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Introduction

One of the great lessons of history is that societies are not naturally
free. Most civilizations, from ancient to modern timnes, have used the
power of the state to guide the lives of their citizens—tyrants and
priests to direct political life, bureaucrats and guilds to direct economic
life. What makes the United States so different is the spirit of freedom
that has propelled it from the start. What did we do in our history to
create the spirit of freedom, to nurture it in our faws, and to protect it
from the advocates of big government? These are questions addressed
in The Spirit of Freedom: Essays in American History. Each of the essays
in this collection touches on the issue of freedom in American history,
from the migration of the Pilgrims to the present times.

The Pilgrims provide the classic example of why economic free-
dom was first tried early in our country’s history. Governor William
Bradford, in his book Of Plymouth Plantation, describes the system of
communal agriculture practiced by the Pilgrims in their first two years
in the New World. Tt was, in essence, a socialist experiment: each
person produced for the common good and took only what he needed
from day to day. Even in such a tight-knit brotherhood of Christians
there were apparently some slackers. “The young men, that were most
able and fit for labour and service, did repine that they should spend
their time and strength to work for other men’s wives and children
without any recompense,” Bradford observed. “The strong, or man
of parts, had no more in division of victuals and clothes than he that
was weak and not able to do a quarter the other could; this was
thought injustice.” The result was that the whole colony “languish[ed]
in misery.”

Governor Bradford and his advisers decided to assign “to every
family a parcel of land” and see if they would use their private property
to plant more and work harder to bring in the crop. “This had very
good success,” Bradford recorded, “for it made all hands very industri-
ouss. . .. The women now went willingly into the field, and took their
little ones with them to set corn; which before would allege weakness
and inability. .. .” At the end of the year, the “abler sort” and “more
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2 | Burton W. Folsom, Jv.

industrious” had plenty “to spare, and sell to others; so as any general
want or famine hath not been amongst them since to this day.”

The inference from reading Bradford is that the spirit of freedom
was created, not imported, in the New World. The American experi-
ment would thus be something new, not a variation on some previous
form of despotism. Some 150 years after the Pilgrims introduced a
private-property order, Thomas Jefferson wrote the Declaration of
Independence and highlighted the spirit of freedom with these words:
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men arc created equal,
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The
Creator, not the state, is the endower of rights; and the citizens, by
implication, are free to keep the fruits of their labor. Furthermore,
Jefferson asserted, “to secure these rights, governments are instituted
among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the gov-
erned.” The Constitution later enshrined this conception of the nega-
tive state: the words “no” and “not” are applied to government powers
forty-six times in the Constitution and the Bill of Rights. The Jast
sentence of the Bill of Rights reads: “The powers not delegated to the
United States by the Constitution; nor prohibited by it to the states,
are reserved to the states respectively, or to the people.”

During the 1800s, the American experiment with freedom faced
two major challenges. First was the expansion of slavery—a problem
that took a civil war to resolve. Second was the cffort to expand the
powers of government beyond those specified in the Constitution. For
example, during the 1840s and 1850s, Congress granted $11 million
in subsidies to various steamship companies to deliver passengers and
mail to and from Europe. During the 1860s and 1870s Congress
granted over $60 million in loans and 100 million acres of land to three
transcontinental railroads. This type of government involvement in the
economy is nowhere mentioned, or even implied, in Article 1, section
8 of the Constitution. Furthermore, nonsubsidized entrepreneurs—
Cornelius Vanderbilt in steamships and James J. Hill in transcontinen-
tals—clearly outperformed their government-subsidized rivals. Other
entreprencurs flourished in America’s relatively free market. John D.
Rockefeller led the United States to world dominance in oil; Andrew
Carnegie did the same thing in steel. By 1900, the United States had
become the world’s major industrial power; its freedom and opportu-
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nity were attracting almost half a million immigrants each year. Both
law and performance, therefore, dictated limited government and indi-
vidual liberty.

During the 1900s, however, we have seen a rise of big government
that has almost quenched the spirit of freedom. The Progressive Era
{1900-1920), the New Deal (1930s), and the Great Society (1960s)
produced remarkable expansions of government through antitrust
laws, railroad regulation, farm subsidics, a Federal Reserve banking
system, public works, and massive welfare programs. The obvious
question, of course, is why did the United States shift toward more big
government and less individual liberty?

Three tentative answers can be put forward. First, in America’s
strong expanding cconomy of the late 1800s and early 1900s there
were both winners and losers. The losers had incentives to try to use
big government to regain their competitive edge. The first two victims
of the Sherman Antitrust Act, for example, were James J. Hill and
John D. Rockefeller—both dominant figures in railroads and oil. Sec-
ond, special interests can often achieve their ends much more quickly
through political clout rather than through the marketplace. For ex-
ample, veterans, farmers, and silver miners all lobbied Congress during
the New Deal era and received massive government aid for their effort.
Third, national crises—wars and depressions, for example—produced
cries for government involvement that have permanently increased the
role of government in the American economy. Price-fixing, the first
federal welfare program, and the FDIC are just three examples of this.
Creation of the progressive income tax was central to the expansion
of the federal government; Congress enlarged its revenues for new
government programs by taxing the rich to give to those special inter-
ests that lobby most effectively.

