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Jill Lepore’s collection of short essays (all but
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tell the story of America as her title suggests.
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There are, to be sure, essays on Captain John

covered.

Chinese

detective),
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Smith, the Pilgrims, Franklin, Jefferson, and Tom
Paine, and John Adams makes frequent appear‐
ances in her discussions of the early centuries of
American history, but this is not really a book
about origins. It ranges much more widely than
colonial history or the events of revolution. In‐
stead the essays are set pieces that pick out an ele‐
ment of American history, or some oddity that of‐
fers a degree of enlightenment about the whole.

The tone of these pieces is conversational
and, although there are abundant footnotes (most
from secondary sources) the tone is one of
amused curiosity. There is also a kind of uniformi‐
ty of execution that results in ironic or abrupt
endings that do not make a point so much as they
finish the story with a rhetorical flourish. Most of
the essays highlight one or two particular aspects
of her subjects: Benjamin Franklin’s writings such
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as the “Autobiography” and “The Way to Wealth,”
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much memorized and frequently lampooned
mid-19th century poem. About such works, she of‐
fers some fascinating insights, as well as, for ex‐
ample, about ill-fated President James Garfield’s
unsuccessful struggle to write a Presidential inau‐
gural address that could match the profound but
simple cadences of his predecessor, Abraham Lin‐
coln. Some of the other essays seem less success‐
ful: on Kit Carson and Edgar Allan Poe and
Clarence Darrow. But most of them are appealing,
if only because of the lesser known subjects: Cap‐
tain John Smith and Charlie Chan, for example. In
the end these are all stories, and as any writer of
fiction or biography will tell you, most stories are
likely to be about an individual and written in the
singular. History just provides the stage, the set‐
ting, and the backdrop. And the distinctive mark
of most literature—with its capacity to breathe
life into the singular experience—can provoke the
reader to use his or her imagination to draw larg‐
er conclusions. One’s reaction to this book will
probably be, like mine, to single out essays that
appeal and those that don’t.
The appropriate audience for these stories
will surely be the literate citizen, if not the stu‐
dent of history or American Studies. But that, of
course, is a vast and important group. Lepore’s
ability to bring characters and subjects to life
might well persuade such readers to delve more
deeply into the biographies of the famous as well
as the less famous Americans she engages. Not ev‐
ery book on one’s shelf need be a monograph and
sometimes the pleasure of reading itself is justifi‐
cation enough. In fact, in her introduction, she
makes a plea for this type of writing, by citing
some of the great early popular historians and
founders of American Studies, whose writings
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