substituted in place of fair reasoning and sound argument. Our opinions of those 
alarming measures of the general government, together with our reasons for those opinions, 
were detailed with decency and with temper, and submitted to the discussion and judgment of 
our fellow citizens throughout the Union. Whether the decency and temper have been observed 
in the answers of most of those states who have denied or attempted to obviate the great truths 
contained in those resolutions, we have now only to submit to a candid world. Faithful to 
the true principles of the federal union, unconscious of any designs to disturb the harmony 
of that Union, and anxious only to escape the fangs of despotism, the good people of this 
commonwealth are regardless of censure or calumniation. 

Lest however the silence of this commonwealth should be construed into an acquiescence 
in the doctrines and principles advanced and attempted to be maintained by the said answers, 
or lest those of our fellow citizens throughout the Union, who so widely differ from us on those 
important subjects, should be deluded by the expectation, that we shall be deterred from what 
we conceive our duty; or shrink from the principles contained in those resolutions: therefore, 

RESOLVED, That this commonwealth considers the federal union, upon the terms and 
for the purposes specified in the late compact, as conducive to the liberty and happiness of 
the several states: That it does now unequivocally declare its attachment to the Union, and to 
that compact, agreeable to its obvious and real intention, and will be among the last to seek its 
dissolution: That if those who administer the general government be permitted to transgress 
the limits fixed by that compact, by a total disregard to the special delegations of power therein 
contained, annihilation of the state governments, and the erection upon their ruins, of a 
general consolidated government, will be the inevitable consequence: That the principle and 
construction contended for by sundry of the state legislatures, that the general government is the 
exclusive judge of the extent of the powers delegated to it, stop nothing short of despotism; since 
the discretion of those who administer the government, and not the constitution, would be the 
measure of their powers: That the several states who formed that instrument, being sovereign and 
independent, have the unquestionable right to judge of its infraction; and that a nullification, by 
those sovereignties, of all unauthorized acts done under colour of that instrument, is the rightful 
remedy: That this commonwealth does upon the most deliberate reconsideration declare, that 
the said Alien and Sedition laws, are in their opinion, palpable violations of the said constitution; 
and however cheerfully it may be disposed to surrender its opinion to a majority of its sister 
states in matters of ordinary or doubtful policy; yet, in momentous regulations like the present, 
which so vitally wound the best rights of the citizen, it would consider a silent acquiescence as 
highly criminal: That although this commonwealth as a party to the federal compact; will bow 
to the laws of the Union, yet it does at the same time declare, that it will not now, nor ever 
hereafter, cease to oppose in a constitutional manner, every attempt from what quarter soever 
offered, to violate that compact: 

AND FINALLY, in order that no pretexts or arguments may be drawn from a supposed 
acquiescence on the part of this commonwealth in the constitutionality of those laws, and be 
thereby used as precedents for similar future violations of federal compact; this commonwealth 
does now enter against them, its SOLEMN PROTEST. 

Approved December 3rd, 1799. 
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A Man Worth Knowing
David McCullough (2006)

David McCullough’s biography of John Adams, published in 2001, won the Pulitzer Prize. The 
following is from a lecture on John Adams, which McCullough delivered at Hillsdale College in 
2006.

I think that we need history as much as we need bread or water or love. To make the point, 
I want to discuss a single human being and why we should know him. And the first thing I 
want to say about him is that he is an example of the transforming miracle of education. When 
he and others wrote in the Declaration of Independence about “life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness,” what they meant by “happiness” wasn’t longer vacations or more material goods. 
They were talking about the enlargement of the human experience through the life of the mind 
and the life of the spirit. And they knew that the system of government they were setting up 
wouldn’t work if the people weren’t educated. “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a 
state of civilization,” Jefferson wrote, “it expects what never was and never will be.”

John Adams was born into a poor farm family. He is often imagined as a rich Boston 
blueblood. He was none of those. His one great advantage, or break, was a scholarship to 
college—to Harvard College, which at that time had all of four buildings and a faculty of seven. 
Adams entered Harvard when he was 15 and discovered books. After that, he later recalled, “I 
read forever.”

At a young age, he began to keep a diary—it was about the size of the palm of your hand, 
and his handwriting so small you need a magnifying glass to read it—with the idea that by 
reckoning day-by-day his moral assets and liabilities, he could improve himself: “Oh! that I could 
wear out of my mind every mean and base affectation, conquer my natural pride and conceit,” 
he wrote. His natural pride and conceit would be among the things his critics would throw at 
him for the rest of his life. What’s so interesting here is that he recognized this himself so early.

