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            ‘You know, travel helps people to learn, and you learn most if you have no plan, no itinerary.’

            Robert, motel receptionist, Pueblo, Colorado

            ‘I like the pretty things. I think they say more, and the important thing is being able to feel them.’

            Ben Webster, saxophonistviii
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            1

            On the Beach

         

         A lifeguard in red shorts climbs up to his chair. Still standing, he looks both ways and waves to other lifeguards; they are all along the beach, sitting in their high, white-painted chairs, spaced about a hundred yards apart. Yet no one is swimming, and I have to swim here – from this beach. I promised myself and others that I would, before I set off from England on this odd escapade. An hour ago, as I drove in creeping traffic through thunder, lightning and blinding rain, it seemed even crazier. Why was I doing this, and why was I doing it on my own?

         Now it seems a little less mad. I’ve reached the beach. I can see the sea, the Atlantic Ocean, the place where the journey begins! Now all I have to do is swim here, dry myself, walk back to my rented car, change out of my swimming shorts and drive west for more than 3,000 miles until I reach the Pacific at San Francisco.

         Black-headed gulls poke in the sand and squawk. A couple are playing baseball with a small boy who is waving a red plastic bat above his head, like a real batter. The sand is grey, wet and receptive. 2My bare feet – I’m carrying my shoes – sink in as I clomp down the beach towards the lifeguard. There aren’t many people here, perhaps because of the storm. A few children play in the sand. Some grown-ups stroll alone or in pairs; others sit on chairs under bright umbrellas which they have brought with them. Seagulls, larger than the black-headed ones, circle and swoop. The scene reminds me of those French beach scenes painted by Eugène Boudin and Claude Monet: happy, old-fashioned leisure and fun. There are no speedboats, no boats of any kind, and no surfers – just small waves.

         The lifeguard has short dark hair and isn’t especially tall. Otherwise he’s a cliché of a lifeguard: good-looking, tanned and fit. He is wearing a red T-shirt and red shorts and has two red ping-pong bats, which he uses to signal to his fellow lifeguards. He looks down at me from his perch and says that swimming isn’t permitted right now because of the recent storm; they want to be certain that there will be no more lightning. ‘Lightning can strike swimmers,’ he says and shrugs as if he thinks it is unlikely. ‘My guess is we’ll get an all-clear in about fifteen minutes.’

         Fifteen minutes later – he was right about the all-clear – he says I can leave my towel, trousers and shirt hanging on the lower rungs of his chair, and he’ll keep my bag with my phone and car keys up there beside him while I swim.

         Grey clouds linger; it’s not warm on this August day. The water is cold but not too cold. I step into the sea and advance slowly, letting the water rise up my legs an inch at a time – I’ve never been able to charge in with a lot of splashing. Eventually, when the water reaches my waist, I take courage and a breath, plunge and go right under. It feels great! Refreshing! Clean water, no seaweed, no stones. Just sand and gentle waves. I dive and go under, swim a few strokes, turn on my back, float and gaze at the sky, at the streaks of silver and even blue in the grey that marked the storm. The lifeguard has said that he is not allowed to use anyone’s phone or camera. I fetch my phone from him and ask a man who is standing nearby with a child to take my photo, and run back into the shallows. The man looks glum, but he takes two pictures. They’re not great but they’re 3mementoes, proof of something significant – of me in the Atlantic Ocean at Ocean City, Maryland – and if all goes well, they will be complemented in seven weeks’ time by photos of me in the Pacific at San Francisco.

         
             

         

         Ocean City is a strange string bean of a city, with water on both sides of the bean. It is nine miles long and three blocks, perhaps a quarter of a mile, wide, and covers the southerly end of a long peninsula, or spit, which stretches north into the state of Delaware. On its eastern edge the Atlantic Ocean washes up on nine miles of sandy beach; to the west, between the city and the mainland of Maryland, lies a calm lagoon where people fish, sail and watch birds.

