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Washington, D.C., draftsman and 

mapmaker Joseph Goldsborough Bruff 

drew this eagle for an 183 Os watercolor 

painting titled From the Ladies to honor the 

Portsmouth Rifle Company, founded in 

1792. The unit served throughout the 

19th Century, disbanding after the Spanish

American War in 1898. Image courtesy of 

American Eagle: A Visual History of Our 

National Emblem, by Preston Cook (Goff 

Books, 2019), americaneaglecollection.com. 

Story begins on page 16. 
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on tc:1 cups, phttcrs, and other 
ccr:1mic wares." 

Amcricms who settled west 
of the Appal:1chi,m M.ountains 
during tl1e Great Migration :1lso 
contributed to this body of patriotic 
work. Angela F. Keaton, professor 
of history ;it Tcn11essee's -n1sculu111 
University, suggested, "The prolif
eration of exubcr.1nt patriotic motifs 
m,1y result from western craftsmen's 
response to tl1e onslaught of ,1buse 
,1gainst frontier settlers in newspa
pers, political rhetoric, and travel
ogues of tl1e early 19th Century. 

"Calling them 'back:vvarcl,' 
'mangy varmints,' and 'ripe for 
u-eason' is quite a contrast to the 
beautiful works of art they were pro
ducing," said Keaton, singling out
a c. 1803-12 desk with eagle inlay
attributed to WilliamMcClure ancl
an 1808 applique quilt by Rebecah
Foster, both Tennessee natives.

"It may also be the craftsmen's 
way of formulating their own ver
sion of patriotism distinct from 
Eastern elites," she added. 

Artisans continued to use the 
eagle motif through the first half of 
the 19th Century, although by the 
1820s, its form had begun to evolve 
from a flat emblem of a scrawny 
bird with frog legs (and sometimes 
a misplaced crest) to a more natu
ralistic rendering of a raptor that 
exuded grace and power. 

The change reflected Ameri
cans' more pragmatic view of their 
place in the world from their earlier 
exuberance of the new republic as a 
glorious experiment of moral ide
als, Isaacson suggested. Even to the 
present clay, the eagle's appearance 
inspires a sense of national pride. 

"For the better part of the 
country's history, a decorative 
eagle of some kind could gener
ally be found in American house
holds," noted Preston Cook, 
author of the recently pub! is heel 
American Eagle, A Visual History of 
Our National Emblem, which cata
logues a portion of some 25,000 
objects in his collection. 

"These eagles of everyday Ii fe 
are a particular blend of art, decora
tion, commerce, and civic spirit."* 
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