On July 21, 1756, at the age of 20, he wrote this memorable entry:

I am resolved to rise with the sun and to study Scriptures on Thursday, Friday, Saturday, 
and Sunday mornings, and to study some Latin author the other three mornings. Noons 
and nights I intend to read English authors. . . . I will rouse up my mind and fix my 
attention. I will stand collected within myself and think upon what I read and what I 
see. I will strive with all my soul to be something more than persons who have had less 
advantages than myself. 

But the next morning he slept until seven, and in a one-line entry the following week he 
wrote: “A very rainy day. Dreamed away the time.” There was so much that he wanted to know 
and do, and he would have moments when he thought life was passing him by: “I have no 
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books, no time, no friends. I must therefore be contented to live and die an ignorant, obscure 
fellow.”

Adams went to Harvard with the implicit understanding that he would become a minister, 
but he was never really drawn to that calling. In August 1756, he signed a contract with a young 
Worcester attorney to stay under his inspection (as they put it) for two years. The day after, 
inspired by a sermon he had heard and also perhaps by a feeling of relief over his decision, he 
walked outside and recounted that the night sky was an “amazing concave of Heaven sprinkled 
and glittering with stars” that threw him “into a kind of transport,” such that he knew such 
wonders to be gifts of God. “But all the provisions that [God] has [made] for the gratifications of 
our senses,” he continued,

are much inferior to the provision, the wonderful provision, that He has made for the 
gratification of our nobler powers of intelligence and reason. He has given us reason to find 
out the truth, and the real design and true end of our existence. 

Making It Happen
Adams quickly rose in his profession and took an 

interest in politics. By the time he became president 
in 1796, he had served a multitude of duties for his 
country. He had been one of those who explained 
the philosophy and principles of the American 
Revolution to the people of the time through what 
he wrote in newspapers. He had defended the hated 
British soldiers who were arrested and put on trial 
after the so-called Boston Massacre, when nobody 
else would defend them. Asked to do so, and 
knowing that it might destroy his political career, 
he thought it his duty in a society governed by law. 
And it didn’t hurt his career one bit because people 
saw that he was a man of conviction. He had served 
brilliantly in the Continental Congress. Among other 
accomplishments, he was the man who put the name 
of George Washington in nomination to become the 
commander-in-chief of the Continental Army; he 
chose Thomas Jefferson to write the Declaration of 
Independence; later on he would put John Marshall 
on the Supreme Court. If he had done nothing but 
these three things, he would be someone we should 
know.

Adams more than anyone got the Continental 
Congress to vote for the Declaration. We have 
no records of what he said. Deliberations took 
place behind closed doors, out of fear of spies in 

John Adams published his Thoughts 
on Government in 1776.
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Philadelphia. Keep in mind that only about a third of the country supported the Revolution. 
Another third was opposed—the Loyalists or Tories, who saw themselves as the true patriots 
because they were standing by their King. The remaining third, in the human way, were waiting 
to see who won. But Adams got the Congress to vote for the Declaration and many wrote about 
it afterwards. If you’ve seen the musical 1776, you’ll remember that he is the central character. 
That’s as it should be. And there are many people in it singing, “Why don’t you be quiet, John 
Adams?” or “Why are you so obnoxious, John Adams?” When I was working on my biography, I 
tried to find out who called him obnoxious, and I found only one—Adams himself. He wrote to 
a friend many years later that he must have been rather obnoxious back then, but that he felt he 
had to make it happen.

Answering the Call
Adams never failed to answer the call of his country to serve, and he was called upon again 

and again, always to the detriment of his livelihood and often with risk to his life. He was asked 
to go to France during the Revolution, and set sail with his 10-year-old son, John Quincy, in 
the dead of winter. British cruisers were lying off the coast of Massachusetts, just waiting for 
someone like Adams to make a run for it to try to obtain French war support. Had he been 
captured, he would have been taken to England, to the Tower of London, and hanged. Keep in 
mind that everybody who signed the Declaration was putting his head in a noose. When our 
Founders pledged their lives, their fortunes and their sacred honor, that wasn’t just rhetoric. Keep 
in mind, too, that they were up against the greatest military power on earth and had very little 
military experience. They had no money—there wasn’t a bank in all of America in 1776. And no 
colonial people had ever successfully revolted against the mother country. Everything was against 
them.