         This strip of land has been a popular resort since the 1870s. Nowadays Americans crowd in for holidays, weekends and day trips – 330,000 of them over any weekend in the summer – attracted not only by the beach and its boardwalk, but by old-fashioned funfairs with roller-coasters, ferris wheels, carousels and ghost trains; and by shops, bars, clubs, restaurants, fast food, pleasure cruises, sea fishing, and hotels and holiday apartments at every price point. Close to where I found a free parking space, I also found: the pink-fronted Candy Kitchen (‘since 1937’); a concrete block of balconied vacation apartments labelled ‘Constellation House South 12’; another, more appealing wood-faced block with white-painted balconies and exterior staircases, with the lettering of its name, Siesta Villas, decorated with a woman hidden beneath a straw hat leaning against a palm tree; and a strip mall containing Johnny’s Pizza Pub, the 56th Street Beer and Wine Market, Dunkin’ Donuts, and, next to it, Fractured Prune Donut Shoppe (might this be a misspelled doughnut too many, on sale inside an anachronism?).

         
             

         

         It’s 2.30 p.m. I’ve managed to wriggle discreetly into dry clothes behind my car with the boot open. I’m hungry but I don’t want to spend long eating. I head for Johnny’s Pizza Pub. Inside it’s warm and crowded. I slide onto a stool at the bar and order Johnny’s Pizza Margarita and a Coke. Everyone else seems to be drinking beer, but 4that’s OK; I have some driving ahead. A small man comes in from the street and begins talking very loudly to a group of people further along the bar. The bartender brings the Coke and the pizza soon afterwards; he slaps down two large paper napkins and rushes off to serve some drinks. The topping covers the whole pizza – the cheese is thick, melted and sliding off on every side. There is no bread to grip it with, nor do I have a knife or a fork. But it is cut into triangles, so the form here at Johnny’s must be to eat pizza with your fingers using the huge absorbent napkins to mop up your hands. I can’t see anyone else along the bar doing this, but no one else is eating.

         I start eating, and cheese and oil ooze and drip all over my hands and chin. But I persevere until I am interrupted by the small loud man. He wants me to move to the empty stool to my right; I am sitting where he always sits. ‘I’ve been sitting on this stool for nine years,’ he says. ‘I’m Jay.’

         Of course I move along to the next stool, sliding my Coke and my pizza along the bar, and once I am out of his way Jay ignores me. Close up, I see that he is extremely skinny with little legs and bony knees inside worn blue jeans; his hair is grey and tied back in a ponytail and his face has the lines of a keen smoker. With his bare feet inside deck shoes, could he be some kind of beach bum? A bartender brings him a beer and turns away to make a drink for someone else. Jay addresses the bartender’s back and tells him that he has had a row with his sister; he can’t go on working with her – and I learn that he works for his sister as a chef. The bartender, a tall man with close-cropped blond hair, shakes his head, looks over his shoulder at Jay, smiles and grunts.

         I notice unusually thick dark hair on Jay’s forearms, and wonder whether he is a sous chef or a burger flipper. I turn away and face forwards, and study the spirits on the shelf behind the bar and keep on eating my pizza, all the time wiping oil from my chin and wondering whether to try to start a conversation. But what can I say? He has shown no interest in me since I climbed off his stool. That stool is one away from the end of the bar – the end further from the door onto the street.5

         Jay orders another beer and mutters something to himself.

         And I hear myself say, ‘Why did you choose that stool nine years ago?’

         I’m looking at him. He turns to me. ‘I like to be at the end – you know?’ He pauses. ‘Facing the door.’

         ‘What about that one?’ I point at the stool that is beyond him, the one that really is at the end of the bar.

         He twists round to look at it: a stool with a padded seat covered in brown fake velvet, like all the others. ‘No one sits there. You can’t put your drink down. That stuff is in the way.’ He gestures sideways with his head towards an ice bucket, a jug with a pair of tongs in it and a pot plant with orange flowers. ‘My friend usually sits there,’ he nods towards my stool, ‘but he can’t come in today; he’s too drunk.’

         It wasn’t much of a conversation but it was better than nothing. Soon Jay gets off his stool and slowly walks towards the back of the room, pulling a red pack of Marlboro from his pocket as he goes. He opens a door and walks towards some bins. And the door swings shut.

