
FORANATION FOUNDED A LITTLE OVER TWO CENTURIES AGO,AMERICA’S

history is replete with remarkable individuals. For those in search of the

core moments that shaped America’s story, this book contains the twenty-five

most essential speeches and documents created, written, shared, and preserved

by and for citizens of the United States.

Some of the selections were immediately clear: the Declaration of Inde-

pendence, the Constitution, President GeorgeWashington’s Farewell Address,

and the Emancipation Proclamation. It would be impossible to understand our

nation without reading, reviewing, and thinking about how these were created,

the times in which they were written, how they changed the course of Ameri-

can history, and their continuing influence today.

Other selections were less obvious and raised difficult questions. For exam-

ple, how long ago must a speech have been delivered for it to be considered a

key part of America’s history? Though recent in historical terms, President
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George W. Bush’s address to the nation from the well of the United States

House of Representatives after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 was

an easy choice, as the courageous response to the worst violation of American

sovereignty since our founding.

Each of the twenty-five selections in this volume reflect our American her-

itage, providing insight into how our national character was forged.Most were

born from challenging times in our nation’s history; those times of trouble

when character is developed and witnessed most clearly.

In facing our current troubles, we must remember that a higher power gath-

ers us for a common purpose. Reliance on that power is one of our best

traditions, as He has gotten us through many times of trial. To recall, reread,

reconsider, and repeat the stories that have resulted from that reliance provides

us with the strength and inspiration to continue to fight for liberty and freedom.

Individual character is passed down from parents to children through sto-

ries, experiences, and practice. Every family has different stories—the life

narratives that describe what they have lived through, where they came from,

and how they acted and reacted to events in their lives.These accounts provide

the next generation with a foundation and understanding of their family val-

ues. This allows children to create their underlying belief system, which helps

determine how they will respond to events in their lives.

In my family, it’s my mother’s story of completing college in three years, tak-

ing extra classes and studying during the summer so that her sister could go to

college, too.We’re a family that values education.

It’s my father’s story of running for Congress and losing twice, but running

a third time—and winning.We’re a family that values persistence.

It’s my husband’s grandfather’s story of helping start the Atlanta Botanical

Garden.We value civic involvement.

It’s the story of how my husband drove our family through the Teton Pass

fromWyoming to Idaho in a 38-foot RV.We’re a family that enjoys adventure.

As a nation, we build character in a similar manner. It’s how we talk about

shared experiences, how we remember them, and what we emphasize that

builds national character. If we want to continue to be an extraordinary nation,
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we have to remember what we have done that is extraordinary.Today, it is evi-

dent that Americans are passionate about rediscovering our national character

by remembering our country’s greatest stories.

What are America’s stories?

Our Pilgrim forefathers fled religious persecution—we believe in freedom

of religion. They held the first Thanksgiving and gave thanks to their Cre-

ator—we have a tradition of belief in God.We also value hard work because

without hard work the Pilgrims would have perished.

Revolutionary leader Patrick Henry understood it was inevitable that we

would fight the British for our freedom, even as others hoped for a peaceful res-

olution. His speech in support of a colonists’ militia ended with the

now-famous line, “Give me liberty or give me death.”America values liberty.

President Abraham Lincoln fought to keep the union together, then fought

to end slavery.We value unity and equality.

Theodore Roosevelt—an asthmatic, sickly child—pushed himself physi-

cally to become a rough rider and a champion of the strenuous life.We value

overcoming personal obstacles.

General Dwight D. Eisenhower led more than 73,000 American troops as

they stormed the beaches of Normandy on D-Day and helped free Europe

from Nazi rule.We value freedom.

The Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. championed equal rights. He

described in his speech at the Lincoln Memorial his dream that “my four little

children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the color

of their skin but by the content of their character.” As a nation, we value per-

sonal character.

President John F.Kennedy challenged the nation to put a man on the moon.

We met that challenge. America values exploration and achievement.

Ronald Reagan challengedMikhail Gorbachev, who was then General Sec-

retary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, to “tear down this wall,”

based on the President’s belief that freedom—free speech, free elections, and

free markets—would win over a totalitarian regime.We value political and eco-

nomic freedom.
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As a nation, we have a choice: wander forward without direction or a sense

of ourAmerican identity, or recount the moments and fundamental values that

define us so that they may guide us into future generations of American excep-

tionalism.

America is exceptional not because of who we are as individuals, but because

of the model of self-government our Founding Fathers created that we con-

tinue today.We recognize that each of us was created by God and given certain

unalienable rights: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.We then loan these

rights to the government, which we replace if it fails to heed the will of the peo-

ple.