Adams and his son took a boat out to the frigate Boston on February 13, 1777, from a place 
called Houghs Neck, near Braintree. I went with my own son to that point on February 13 
at about the same time, just at dusk. It was about 28 degrees, whereas I think it was 24 or 25 
degrees in 1777. We got out of a nice warm car to walk down to the shore wearing good down 
coats and we stood there with those big, green rollers coming in and the clouds looking very 
ominous and the wind blowing, and we were freezing. We thought to ourselves, how in the 
world did they have the courage to do it? Adams had never set foot on a ship before. The crossing 
would take weeks, perhaps months, if they made it. And as it turned out, everything that could 
have gone wrong went wrong. They were hit by a hurricane. They encountered an enemy ship 
and fought a battle. They were becalmed for a long period. But they eventually made it. Adams 
served in France for about a year, then was called home.

Returning, he wrote the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts—the oldest 
written constitution still in use anywhere in the world today—which is a rough sketch of our 
national Constitution ten years later. It was complete with a bill of rights and with a paragraph 
unlike anything in any previous constitution. Listen to it, and remember that it was written in 
wartime, and by a man who was the first of his family to have an education:

Wisdom and knowledge, as well as virtue, diffused generally among the body of the people 
being necessary for the preservation of their rights and liberties; and as these depend on 
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spreading the opportunities and advantages of education in various parts of the country, and 
among the different orders of the people, it shall be the duty of legislators and magistrates 
in all future periods of this commonwealth to cherish the interests of literature and the 
sciences…

Many people today are saying that we should be teaching morals in our schools. They could 
find support in the closing line of this section of the Commonwealth Constitution, which 
speaks of the necessity “to countenance and inculcate the principles of humanity and general 
benevolence, public and private charity, industry and frugality, honesty and punctuality in their 
dealings, sincerity, good humor, and all social affections, and generous sentiments among the 
people.” Again, if Adams had done nothing but write this remarkable document, he would be 
someone whose character would deserve our attention. And no sooner had he finished it than he 
was called upon again to go to France.

No Simpler Times
Let me say a word about Abigail Adams. She 

probably had better political sense than her husband, 
and was a better judge of people. And she loved 
politics. There is a wonderful scene in the White 
House after Adams had been defeated for re-election 
by Jefferson. Jefferson was invited to come over and 
have dinner, as were many members of the Senate 
and the House. He sat at the table beside Abigail, 
asking “Who’s that man over there?” and “Who’s 
this one over here?” And she told him everything 
about them—where they came from, what their 
constituency was, what their interests were. She was 
as bright as can be and had a backbone of iron. She 
probably didn’t weigh 100 pounds, standing only 
about five feet one. I think she’s one of the greatest 
Americans of all time. And you can discover her, too, 
in her marvelous correspondence with her husband 
during his long absences.

Something I always like to emphasize is that there 
never was a simpler past. We hear often, “Oh, that 

was a simpler time,” but it’s always wrong. Imagine Abigail’s life. Up in the morning at about 
5 to light the fireplace that served as the kitchen, call to the children to come down, cook the 
breakfast, tend the stock, try to keep the farm solvent during the whole war with her husband 
gone and with inflation and with shortages of everything. Schools were closed, so she had to 
educate the children at home. Her day didn’t end until 9 or 10 at night when the children would 
go upstairs to their bedrooms, where it could be so cold that the water in the bowls that they 
used to wash their faces was iced over. And then she would sit down at the kitchen table with a 
single candle and write some of the greatest letters ever written by any American.

Abigail Adams 
Benjamin Blyth (American, 1766)
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In one plaintive letter, she writes: “Posterity who are to reap the blessings will scarcely be able 
to conceive the hardships and sufferings of their ancestors.” And we don’t. We don’t know what 
they went through—epidemics of smallpox or dysentery, which could take the lives of hundreds 
of people just in the little town of Quincy, Massachusetts. It was by no means a simpler time. 
They had to worry about things that we don’t even think about any more, and suffer discomforts 
and inconveniences of a kind that we never even imagine. We have little idea of how tough 
they were. Imagine John Adams setting off in the middle of winter to ride nearly 400 miles 
on horseback to get to Congress. Try riding even 40 miles sometime. John and Abigail were 
separated, in all, more than ten years because of his service to the country.