         I pay my bill and leave before Jay returns and, as I leave, I see a man sitting further up the bar eating a pizza with a knife and fork.

         
             

         

         The US Highways, also known as US Routes, were planned and built in the 1920s and early 1930s, because cars had become commonplace and because, in the Great Depression, men needed work. They formed a grid of more than a hundred two-lane roads, which crossed the country from east to west and north to south. Beginning in the 1950s, they were gradually superseded by multi-lane Interstate Highways, which, with central reservations and slip roads for entering and leaving, encouraged speed, filled up with trucks and bypassed towns. William Least Heat-Moon, author of what is perhaps the best American road book, Blue Highways, wrote sagely, ‘Life doesn’t happen along interstates. It’s against the law.’

         Many of the old US Highways, including Route 66, have been decommissioned; parts of them lie buried under interstates or have been allowed to grass over, and, even where a stretch of road 6survives, their distinctive shield-shaped signs, with the highway’s number, have been removed because short lengths of road are not US Highways. But US Highway 50 is still a US Highway. It does what it was designed to do; it crosses the country, is still pretty much intact and has shields beside it all the way.

         I am waiting at traffic lights at the southern end of Ocean City, waiting to drive onto the bridge where Highway 50 begins or ends, depending on where you start from. I’m starting here, at the eastern end of the bridge at Ocean City, because Europeans landed on the east coast of the landmass that they named America, and moved slowly west until they reached the other side, the ocean that they called the Pacific – and I want to do the same. It’s a matter of following history, which, in one sense, is going to be easy for me because all I have to do is start here and keep driving.
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            Slavery and Bravery

         

         I leave Ocean City at around 4 p.m. and, for the first time since the storm broke that morning, the sun comes out. Soon I sense heat and see that there are just a few clouds floating in a clear blue sky. The land is flat, green and lush. I pass through pine woods and emerge among fields of low, deep green plants which I am pretty sure are soybeans.

         I am driving across the wonderfully named and pendulous Delmarva Peninsula, a thick slab of land – 170 miles long and up to seventy miles across – that dangles south into the Atlantic. Delmarva is an acronym for Delaware, Maryland, Virginia; the peninsula comprises almost all of Delaware and bits of the others. The string-bean peninsula that contains Ocean City is a peninsula within a peninsula, a teeny appendage to the Delmarva. Delaware Bay and the Atlantic lie to the east of the Delmarva, while to the west is Chesapeake Bay, a vast waterway that runs north to Baltimore and into which flows the Potomac River, beside which Washington DC was built.8

         An old wooden house with a well-kept garden sits in a grassy pasture like a child’s toy on a green carpet. Fields of tall, yellowing corn alternate with the expanses of soybeans. Here and there trailer parks are in sight of, but away from, the road. I turn off and drive past one. People sit outside their trailers on haphazardly arranged canvas seats; many look tired, some look worried. A man who I guess is from the Indian sub-continent stares blankly at what might be a chequebook, while a small child tries vainly to attract his attention. I notice a car that looks new parked beside a smart, shiny pick-up truck outside a neighbouring trailer. Are these people poor? I am a long way from the sea now, and these don’t look like holiday homes. I remember, when I taught creative writing at a secondary school in a deprived part of London, a teacher telling me that the more televisions a family had, the poorer they were; they couldn’t afford to go out, and would buy televisions on credit. New cars can be bought on credit; old ones more often with cash.

         I return to Route 50 and carry on driving towards Cambridge, a fishing port on the west side of the Delmarva Peninsula. I’m perhaps ten miles from Cambridge and driving on a stretch of dual carriageway when I see a small brown sign: Harriet Tubman birthplace – next left.

         I’ve heard of Harriet Tubman, but all I know is that she was a slave who somehow acted heroically, and that the Obama administration planned to put her face on the $20 bill (in place of President Andrew Jackson, who signed the infamous, genocidal Indian Removal Act of 1830, whereby all tribes east of the Mississippi were to be moved west of that river, a forced migration which, for the Cherokee, came to be known as the Trail of Tears). At the time of writing, the Trump government is shilly-shallying on this excellent idea.