These essential American documents and speeches remind us of this all-

important principle and of our forefathers’ ongoing fight to defend it.

I hope you find this book inspiring, informative, and,most importantly, use-

ful. Useful in leading to a better understanding of our nation’s historic

moments, useful in helping you identify the ideas and individuals that have

deeply influenced America’s development, and useful in helping you engage in

determining America’s future.

Together we can uphold America’s foundation and once again make her

strong.

May God bless you and God bless America.
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PATRICK HENRY HAS RECEIVED LESS ATTENTION THAN MANY OF THE

other Founding Fathers. The commentaries regarding his personality are

often at odds with each other, with one claiming he was illiterate and next that

he was schooled in Latin; or a different one claiming that he was lazy, with

another asserting that he was industrious. Even the speech that coined “Give

me liberty or give me death” is not well-documented. There is not an authori-

tative version of the speech; rather there are reflections, recollections, and

remembrances.

What we do know is that the spirit of Patrick Henry is with us today. It is

a spirit we recognize and emulate. It’s the desire for liberty and freedom above

security and safety. Henry, a Virginian, first encountered Thomas Jefferson in

1759.At that time,Henry had been unsuccessful, first as a farmer and then as

a merchant, and was filling in on occasion for his father-in-law, a tavern owner.

I

“Give me liberty, or give me death!”

PATRICK HENRY’S

ADDRESS AT THE SECOND

VIRGINIA CONVENTION

(1775)
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Jefferson was struck by Henry’s manner—“His passion was music, dancing,

and pleasantry, and it attached every one to him.”

According to Patrick Henry Fontaine, Henry’s grandson, it was Patrick

Henry’s uncle who taught him to live according to the catechism from the Book

of Common Prayer, “to be true and just in all my dealings. To bear no malice

nor hatred in my heart . . . to do my duty in that state of life unto which it shall

please God to call me.”We would be well-served to live by these words today.

In 1760, Henry traveled to Williamsburg to seek admittance to the bar.

George Wythe, John Randolph, Peyton Randolph, and Edmund Pendleton

examined his qualifications. As is normal with Henry’s life, several versions

exist on who did and did not vote for his acceptance, but in any event, by the

time he left for home, he had been approved to practice law.All five men would

become important Revolutionary leaders.

In 1763,Henry gained fame for his oratorical skills in arguing for the power

of colonial legislatures over the Crown in a dispute known as the Parson’s

Cause. Virginia’s clergy was paid in tobacco, but following a surge in its price,

the legislature capped the rate of compensation. King George subsequently

vetoed this legislation. Consequently, Anglican minister Reverend James

Maury—essentially assuming a proxy for the power of the Crown—filed a suit

seeking back-compensation. Though Henry lost, he displayed such oratorical

skill that the award to Maury was one penny and Henry became well-known

locally and highly sought-after as a speaker.

At this time, the colonists were beginning to chafe under British rule. The

king’s government had begun to require the colonists to pay taxes to London

in the 1760s but had not granted the Americans due representation. In 1765,

Parliament passed the Stamp Act, requiring a government “stamp” or tax on

colonial transactions. Prior to its passage, the colonists had protested this act.

Once it passed into law, the British expected that the colonists would quiet

down and follow the law, paying the tax for the stamps to the Crown. London

assumed this tax was reasonable, as it was created to pay for the costs of main-

taining a standing army in America following the French and IndianWar.

When theVirginia House of Burgesses met inMay of 1765, one of the new

members, Patrick Henry, offered resolutions that questioned the right of
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Britain to tax the colonists. As Henry spoke zealously in support of these res-

olutions saying, “Caesar had his Brutus, Charles the First his Cromwell; and

George theThird,” a listener supposedly shouted, “Treason!”Henry continued,

“and George theThird may profit by their example. If this be treason make the

most of it.”

From that point on, Henry was known as a leader and a passionate orator

on the side of the colonists and freedom.

TheVirginia House of Burgesses ended up accepting parts of Henry’s pro-

posed resolutions. Though they were not as strong or defiant as Henry might

have wanted, they represented a protestation of the Stamp Act by the govern-

ing body in Virginia, the largest colony.

While tension mounted throughout the colonies,Henry continued to serve

in the House of Burgesses and was a Virginia delegate to the First Continen-

tal Congress in 1774, which declared to the citizenry, “We think ourselves

bound in duty to observe to you that schemes agitated against the colonies have

been so conducted as to render it prudent that you should extend your views

to mournful events, and be in all respects prepared for every emergency.”

One of the attendees, John Dickinson, wrote to an American in Britain,

“The most peaceful provinces are now animated; and a civil war is unavoidable,

unless there be a quick change of British measures.”