Much is written about Adams’ vice presidency under Washington, and about his presidency. 
But his diplomatic duties were as important as anything else he did. Primarily, he got the Dutch 
to give us massive loans, which really saved our Revolution—we would probably have lost 
the war with England had it not been for Holland. He went to the Netherlands on his own, 
knowing nobody. He didn’t speak Dutch. He didn’t have authorization from Congress because 
he was out of touch with Congress. But he succeeded. He once said that if anything were written 
on his tombstone, it should be that he was the man who got the Dutch to provide the loans to 
win the war. Yet this fact is little known or understood by most Americans.

Later on, Adams would say the same thing about being the president who kept us out of 
war with France. His presidency is often associated with the war frenzy that led to the Alien and 
Sedition Acts, which Adams signed and which would always stand, appropriately, as a black 
mark against him. Adams was not a great president. But he was a very good one and I think he 
should be judged as more presidents should be judged—not just by what he did, but what he 
didn’t do. He didn’t go to war with France. Had he done so, he would have been re-elected, and 
he knew it. As it was, the 1800 election was extremely close. A change in about 300 votes in 
New York City would have re-elected him. And let us not forget that one of the most important 
turning points in our country, even in the world, was that election, because there was a peaceful 
transition, following a bitter election, from one party to another. It was not contested by armed 
opposition, which was the historical norm. Adams went home to Quincy—having traveled more 
in the service of his country than any other American of that time—and never went anywhere 
ever again, although he lived for 25 more years.

The Inward Journey
Writing a biography and realizing that your subject is going to stay at home his final 25 

years, you wonder how you are going to sustain the rest of the book. But there are all kinds of 
surprises in life, and to me the great surprise of the last part of Adams’ life is that in many ways 
it’s the most interesting. It’s at this point that the inward journey begins. He suffers as he has 
never suffered before. He loses not only Abigail, but their beloved daughter of the same name. 
Those who say that people then lived in a simpler time should imagine their daughter having a 
mastectomy in a bedroom of their house with no anesthetic. Adams lost his wife and daughter, 
he lost a son to alcoholism, he lost his teeth and hair, he lost friends, he lost all of his power, his 
prestige, his influence. But he kept going. In fact, curiously, having in many ways been seen as a 
pessimist, he became increasingly an optimist. It’s in this last part of his life especially that you 
feel his real fiber.
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John Adams, a farm boy, became the most widely and deeply read of any American of that 
bookish time—more so even than Jefferson. At the age of 80, he launched into a 16-volume 
history of France in French, which he had taught 
himself on his Atlantic crossings. And he pours out 
his innermost feelings to a few remaining friends and 
to some of his family, including John Quincy. Let me 
read you two excerpts. The first deals with his growing 
sense of wonder:

I never delighted much in contemplating commas 
and colons, or in spelling or measuring syllables; 
but now? If I attempt to look at these little objects, 
I find my imagination, in spite of all my exertions, 
roaming in the Milky Way, among the nebulae, 
those mighty orbs, and stupendous orbits of suns, 
planets, satellites, and comets, which compose the 
incomprehensible universe; and if I do not sink into 
nothing in my own estimation, I feel an irresistible 
impulse to fall on my knees, in adoration of the 
power that moves, the wisdom that directs, the 
benevolence that sanctifies this wonderful whole. 

One of the few things that Adams had left that he 
adored in his last years were his fruit trees. But then 
came one March night a terrible ice storm, and he woke up the next morning to see all of his 
trees shattered. This could have broken him, but it didn’t. Listen to what he wrote:

A rain had fallen from some warmer region in the skies when the cold here below was 
intense to an extreme. Every drop was frozen wherever it fell in the trees, and clung to 
the limbs and sprigs as if it had been fastened by hooks of steel. The earth was never more 
universally covered with snow, and the rain had frozen upon a crust on the surface which 
shone with the brightness of burnished silver. The icicles on every sprig glowed in all the 
luster of diamonds. Every tree was a chandelier of cut glass. I have seen a queen of France 
with 18 millions of livres of diamonds upon her person and I declare that all the charms 
of her face and figure added to all the glitter of her jewels did not make an impression on 
me equal to that presented by every shrub. The whole world was glittering with precious 
stones. 