         I turn off and find myself on narrow country lanes where there are forks in the road with no signs that mention Tubman or her birthplace. At each junction I take the widest road, or the one whose hardtop matches the road I am on, or simply the road that looks most travelled. After a while I decide that I have taken a wrong turn; I have driven three miles or so down a wild and pretty lane with 9pine woods crowding the verges on both sides, with no houses, no sign of humanity, no traffic. The road is so narrow that turning the car would take several minutes of huffing and puffing backwards and forwards. Eventually a stony space appears to my right, and I drive into a derelict rubbish dump where the fridges and washing machines are rusty and a hoover is coated in verdigris. I turn the car and drive back towards the lane. A young man driving a huge four-wheel-drive and towing a boat slows as he drives past, stares relentlessly and frowns. By comparison, my pristine white Chevrolet Cruze feels small and dainty.

         I drive back the way I came, take the other fork and soon come to a junction where there is a cluster of old clapboard buildings – six or seven of them, mostly well preserved and painted. (Clapboard, usually pronounced ‘clabbered’, is used to describe outer walls covered with wooden boards placed horizontally, often overlapping. Clapboard is usually painted, most commonly white.) At first, I wonder if this is some sort of museum – and it is, although I can see people live in some of the houses – in particular a three-storey house, painted a delightful blue-green with white-painted Georgian window frames, two dormers in the roof, and a veranda with slim, elegant pillars and wicker chairs out front.

         I park on the grass verge. Another car is parked further up and three black people, an elderly couple – the woman walking with a stick – and a teenage girl, are staring at a notice on the side of a small cream-painted building. An old sign on the front gable of this building reads GENERAL STORE, and underneath, in smaller letters, BUCKTOWN MD T. MEREDITH PROPRIETOR. I walk round the side to read the notice – the group of three have moved off – and learn that ‘The famed Underground Railroad conductor Harriet Tubman grew up here in Bucktown,’ and that in this building – this tiny, now empty, general store – when she was thirteen, Harriet ‘made her first stand against the injustice of slavery’, by refusing to help a white overseer tie down a young male slave he was trying to discipline. The slave broke free. The overseer threw a two-pound weight at him, missed and instead hit Harriet on the 10head, almost killing her. As an adult she suffered frequent seizures, which some historians say were caused by this event.

         The elderly black couple are looking at a small, unpainted building nearby. I wander over and see that much of it is rotting and many boards are missing. A notice explains, ‘Anthony Thompson Smokehouse Circa 1810 Restoration Efforts Underway!!’ I get talking to the elderly couple. They are from Baltimore and have been here twice before; this time they have brought their granddaughter, because they think she should see this place and be aware of the Underground Railroad and Harriet Tubman. They tell me that Harriet’s birthplace is further up a road off to the right. ‘You should drive. It’s too far to walk,’ they say.

         I find it, a small gravel lay-by beside a plaque set on a post. It faces a broad field planted with soybeans, surrounded by thick woods. The only building in sight is about a quarter of a mile away, connected to the road by a line of weathered telegraph poles; it is painted cream and has a slate roof. Can that be Harriet Tubman’s birthplace?

         The plaque is metal, designed in what might be called formal-commemorative style, its top edge curved and featuring black-painted embossed curlicues. It gives Harriet’s name and her dates, 1820–1913, and describes her as ‘the Moses of her people’ who ‘found freedom for herself and some three hundred other slaves whom she led north. In the Civil War she served the Union Army as a nurse, scout and spy.’

         Beside this formal plaque, a smaller board stands waist high at an angle to the ground. It gives more information and includes a map, copies of old documents and a sepia photograph of Harriet wearing a long Victorian skirt and a matching high-necked jacket with a white neckpiece; she stands with her hands resting on a chair in what must be a photographer’s studio, and has the stern expression of someone who is trying not to move during the long exposure of a sheet of film. Or is it the expression of someone who was once a slave, is now free and is taking great risks to free others?