But there was no quick change.

The following February, Massachusetts convoked the Provincial Congress.

Led by JosephWarren and John Hancock, the congress began to prepare for a

possible war. In response, Parliament declared Massachusetts to be in a “state

of rebellion.” Maryland, Rhode Island, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and

Delaware followed Massachusetts’ lead.

The next month, the delegates fromVirginia, the largest of the colonies,met

in Richmond.Normally they would have met inWilliamsburg, the capital, but

because British troops were present in Williamsburg, they moved their loca-

tion, and convened in St. John’s Church. These men were American patriots

dedicated to resisting the British tax. Other colonial legislatures had also met

and considered a possible war, but at this point, all assemblies outside of Rich-

mond were hoping for peace.
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Henry proposed a resolution to raise a militia as “the only security of a free

government.”He continued, “This colony is immediately put into a posture of

defense.”

A great debate followed.While other conventions had adopted similar lan-

guage, they all referred to a possible war, leaving the door open to peace, if

Britain made certain concessions.

Henry’s resolutions were different—they treated war as inevitable. If

adopted, they posed an irrevocable step whose ramifications inspired fear

among many.

The revolutionary cause faced long odds at this moment in 1775. The

colonies had no standing army, were only loosely associated, and were con-

templating challenging the world’s largest navy and one of its largest armies.

Approving Henry’s resolutions would close the door to peace and practi-

cally invite war against Britain. Patrick Henry, sure of his convictions, stood up

to address the group and began his speech—his argument—addressing the

president of the convention, as was custom.No transcript exists, and first- and

second-hand accounts differ in their descriptions.What we do know is that

Henry’s talk transfixed the group.He spoke with conviction and his final words

still ring in our ears, “but as for me, give me liberty or give me death.”

Henry became the first governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia, and

was a vocal opponent to the Constitution in the late 1780s. He believed it

would encroach on individual rights and give too much power to the national

government.

Historic political figures “are able to perceive the gathering of historical

forces in a way in which their contemporaries are unable to do,” thereby sens-

ing the big picture, Claire Berlinski writes in There Is No Alternative: Why

Margaret Thatcher Matters. They are prescient, able to determine what might

happen due to historical forces.According to Berlinski, “Those who matter are

able to master these historical forces . . . they are able to shift the forces into a

different outcome.”

Henry had the ability to see the gathering of political forces and determine

that war was inevitable before his contemporaries could. Additionally, he was
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able to propose a resolution to the Virginia convention and provide the only

real American option to liberty—death.

His speech set the stage for the birth of a nation.

—JGC

Note: the following description is taken fromWilliamWirt’s biography of Patrick Henry.

5 5 5

These proceedings were not adapted to the taste of Mr.Henry; on the con-

trary, they were “gall and wormwood” to him. The house required to be

wrought up to a bolder tone.He rose, therefore, and moved the following manly

resolutions:

“Resolved, That a well regulated militia, composed of gentlemen and

yeomen, is the natural strength and only security of a free government; that

such a militia in this colony, would forever render it unnecessary for the mother

country to keep among us for the purpose of our defence, any standing army

of mercenary soldiers, always subversive of the quiet, and dangerous to the lib-

erties of the people, and would obviate the pretext of taxing us for their support.

“That the establishment of such a militia is, at this time, peculiarly necessary,

by the state of our laws, for the protection and defence of the country, some of

which are already expired, and others will shortly be so; and that the known

remissness of government in calling us together in legislative capacity, renders

it too insecure, in this time of danger and distress, to rely that opportunity will

be given of renewing them, in general assembly, or making any provision to secure

our inestimable rights and liberties, from those further violations with which they are

threatened.

“Resolved, therefore, That this colony be immediately put into a state of

defence, and that [there] be a committee to prepare a plan for embodying, arm-

ing, and disciplining such a number of men, asmay be sufficient for that purpose.”

The alarm which such a proposition must have given to those who had con-

templated no resistance of a character more serious than petition,

non-importation, and passive fortitude, and who still hung with suppliant ten-

derness on the skirts of Britain, will be readily conceived by the reflecting reader.
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The shock was painful. It was almost general.The resolutions were opposed as

not only rash in policy, but as harsh and well nigh impious in point of feeling.

Some of the warmest patriots of the convention opposed them.Richard Bland,

Benjamin Harrison, and Edmund Pendleton, who had so lately drunk of the

fountain of patriotism in the continental congress, and Robert C.Nicholas, one

of the best as well as ablest men and patriots in the state, resisted them with all

their influence and abilities.