Adams died, as many of you know, the same day Jefferson died. Jefferson had been his closest 
friend, then his political rival, then his political enemy. After twelve years of neither speaking to 
each other, Adams initiated the first letter of what was to be one of the great reconciliations in 
our history. The correspondence between these former presidents lasted until their deaths, and 
is some of the most wonderful letters in the English language. And then they died on the same 

John Adams 
Samuel Morse (American, 1816)
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day, each in his own bed, surrounded by his books. And it wasn’t just any day. It was the 4th of 
July, 50 years after the Declaration of Independence. People at the time saw it as the clearest sign 
imaginable that the hand of God was involved with the destiny of the United States—and who 
could blame them?

Citizen and Leader
In ending, I’d like to go back to an incident that took place while Adams was in the White 

House, after he had been defeated for re-election. On the night of January 20, 1801, a fire broke 
out across the lawn at the old Treasury Building. Adams saw the fire from his window and was 
immediately out the door and across the way to lend a hand in a bucket brigade. Think about 
that. He obviously didn’t do it because it might look good and help him to get re-elected. And 
he wasn’t doing it because it was in the job description of the president. He did it because he was 
a good citizen. He had grown up in a community where people helped each other in times of 
trouble. And he did it also for another reason. As a leader, he knew he ought to set an example. 
This is how a newspaper in Washington described the event the next morning:

The fire for some time threatened the most destructive effects—but through the exertions 
of the citizens, animated by the example of the President of the United States (who on 
this occasion fell into the ranks and aided in passing the buckets), was the fire at length 
subdued. 

Adams said once, “I am but an ordinary man. The times alone have destined me to fame.” 
But don’t believe that for a minute. Certainly they were the most interesting times imaginable. 
But he was an extraordinary man.

His faith in God and the hereafter remained unshaken. He was as devout a Christian as 
ever served in our highest office. His fundamental creed he had reduced to a single sentence: 
“He who loves the Workman and his work and does what he can to preserve and improve it, 
shall be accepted of Him.” His confidence in the future of his country was, in the final years of 
his life, greater than ever. Human nature had not changed, however, for all the improvements 
his generation had brought about. Nor would it, he was sure. Nor did he love life any less 
for its pain and uncertainties. Once, in a letter to his old friend Francis van der Kemp in the 
Netherlands, he’d written: “Griefs upon griefs! Disappointments upon disappointments. What 
then? This is a gay, merry old world, notwithstanding.” It could have been his epitaph. 
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Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom
(1786)

Thomas Jefferson authored this law, which was designed to codify and give substance to the 
principle of religious freedom. This principle was an important part of the new American system 
of government and national life.

Whereas Almighty God hath created the mind free; that all attempts to influence it by 
temporal punishments or burthens, or by civil incapacitations, tend only to beget habits of 
hypocrisy and meanness, and are a departure from the plan of the Holy author of our religion, 
who being Lord both of body and mind, yet chose not to propagate it by coercions on either, as 
it was in his Almighty power to do; that the impious presumption of legislators and rulers, civil 
as well as ecclesiastical, who being themselves but fallible and uninspired men, have assumed 
dominion over the faith of others, setting up their own opinions and modes of thinking as the 
only true and infallible, and as such endeavouring to impose them on others, hath established 
and maintained false religions over the greatest part of the world, and through all time; that 
to compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the propagation of opinions which he 
disbelieves, is sinful and tyrannical; that even the forcing him to support this or that teacher of 

his own religious persuasion, is depriving him of the 
comfortable liberty of giving his contributions to the 
particular pastor, whose morals he would make his 
pattern, and whose powers he feels most persuasive to 
righteousness, and is withdrawing from the ministry 
those temporary rewards, which proceeding from 
an approbation of their personal conduct, are an 
additional incitement to earnest and unremitting 
labours for the instruction of mankind; that our 
civil rights have no dependence on our religious 
opinions, any more than our opinions in physics or 
geometry; that therefore the proscribing of any citizen 
as unworthy of the public confidence by laying upon 
him an incapacity of being called to offices of trust 
and emolument, unless he profess or renounce this or 
that religious opinion, is depriving him injuriously of 
those privileges and advantages to which in common 
with his fellow-citizens he has a natural right; that it 
tends only to corrupt the principles of that religion it 
is meant to encourage, by bribing with a monopoly 
of worldly honours and emoluments, those who will 
externally profess and conform to it; that though 

