America The Last Best Hope: Volume 2: From a World at War To the Triumph of Freedom 1914—1989, by William J. Bennett.  Nashville, et al.: Thomas Nelson, 2007.

This is the second book in a two-volume survey of American history.  The first, published a year earlier, is reviewed elsewhere on this website.


Dr. William J. Bennett understands that the narrative of America’s past makes for a rattling good story.  But he does more than tell a lively tale.  Bennett presents in clear and patriotic prose the history of the United States, the nation that President Abraham Lincoln called the “last best hope of earth.”


Bennett readily moves among social, political, diplomatic, military, and economic history, letting the primary events of the period at hand determine which gets priority.  His treatment of the 1920s gives attention to the Harlem Renaissance, the Scopes trial, the Sacco and Vanzetti case, and other domestic developments.  With the 1929 stock market crash and the Great Depression that followed it, economic issues come to the fore.  From the late years of the interwar period through the end of the book, Bennett never loses sight of diplomatic and military affairs.

Bennett believes in the adage that people make history.  His work focuses on the major personalities, American and foreign, who shaped the United States during the twentieth century.  He relates revealing—and sometimes humorous—stories about these prominent individuals.  They form a commanding cast of characters: Woodrow Wilson, Theodore Roosevelt, Charles Lindbergh, Joseph Kennedy, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Soviet Marshal Joseph Stalin, Dwight D. Eisenhower, Harry S. Truman, John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, and others.

Prime Minister Churchill and President Roosevelt, two champions of freedom, dominate Bennett’s account of America’s heroic role in winning World War II.  The author contends that the outcome of this global conflict represented more than a military success won by the United States and its allies: it was a triumph for democracy.  “The star-spangled banner those marines and that corpsman raised above Mount Suribachi,” he writes, “was not just a victorious battle ensign.  It was the flag of freedom” (page 265). 


While Churchill and Roosevelt tower over the World War II period, Ronald Reagan is the central figure in the final chapter of America The Last Best Hope.  When writing about this president, whom Bennett served as secretary of education, the author does not claim to be an unbiased historian.  He states with direct honesty: “I am a great admirer of Ronald Reagan.  He was my first government employer, a mentor, and a friend” (page 531).  Bennett declares of Reagan’s victory in the Election of 1980: “America, and hope, were coming back” (page 479).

Bennett’s America The Last Best Hope achieves what he intended.  Both volumes are informative, entertaining, and inspiring.  Bennett gives Americans a sense of pride in their past, and of hope for the future.
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