         The board tells me that Tubman’s mother was owned by a farmer named Edward Brodess. His farm was close to this spot and Harriet 11was probably born there. I also learn that in the mid-nineteenth century 8,000 African Americans lived in this region, Dorchester County, an area of almost 1,000 square miles with a total population of 19,000. Half of the African Americans were slaves; most of the rest were free and worked as labourers. ‘Enslaved blacks, free blacks, and abolitionist whites’ – the board says – ‘worked together to operate the Underground Railroad, a secret network of “stations” and “conductors” that led hundreds of enslaved people to freedom and became a powerful national symbol of resistance to slavery.’

         I have recently read two novels that take their readers deep into the lives of slaves and make the callousness and cruelty palpable and infuriating: Homegoing by Yaa Gyasi, and The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead. Longer ago I read William Styron’s The Confessions of Nat Turner, a fictionalised telling of the true story of Nat Turner, a slave who led a bloody and murderous revolt against slave owners in Virginia in 1831. The scene in front of me is green, pastoral and peaceful, yet it is not hard, although deeply distressing, to imagine, as these three writers do, a comfortable house where a white family is waited on by black staff, with slaves – men, women and children – living in shacks, working long hours in fields and enduring the constant threat of violence, humiliation and, worse still, of being sold to another owner and separated for ever from loved ones.
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            Muskrats and Linguine

         

         I get in the car and drive on, rather than back towards US 50. It’s 6 p.m., there’s plenty of light, and I feel like seeing what is round the next corner. The road emerges from woods and crosses low-lying marshland without trees; lakes and ponds close in on the road and I come to a stretch that is flooded. A car, some way behind me, stops and turns back. I keep going, driving slowly. Water surges from the wheels, but it isn’t deep and I can see grey tarmac ahead. The place is flat, empty and beautiful with a big silvery sky overhead; a lone gull flies across in front of me, and I sense I am close to the sea – but not the Atlantic with its waves. My sense of direction and the landscape itself suggest Chesapeake Bay, where I guess the water is more estuary than ocean.

         The road rounds a bend and begins to follow a wide, slow-moving stream. Soon I come to a bridge: flat, wooden, about thirty yards across. A man in a straw hat is standing at the near end leaning on a thick wooden beam that forms the bridge’s side. I drive past him across the bridge and pull into a small car park on the other 13side where a small red car is parked and a blue plastic toilet is set back from the water. I leave the car, walk to the edge of the water, stand and stare; the stream meanders between grassy banks, under a beautiful, post-storm evening sky. There is one small house on this side of the river; otherwise there is just marsh, water, bridge, sky and the man in a straw hat. I walk slowly back over the bridge, gazing down at the sunlight shimmering on the water. I pass the man, who is drawing with a pencil in a sketchbook. I walk a little way, come back and somehow we start talking.

         He tells me that when he was a child his grandfather lived close to here. He visited often and came to love the place. Now he comes back from time to time, though he lives a hundred miles away. ‘I come for inspiration: the smell of the creosote and the water.’ He’s right about the creosote; except for the tarmac road surface, the bridge is built entirely of wood coated in the stuff, and stands on wooden piles driven into the water. He leans over his sketchbook and uses his thumb to smudge some pencil marks; on the page there are three or four rough sketches. ‘These are nothing,’ he says, waving his pencil. ‘I’ll maybe work up a painting from them, though.’

         I ask if he’s a professional artist.

         ‘No, no,’ he says and shrugs. ‘I do it because I like doing it – to relax. Occasionally sell a painting.’ He’s a big man, with a neat beard and moustache. He tells me that this area of marsh and wetland is the Blackwater Wildlife Refuge and this bridge is Shorter’s Wharf Bridge; the wharf itself, from which people sometimes launch boats, is where our cars are parked.

         Then he tells me about muskrats: they live here in the marshes and reeds. Some people eat them, but they are valued much more for their fur, which fetches big money. People make a living from trapping them; his grandfather did. Slaves used to trap them and skin them so their masters could sell the pelts.

         ‘Harriet Tubman …’

         ‘Yeah … she would have had to do that.’ He looks away. ‘Don’t like thinking about slaves. I’m sure my ancestors had something to do with that.’ He shakes his head. A puff of wind blows up from the 14river. ‘The breeze is keeping the insects away,’ he says, ‘and cooling the hot humidity.’