Thomas Jefferson
Mather Brown (American, 1786)
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indeed these are criminal who do not withstand such temptation, yet neither are those innocent 
who lay the bait in their way; that to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the 
field of opinion, and to restrain the profession or propagation of principles on supposition of 
their ill tendency, is a dangerous fallacy, which at once destroys all religious liberty, because he 
being of course judge of that tendency will make his opinions the rule of judgment, and approve 
or condemn the sentiments of others only as they shall square with or differ from his own; that 
it is time enough for the rightful purposes of civil government, for its officers to interfere when 
principles break out into overt acts against peace and good order; and finally, that truth is great 
and will prevail if left to herself, that she is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and 
has nothing to fear from the conflict, unless by human interposition disarmed of her natural 
weapons, free argument and debate, errors ceasing to be dangerous when it is permitted freely to 
contradict them:

Be it enacted by the General Assembly, That no man shall be compelled to frequent or 
support any religious worship, place, or ministry whatsoever, nor shall be enforced, restrained, 
molested, or burthened in his body or goods, nor shall otherwise suffer on account of his 
religious opinions or belief; but that all men shall be free to profess, and by argument to 
maintain, their opinion in matters of religion, and that the same shall in no wise diminish, 
enlarge, or affect their civil capacities.

And though we well know that this assembly elected by the people for the ordinary purposes 
of legislation only, have no power to restrain the acts of succeeding assemblies, constituted with 
powers equal to our own, and that therefore to declare this act to be irrevocable would be of no 
effect in law; yet we are free to declare, and do declare, that the rights hereby asserted are of the 
natural rights of mankind, and that if any act shall be hereafter passed to repeal the present, or to 
narrow its operation, such act shall be an infringement of natural right.
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Exchange of Letters
Between the Hebrew Congregation of Newport, Rhode 

Island, and President George Washington (1790)

In August of 1790, President George Washington paid a visit to Newport, Rhode Island. On that 
occasion, the warden of the Jewish synagogue in Newport read a cordial letter to the president. A 
few days later, President Washington sent a cordial and reassuring reply.

Sir:
Permit the children of the stock of Abraham to approach you with the most cordial affection 

and esteem for your person and merits — and to join with our fellow citizens in welcoming you 
to Newport.

With pleasure we reflect on those days — those days of difficulty, and danger, when the 
God of Israel, who delivered David from the peril of the sword — shielded Your head in the day 
of battle: and we rejoice to think, that the same Spirit, who rested in the Bosom of the greatly 
beloved Daniel enabling him to preside over the Provinces of the Babylonish Empire, rests and 
ever will rest, upon you, enabling you to discharge the arduous duties of Chief Magistrate in 
these States.

Deprived as we heretofore have been of the invaluable rights of free Citizens, we now with a 
deep sense of gratitude to the Almighty disposer of all events behold a Government, erected by 
the Majesty of the People — a Government, which to bigotry gives no sanction, to persecution 
no assistance — but generously affording to all Liberty of conscience, and immunities of 
Citizenship: deeming every one, of whatever Nation, tongue, or language equal parts of the great 
governmental Machine:

This so ample and extensive Federal Union whose basis is Philanthropy, Mutual confidence 
and Public Virtue, we cannot but acknowledge to be the work of the Great God, who ruleth in 
the Armies of Heaven, and among the Inhabitants of the Earth, doing whatever seemeth him 
good.

For all these Blessings of civil and religious liberty which we enjoy under an equal benign 
administration, we desire to send up our thanks to the Ancient of Days, the great preserver of 
Men beseeching him, that the Angel who conducted our forefathers through the wilderness 
into the promised Land, may graciously conduct you through all the difficulties and dangers of 
this mortal life: And, when, like Joshua full of days and full of honour, you are gathered to your 
Fathers, may you be admitted into the Heavenly Paradise to partake of the water of life, and the 
tree of immortality.

Done and Signed by order of the Hebrew Congregation in Newport, Rhode Island August 
17th 1790.

Moses Seixas, Warden
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Gentlemen:
While I received with much satisfaction your address replete with expressions of esteem, I 

rejoice in the opportunity of assuring you that I shall always retain grateful remembrance of the 
cordial welcome I experienced on my visit to Newport from all classes of citizens.

The reflection on the days of difficulty and danger which are past is rendered the more sweet 
from a consciousness that they are succeeded by days of uncommon prosperity and security.

If we have wisdom to make the best use of the advantages with which we are now favored, we 
cannot fail, under the just administration of a good government, to become a great and happy 
people.

The citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having 
given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liberal policy — a policy worthy of imitation. All 
possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship.

It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it were the indulgence of one class 
of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights, for, happily, the 
Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no 
assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as 
good citizens in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.