They urged the late gracious reception of the congressional petition by the

throne. They insisted that national comity, and much more filial respect,

demanded the exercise of a more dignified patience. That the sympathies of

the parent country were now on our side.That the friends of American liberty

in parliament, were still with us, and had, as yet, had no cause to blush for our

indiscretion.That the manufacturing interests of Great Britain, already smart-

ing under the effects of our non-importation, co-operated powerfully towards

our relief.That the sovereign himself had relented, and showed that he looked

upon our sufferings with an eye of pity. “Was this a moment,” they asked, “to

disgust our friends, to extinguish all the conspiring sympathies which were

working in our favour; to turn their friendship into hatred, their pity into

revenge? And what was there, they asked, in the situation of the colony, to

tempt us to this? Were we a great military people? Were we ready for war?

Where were our stores—where were our arms—where our soldiers—where

our generals—where our money, the sinews of war? They were no where to be

found. In truth, we were poor—we were naked—we were defenceless.And yet

we talk of assuming the front of war! Of assuming it too, against a nation, one

of the most formidable in the world! A nation ready and armed at all points!

Her navies riding triumphant in every sea; her armies never marching but to

certain victory! What was to be the issue of the struggle we were called upon

to court?What could be the issue, in the comparative circumstances of the two

countries, but to yield up this country an easy prey to Great Britain, and to con-

vert the illegitimate right which the British parliament now claimed, into a firm

and indubitable right, by conquest? The measure might be brave; but it was the

bravery of madmen. It had no pretension to the character of prudence; and as
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little to the grace of genuine courage. It would be time enough to resort to meas-

ures of despair, when every well founded hope had entirely vanished.”

To this strong view of the subject, supported as it was, by the stubborn fact

of the well known helpless condition of the colony, the opponents of those res-

olutions superadded every topic of persuasion, which belonged to the cause.

“The strength and lustre which we derived from our connexion with Great

Britain—the domestic comforts which we had drawn from the same source,

and whose value we were now able to estimate by their loss—that ray of rec-

onciliation which was dawning upon us from the east, and which promised so

fair and happy a day:—with this they contrasted the clouds and storms which

the measure now proposed, was so well calculated to raise—and in which, we

should not have even the poor consolation of being pitied by the world, since

we should have so needlessly and rashly, drawn them upon ourselves.”

These arguments and topics of persuasion, were so well justified by the

appearance of things, and were moreover so entirely in unison with that love of

ease and quiet which is natural to man, and that disposition to hope for hap-

pier times, even under the most forbidding circumstances, that an ordinary

man, inMr.Henry’s situation, would have been glad to compound with the dis-

pleasure of the house, by being permitted to withdraw his resolutions in silence.

Not so, Mr. Henry. His was a spirit fitted to raise the whirlwind, as well as

to ride in it. His was that comprehensive view, that unerring prescience, that

perfect command over the actions of men, which qualified him not merely to

guide, but almost to create the destinies of nations.

He rose at this time with a majesty unusual to him in an exordium, and with

all that self-possession by which he was so invariably distinguished. “No man,”

he said, “thought more highly than he did, of the patriotism, as well as abilities,

of the very worthy gentlemen who had just addressed the house. But different

men often saw the same subject in different lights; and therefore, he hoped it

would not be thought disrespectful to those gentlemen, if, entertaining as he

did, opinions of a character very opposite to theirs, should speak forth his sen-

timents freely, and without reserve. This,” he said, “was no time for ceremony.

The question before the house was one of awful moment to this country. For
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his own part, he considered it as nothing less than a question of freedom or

slavery.And in proportion to the magnitude of the subject, ought to be the free-

dom of the debate. It was only in this way that they could hope to arrive at

truth, and fulfil the great responsibility which they held to God and their coun-

try. Should he keep back his opinions, at such a time, through fear of giving

offence, he should consider himself as guilty of treason towards his country,

and of an act of disloyalty toward the majesty of Heaven, which he revered

above all earthly kings.”

“Mr. President, said he, “it is natural to man to indulge in the illusions of

hope.We are apt to shut our eyes against a painful truth—and listen to the

song of that syren, till she transforms us into beasts. Is it,” he asked, “the part

of wise men, engaged in a great and arduous struggle for liberty?Were we dis-

posed to be of the number of those, who having eyes, see not, and having ears,

hear not, the things which so nearly concern their temporal salvation? For his

part, whatever anguish of spirit it might cost, he was willing to know the whole

truth to know the worst, and to provide for it.”