         It’s time for me to move on. If I want to get to Cambridge, I should go back the way I came, he says.

         
             

         

         I find Cambridge, check into a motel called America’s Best Value Inn, and head out for a restaurant I had driven past, Carmela’s Cucina: a small, colourfully painted detached building, alone on a plot of land beside a major road junction near the middle of Cambridge.

         It’s warm in Carmela’s, low-ceilinged, a little steamy, busy. I am given a table close to the door with a view of the kitchen and of a host of happy Italians, old and young – a family, I guess – cooking, waiting, greeting and smiling. The place is crowded, but I am brought a menu – and about a minute later get what I most want, a beer. Then comes a free plate of garlic bread with salsa. This is a great place; they don’t waste time and they smile before they rush off to serve someone else. I glug cold beer and look around: yellow walls, green doors with yellow panels, green dado rails, framed jokey messages on the walls, ‘All our visitors bring happiness, some by coming, some by going.’ Nearby sits a noisy family of eight; close to them a middle-aged couple seem to be flirting as he tops up her wine. The outside door opens and three men, two of whom have striking red hair, come in – and are soon seated behind me to my left.

         I slowly suck in a huge plate of linguine marinara, and pile mussel and clam shells in a bowl, breaking off from time to time to write in my notebook.

         A thin woman aged about forty comes in to collect a takeaway. She has come too soon, she is told by the no-nonsense, dark-haired woman by the till, who I’m sure by now is Carmela; but would she like a glass of wine?

         Yes, she would.

         Carmela tells her that they don’t have Chianti tonight.

         The woman seems put out, but agrees to have a glass of Valpolicella.

         She sits down on a bench against the wall, sips wine, and says to 15Carmela, ‘I’ve got a new job. I’m working in Baltimore. It’s a bit of a drive, but I’m going to give it a go.’

         Carmela mutters something I don’t catch. A boy aged about eight crosses from the kitchen area, followed by a handsome, grey-haired man with a moustache and a big belly. They sit down on the bench beyond the woman with the wine, and the man hugs the boy to him with an arm round his shoulder. I guess this is Carmela’s husband. Is the boy their son or their grandson? There are plenty of younger adults around who could be his parents.

         I take a gulp of my second beer. And I hear the woman with the wine say very clearly, ‘They look a bit gay.’

         I look up and see Carmela by the till frowning and wagging her finger at the woman, subtly, from side to side. Then she puts her finger to her lips.

         ‘Oh! Did I say that out loud? I was just thinking it.’

         Carmela nods her head, and then shakes it.

         Soon the woman’s food is ready. She pays and leaves. As soon as the door shuts, there is an outburst of chuckling. Carmela has her hand in front of her mouth. Her husband pulls a face and shrugs, arms out, palms up. Both are looking towards the red-haired men and their friend, who just laugh and call out: ‘Woo-oo!’ ‘Way to go!’ ‘Smart ass!’

         The three men leave before me. I’m feeling mellow, and have been persuaded to have a dessert, which turns out to be the largest tiramisu in the state of Maryland.

         When I go up to pay, Carmela says, ‘That woman, she comes in about three times a week, usually a little drunk, and always she comes early and has a glass of Chianti while she waits. Tonight we didn’t have any Chianti. She had to have Valpolicella.’

         ‘Oh dear,’ I say.

         ‘Well, those guys didn’t mind. We know them. They thought it was funny.’

         
             

         

         I get lost driving the mile or so back to America’s Best Value Inn in the dark streets of a small town that seem to stretch in every 16direction except towards US 50 where the motel is. Four or five times I decide I have to turn around and try again, but can find no easy place to turn and am hampered by the headlights in my mirror of a driver who surely would like to pass this idiot who has no idea where he is. After a while, a mild sense of panic takes hold of me. It’s getting late. I am tired. I want to get to my motel room. Will I ever get there? The streets are dark. There are no people on the pavements. Nor is there a shop or gas station to stop at and ask for directions.