It would be inconsistent with the frankness of my character not to avow that I am pleased 
with your favorable opinion of my administration and fervent wishes for my felicity.

May the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell in this land continue to merit and 
enjoy the good will of the other inhabitants — while every one shall sit in safety under his own 
vine and fig tree and there shall be none to make him afraid.

May the father of all mercies scatter light, and not darkness, upon our paths, and make us all 
in our several vocations useful here, and in His own due time and way everlastingly happy.

G. Washington

The Touro Synagogue in Newport, Rhode Island (2024) 



293

This Is My Father’s World
Maltbie Babcock (1901)

Maltbie Babcock (1858-1901, pictured below) was a Presbyterian minister. He was also a superb 
athlete who loved the outdoors and was skilled in music. He died at the age of 43 from an illness 
while on a Mediterranean tour. His widow published these lyrics after his death.

This is my Father’s world, and to my listening ears
All nature sings, and round me rings the music of the spheres.
This is my Father’s world: I rest me in the thought
Of rocks and trees, of skies and seas;
His hand the wonders wrought.

This is my Father’s world, the birds their carols raise,
The morning light, the lily white, declare their Maker’s praise.
This is my Father’s world: He shines in all that’s fair;
In the rustling grass I hear Him pass;
He speaks to me everywhere.

This is my Father’s world. O let me ne’er forget
That though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.
This is my Father’s world: the battle is not done;
Jesus who died shall be satisfied,
And earth and heaven be one.
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Roosevelt Corollary to 
the Monroe Doctrine
Theodore Roosevelt (1904)

In his annual December messages to Congress in 1904 and 1905, President Roosevelt outlined 
his administration’s policy toward U.S. involvement in the affairs of other nations in the Western 
Hemisphere. This extension of the Monroe Doctrine came to be known as the Roosevelt Corollary 
to the Monroe Doctrine. Roosevelt said that if any nation was to become involved in this way in 
problem areas, it would be the United States. The following excerpt is from his 1904 speech.

It is not true that the United States feels any land hunger or entertains any projects as regards 
the other nations of the Western Hemisphere save such as are for their welfare. All that this 
country desires is to see the neighboring countries stable, orderly, and prosperous. Any country 
whose people conduct themselves well can count upon our hearty friendship. If a nation shows 
that it knows how to act with reasonable efficiency and decency in social and political matters, 
if it keeps order and pays its obligations, it need fear no interference from the United States. 
Chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of the ties of civilized 
society, may in America, as elsewhere, ultimately require intervention by some civilized nation, 
and in the Western Hemisphere the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may 
lead the United States, however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impotence, 
to the exercise of an international police power. 

If every country washed by the Caribbean Sea would show the progress in stable and just 
civilization which with the aid of the Platt amendment Cuba has shown since our troops left 
the island, and which so many of the republics in both Americas are constantly and brilliantly 
showing, all question of interference by this Nation with their affairs would be at an end. Our 
interests and those of our southern neighbors are in reality identical. They have great natural 
riches, and if within their borders the reign of law and justice obtains, prosperity is sure to come 
to them. While they thus obey the primary laws of civilized society they may rest assured that 
they will be treated by us in a spirit of cordial and helpful sympathy. 

We would interfere with them only in the last resort, and then only if it became evident that 
their inability or unwillingness to do justice at home and abroad had violated the rights of the 
United States or had invited foreign aggression to the detriment of the entire body of American 
nations. It is a mere truism to say that every nation, whether in America or anywhere else, which 
desires to maintain its freedom, its independence, must ultimately realize that the right of such 
independence can not be separated from the responsibility of making good use of it. 
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In asserting the Monroe Doctrine, in taking such steps as we have taken in regard to Cuba, 
Venezuela, and Panama, and in endeavoring to circumscribe the theater of war in the Far East, 
and to secure the open door in China, we have acted in our own interest as well as in the interest 
of humanity at large. There are, however, cases in which, while our own interests are not greatly 
involved, strong appeal is made to our sympathies. . . . In extreme cases action may be justifiable 
and proper. What form the action shall take must depend upon the circumstances of the case; 
that is, upon the degree of the atrocity and upon our power to remedy it. 
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His Eye Is On the Sparrow
Civilla Martin and Charles Gabriel (1905)

Civilla Martin and her husband visited a married couple, both of whom were invalids but 
who blessed others by their joy. When Mr. Martin asked the woman how she had such a positive 
outlook, the woman replied, “His eye is on the sparrow, and I know he watches me” (see Matthew 
10:29). Civilla wrote these words soon afterward, and noted gospel songwriter Charles Gabriel 
composed the tune.