The increase in federal control parallels the decline in individual
liberty: entrepreneurs are no longer free to hire whom they want, pay
the wages they think are proper, or even produce the products they
want. The spirit of freedom is waning. The essays in this volume
describe the beginnings of freedom in America, the role of freedom in
America’s industrial triumph during the 1800s, and the obstacles to
freedom posed by big government during the 1900s. They offer im-
portant lessons for those who wish to revive that spirit.

—Burron W. Forsom, Jr.
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The Pilgrims in Holland
by Robert A. Peterson

The Dutch have given many things to America: Easter eggs, Santa
Claus, waffles, saverkraut, sleighing, skating, and a host of “vans” and
“yelts® who helped to build our nation.! But perhaps their greatest
contribution to America was the 11 years of freedom they gave the
Pilgrims—crucial years that helped America’s founding fathers work
out their philosophy of freedom and prepare for self-government in
the New World.

The story of Holland’s rise due to free market policies has already
been skerched in a previous Freeman article.? Suffice to say that her
struggle for independence from Spain was of epic proportions: when,
after a siege of several months, the citizens of Leyden talked of surren-
der, one burgomaster fortified their spirits by saying, “Here is my
sword; plunge it, if you will, into my heart, and divide my flesh among
you to appease your hunger; but expect no surrender as long as I am
alive.”® The burgomaster lived—and so did the rest of the citizens of
Leyden—to see the day when William the Silent routed the besieging
Spaniards. The defense of Leyden turned the tide, and from then on
the Dutch never fooked back in their fight for freedom. Once they
were free, the Dutch embraced much of what we would call a frec
market philosophy and set up a limited government. In the early
1600s, Holland was the most liberal society in Europe.

It should not surprise us, then, that when English Separatists be-
gan to think of emigrating, they thought of Holland. But emigrating
to Holland would be no easy task: Englishmen could not leave the
country without permission. Never mind—the Separatists would leave
secretly. The first group—members of a Brownist church in Gainsbor-
ough, went over in 1607; hearing good reports, members of the
Scrooby congregation—the group which included many of the Pilgrim

Mr. Peterson is headmaster of The Pilgrim Academy in Egg Harbor City, New Jersey,
His articles have appeared in a variety of publications, including Natienal Review and Human
Evenzs. This article is reprinted from the November 1988 issue of The Freeman.
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Fathers—prepared to follow. After several attempts to escape, the Pil-
grims finally succeeded, arriving in Amsterdam on a Dutch ship.

Soon after, they applied to the authorities in Leyden to settle there.
John Robinson, their pastor, made a formal application to the Burgo-
masters and Court of Leyden, stating that about 100 English men and
women wanted to come to the city to live “and to have the freedom
thereof in carrying on their trades, without being a burden in the least
to any one.”™

The application was granted on February 12, 1609. The Dutch
authorities declared that “they refuse no honest persons free ingress
to come and have their residence in this city, provided that such per-
sons behave themselves, and submit to the laws and ordinances.” Their
coming, the Dutch authorities added, “will be agreeable and wel-
come.” As carly as the 1600s, the Dutch—with few natural resources
of their own-—realized the importance of human capital.

The Dutch didn’t provide a welcome-wagon of gifts and subsidies:
there were no government handouts. What they did offer the Pilgrims
was freedom—the freedom to worship according to their consciences
as well as to succeed or fail in the Dutch marketplace.

Britain’s King James, hearing of the Pilgrims’ arrival in Leyden,
sent a letter of protest to the town authorities. Jan Van Hout, secretary
of the City of Leyden, gave a polite reply, but made no effort cither
to expel the Pilgrims or to help King James caprure them.% The Pil-
grims were free men.

'The Meaning of Freedom

Free men. For the Pilgrims, this was a new idea. Just whar did it
mean to be free? With the external pressure of persecution lifted,
would the Pilgrims remain true to their original calling? Or would they
turn liberty into license and lose their distinctive identity? Time would
show that the Pilgrims took seriously their responsibilities of self-
government. Indeed, the Dutch experience would prove to be an excel-
lent halfway house to the freedom the Pilgrims would find in the New
World. For the next 11 years, the Pilgrims took advantage of all the
opportunities that Dutch society offered.

Because of their excellent reputation for honesty and hard work,
the Pilgrims were able to obtain loans and jobs which they needed to
set themselves up in Holland. In a market economy, there is no substi-
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Jobn Robinson
(c. 1576—1625)

tute for keeping one’s word and honoring contracts. William Bradford,
who later became governor of Plymouth Colony, wrote: “And first,
though many of them were poor, yet there was none so poor but if
they were known to be of that congregation the Dutch (either
ba[n]kers or others) would trust them in any reasonable matter when
they wanted money, because they found by experience how careful
they were to keep their word, and saw them so painful and diligent in
their callings. Yea, they would strive to get their custom and to employ
them above others in their work, for their honesty and diligence.””
Most of the Pilgrims went to work in the textile industry, some-
thing for which they had little experience. William Bradford became a
fustian worker, while others became weavers, woolcombers, and mer-
chant tailors. In England, almost all had been farmers, following the
same patterns of medieval agriculture that their fathers and grandfa-
thers had followed. It must have been hard for grown men to learn a
new trade, but it was the price they had to pay to live in a relatively