         I find it, of course – and am greeted warmly by the young night manager, Deepak. I sit close to the floor in a revolving desk chair, which someone has wound low, flip through the TV stations and find a satire programme called Late Night with Seth Meyers. Seth is telling us about a man who will be in the news throughout my journey across America: Brett Kavanaugh, ‘The first white man nominated to the Supreme Court in at least a year … He has a habeas tattoo somewhere on his corpus … His handshakes can best be described as moist.’ At this last the audience groans.

         I go to the bathroom, where I gaze at and appreciate a large, beautifully framed photograph of a mountain stream with ferns and maple leaves, which is hanging above the cistern. Beneath it, on top of the cistern, half a loo roll stands upright and a little unrolled. As I clean my teeth, I silently applaud the priorities of America’s Best Value Inn. Who needs a loo-roll holder?
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            The Harriet Tubman

Underground Railroad

         

         I’m in the Cambridge Hospital car park, standing beside the car, eating my breakfast – banana, blueberry muffin and coffee – from the Walmart nearby. There aren’t many cars here, but there are a lot of trees; I have a large space and several trees to myself. Every five minutes or so a skinny man of Asian origin, dressed in the flimsy blue pyjamas worn by surgeons, jogs past, carrying a phone that emits unrecognisable, tinny music. He doesn’t look at all well. He seems exhausted. His jog is barely a jog, more a slow shuffle. In my opinion, he should stop, go indoors, have a shower and collapse into the arms of the nearest doctor, even if he is himself a doctor. But perhaps he is a patient, determined to run even if it kills him.

         Last night, as I searched for US 50 and my motel, I saw a sign to the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad Visitor Center. (In the US, ‘visitor centre’ means ‘museum’, perhaps because a visitor centre 18sounds less frightening.) I didn’t know there was such a place but, now that I do, I want to see it before I drive away west.

         I drive east down 50, thinking the Tubman Center will be signed to the right. I see no sign and, after twenty miles, I drive back towards Cambridge. I pass a field in which stands an old peeling billboard with the words Van Go in large letters. I noticed this yesterday and wondered what it meant. Now I slow up, look harder and see that it is advertising a bus company with facilities for disabled people.

         When I reach Cambridge, I turn round and start east again. It all seems boringly familiar. Can I really have missed a sign to the Tubman Center? I see a Days Inn motel ahead – maybe someone in there can help me. I stop and go inside. There is no one in reception. A notice on the counter says: Use lobby phone for assistance.

         There is a phone on a table on the other side of the room. I pick it up and put it to my ear.

         Immediately a phone rings behind the counter I have just left and a woman’s voice says, ‘Days Inn.’

         ‘Hello. I’m in reception,’ I say.

         ‘So am I.’

         I turn. A young black woman is smiling at me from behind the counter. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I was here’ – she points down to her left – ‘reading. You didn’t see me?’

         ‘No,’ I say.

         She has a pleasing round face and hair arranged in long cornrows, each with a shiny silver band around it. She knows everything about Harriet Tubman museums. There are two, she says, one in a former shop in Cambridge, and the other, newer one – the one called a visitor centre – is bigger and better and is on a country road. She writes down the address and tells me to drive back up 50 into Cambridge and turn left onto Route 16.

         I find the Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad Visitor Center beside a narrow road surrounded by green fields, woods, ponds and marshland – just a few miles from Bucktown and Harriet’s birthplace. It is a handsome, low, modern building, opened in 2017, funded and run jointly by the National Park Service and the State of 19Maryland, and set within another tribute to Tubman, the seventeen-acre Harriet Tubman Underground Railroad State Park. On this sunny afternoon, the setting is idyllic, and again hard to square with the evil of slavery. Inside the Center I learn that, when Tubman lived nearby as a girl, as well as doing farm work and standing for hours in freezing water trapping muskrats for their thick winter fur, she worked with her father cutting down trees, turning them into timber and hauling it to local wharves. That work gave her the knowledge and contacts that later enabled her to set up escape routes from here in eastern Maryland to, initially, the free state of Pennsylvania.