“He had,” he said, “but one lamp by which his feet were guided: and that

was the lamp of experience. He knew of no way of judging of the future, but

by the past. And judging by the past, he wished to know what there had been

in the conduct of the British ministry for the last ten years, to justify those

hopes with which gentlemen had been pleased to solace themselves and the

house? Is it that insidious smile with which our petition has been lately

received? Trust it not, sir; it will prove a snare to your feet. Suffer not yourselves

to be betrayed with a kiss. Ask yourselves how this gracious reception of our

petition, comports with those warlike preparations which cover our waters and

darken our land? Are fleets and armies necessary to a work of love and recon-

ciliation? Have we shown ourselves so unwilling to be reconciled, that force

must be called in to win back our love? Let us not deceive ourselves, sir. These

are the implements of war and subjugation—the last arguments to which kings

resort. I ask gentlemen, sir, what means this martial array, if its purpose be not

to force us to submission? Can gentlemen assign any other possible motive for

it? Has Great Britain any enemy in this quarter of the world, to call for all this



Patrick Henry’s Address at the Second Virginia Convention (1775) g

accumulation of navies and armies? No, sir: she has none. They are meant for

us: they can be meant for no other. They are sent over to bind and rivet upon

us those chains, which the British ministry have been so long forging.And what

have we to oppose to them? Shall we try argument? Sir, we have been trying

that for the last ten years. Have we any thing new to offer upon the subject?

Nothing.We have held the subject up in every light of which it is capable; but

it has been all in vain. Shall we resort to entreaty and humble supplication?

What terms shall we find, which have not been already exhausted? Let us not,

I beseech you, sir, deceive ourselves longer. Sir, we have done every thing that

could be done, to avert the storm which is now coming on. We have peti-

tioned—we have remonstrated—we have supplicated—we have prostrated

ourselves before the throne, and have implored its interposition to arrest the

tyrannical hands of the ministry and parliament. Our petitions have been

slighted; our remonstrances have produced additional violence and insult; our

supplications have been disregarded; and we have been spurned, with contempt,

from the foot of the throne. In vain, after these things, may we indulge the fond

hope of peace and reconciliation. There is no longer any room for hope. If we

wish to be free—if we mean to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges

for which we have been so long contending—if we mean not basely to aban-

don the noble struggle in which we have been so long engaged, and which we

have pledged ourselves never to abandon, until the glorious object of our con-

test shall be obtained—we must fight!—I repeat it, sir; we must fight!! An

appeal to arms and to the God of Hosts, is all that is left us!”

“They tell us, sir,” continuedMr.Henry, “that we are weak—unable to cope

with so formidable an adversary. But when shall we be stronger?Will it be the

next week, or the next year?Will it be when we are totally disarmed; and when

a British guard shall be stationed in every house? Shall we gather strength by

irresolution and inaction? Shall we acquire the means of effectual resistance, by

lying supinely on our back, and hugging the delusive phantom of hope, until

our enemies shall have bound us, hand and foot? Sir, we are not weak, if we

make a proper use of those means which the God of nature hath placed in our

power.Three millions of people, armed in the holy cause of liberty, and in such
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a country as that which we possess, are invincible by any force which our enemy

can send against us. Besides, sir, we shall not fight our battles alone.There is a

just God who presides over the destinies of nations; and who will raise up

friends to fight our battles for us.The battle, sir, is not to the strong alone; it is

to the vigilant, the active, the brave. Besides, sir, we have no election. If we were

base enough to desire it, it is now too late to retire from the contest. There is

no retreat, but in submission and slavery! Our chains are forged. Their clank-

ing may be heard on the plains of Boston! The war is inevitable—and let it

come!! I repeat it, sir; let it come!!!

“It is in vain, sir, to extenuate the matter.Gentlemenmay cry, peace, peace—

but there is no peace.The war is actually begun!The next gale that sweeps from

the north, will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our brethren

are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen

wish? What would they have? Is life so dear; or peace so sweet, as to be pur-

chased at the price of chains, and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God!—I know

not what course others may take; but as for me,” cried he, with both his arms

extended aloft, his brows knit, every feature marked with the resolute purpose

of his soul, and his voice swelled to its boldest note of exclamation—“give me

liberty, or give me death!”

He took his seat. No murmur of applause was heard. The effect was too

deep. After the trance of a moment, several members started from their seats.

The cry, “to arms,” seemed to quiver on every lip, and gleam from every eye!

Richard H. Lee arose and supported Mr. Henry, with his usual spirit and ele-

gance. But his melody was lost amidst the agitations of that ocean, which the

master spirit of the storm had lifted up on high. That supernatural voice still

sounded in their ears, and shivered along their arteries. They heard, in every

pause, the cry of liberty or death. They became impatient of speech—their

souls were on fire for action.
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