Why should I feel discouraged, why should the shadows come,
Why should my heart be lonely, and long for heaven and home,
When Jesus is my portion? My constant friend is He:
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me;
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me.

Chorus
I sing because I’m happy,
I sing because I’m free,
For His eye is on the sparrow,
And I know He watches me.

“Let not your heart be troubled,” His tender word I hear,
And resting on His goodness, I lose my doubts and fears;
Though by the path He leadeth, but one step I may see;
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me;
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me.

Whenever I am tempted, whenever clouds arise,
When songs give place to sighing, when hope within me dies,
I draw the closer to Him, from care He sets me free;
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me;
His eye is on the sparrow, and I know He watches me.



297

I Stand Amazed
Charles Gabriel (1905)

As a child, Charles Gabriel taught himself to play his family’s reed organ. By age 16 he was 
teaching singing schools, and he grew to become a well-known teacher and composer. In 1912 
he began working for a publishing company in Chicago. He wrote numerous hymns and edited 
many songbooks and other musical publications. He wrote this song in 1905.

I stand amazed in the presence
Of Jesus the Nazarene,
And wonder how He could love me,
A sinner, condemned, unclean.

Chorus
O how marvelous! O how wonderful!
And my song shall ever be:
O how marvelous! O how wonderful!
Is my Savior’s love for me!

In pity angels beheld Him,
And came from the world of light
To comfort Him in the sorrows
He bore for my soul that night.

He took my sins and my sorrows,
He made them His very own;
He bore the burden to Calvary,
And suffered and died alone.

When with the ransomed in glory
His face I at last shall see,
’Twill be my joy through the ages
To sing of His love for me.
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Softly and Tenderly
Will L. Thompson (1880)

Will L. Thompson (pictured below) was born in Ohio in 1847. He started his own publishing 
company after some of his songs were rejected by a commercial publisher. He later opened a store 
to sell pianos, organs, and sheet music. Thompson wrote the words and music of “Softly and 
Tenderly” in 1880. In 1899 Thompson went to visit Dwight L. Moody, a well-known evangelist, 
who was dying. Moody told Thompson that he would rather have written “Softly and Tenderly” 
than anything he had been able to accomplish in his lifetime. Thompson’s song was sung at a 
memorial service for Martin Luther King Jr. in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1968. 

Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling,
Calling for you and for me;
See, on the portals He’s waiting and watching,
Watching for you and for me.

Chorus
Come home, come home,
Ye who are weary, come home;
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling,
Calling, O sinner, come home!

Why should we tarry when Jesus is pleading,
Pleading for you and for me?
Why should we linger and heed not His mercies,
Mercies for you and for me?

Time is now fleeting, the moments are passing,
Passing from you and from me;
Shadows are gathering, deathbeds are coming,
Coming for you and for me.

O for the wonderful love He has promised,
Promised for you and for me!
Though we have sinned, He has mercy and pardon,
Pardon for you and for me.
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Give Me the Bible
Priscilla Owens (1883)

Priscilla Owens (1829-1907) was a teacher and Sunday school teacher in Baltimore. She wrote 
many hymns that became widely loved.

Give me the Bible, star of gladness gleaming,
To cheer the wand’rer  

lone and tempest tossed;
No storm can hide that 

radiance peaceful beaming,
Since Jesus came to seek and save the lost.

Chorus
Give me the Bible, holy message shining;
Thy light shall guide me in the narrow way;
Precept and promise, law and love combining,
Till night shall vanish in eternal day.

Give me the Bible, when my heart is broken,
When sin and grief have  

filled my soul with fear;
Give me the precious words by Jesus spoken,
Hold up faith’s lamp to show my Savior near.

Give me the Bible, all my steps enlighten,
Teach me the danger of these realms below;
That lamp of safety  

o’er the gloom shall brighten,
That light alone the path of peace can show.

Give me the Bible, lamp of life immortal,
Hold up that splendor by the open grave;
Show me the light from  

Heaven’s shining portal,
Show me the glory gilding Jordan’s wave.

Harriet Powers was born 
into slavery in Georgia in 
1837. She and her husband 
had at least nine children 
and became landowners 
after the Civil War. Mrs. 
Powers completed this quilt 
with scenes from the Bible in 
1886.
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