         It is also hard to accept that this slave system held sway so recently. Slavery was abolished in 1865. Tubman herself escaped to freedom in Philadelphia in Pennsylvania in 1849. Between then and the beginning of the Civil War in 1861, she made thirteen trips during which she led seventy slaves from her old homeland to freedom, many of them to Canada, where they were safer than in the free states of the United States, from which they could be returned to slavery. She also helped another fifty slaves to escape by advising them where to go, how to hide and so on. Many years later she said, ‘I never ran my train off the track and I never lost a passenger.’

         I gaze at a cradle made from a hollowed-out tree and imagine it lying on an earth floor in a flimsy shack, a baby asleep, a young mother nearby and a tired father rocking the cradle with his foot. The Center is designed with reverence – is almost a shrine, dimly lit in places, with modern brass sculptures, some of Tubman herself, and a movie that shows a succession of eminent people paying tribute to her character and achievements. Another movie re-enacts some of her great escapes, including cliff-hanging moments when she and those she is leading came close to being discovered. Old photographs, documents and objects are mixed in with huge modern colour illustrations, some of which have a three-dimensional element – a wooden gate or the prow of ship jutting from them.

         The civil war between the northern and southern states, the 20Union and the Confederacy, was fought on the issue of slavery. Harriet Tubman moved south with the Union troops, working first as a nurse and a cook and then as an armed scout and spy. A sculpture here shows her leading the famous Raid on Combahee Ferry, an action that defeated a detachment of the Confederate Army and freed 750 slaves, many of whom joined the Union Army.

         I spend an hour wandering around and visiting the shop, which has a wall filled with serious books about slavery and the Civil War, alongside Harriet Tubman finger puppets, key rings and rulers. Then I walk across lush grass to a picnic building with tables and a sink with running water. I look out towards a still lake in which clouds and sky are reflected; beyond is a field bordered by trees: ‘Countryside preserved,’ as the woman who ran the shop put it, ‘as it would have been back in the slave days.’
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            Tailgating on the Delmarva

         

         That woman, the one who ran the shop, said that there would be a lot of traffic on 50 heading west towards Annapolis. ‘There always is on Sunday evenings in summer,’ she said. ‘People driving home to DC, Annapolis, Baltimore, from Ocean City and the coast.’

         She was right. I sit in slow-moving traffic and stare at wooden houses, large, small, old and new. They look as if they have arrived from somewhere else and been plonked on a patch of grass – which is usually green and well watered. Some of these houses may have been bought by mail order from retailers like Sears Roebuck, who advertised 370 different designs as kits for self-assembly in their catalogues between 1908 and 1940. In the towns, although houses are closer together, there is a similar sense of buildings that have arrived ready-made from somewhere else. 207 High Street, Cambridge, was built in Annapolis around 1750, moved the sixty miles to Cambridge ten years later, and moved again within Cambridge in 1772 when the removal men put it down sideways on its new plot and then didn’t have room to turn it round to face the street; it still looks slightly odd.22

         This stretch of 50 is a four-lane divided highway. Sometimes the traffic almost stops. I study the cars and feel warm towards the few old ones on view, in particular a low-slung blue four-door saloon carrying six people; I can count the people inside because, unlike most cars, including mine, its windows are open, which suggests it doesn’t have air-conditioning.

         I’m in the inside lane when a swanky black SUV pick-up swerves across in front of me and then swings back out into the fast lane and tailgates the car in front. We’re moving so slowly that it makes little difference which lane any of us are in. There is a sticker on the back of this arriviste pick-up. It says simply Mike Evans. I’ve seen plenty of election billboards and stickers in my travels on the Delmarva Peninsular. With supporters who drive in this arrogant manner, Mike Evans is surely a Republican and a fan of Donald Trump. Does Trump drive, I wonder? Probably not now, but if he did, he would, without thinking, swerve between lanes and bully people by tailgating them. Later I google Mike Evans and find that he is the Republican candidate for sheriff in Calvert County – which is on the other side of Chesapeake Bay. (Much later I discover that Mike Evans had been the sheriff for sixteen years already and was re-elected; he had a good record of reducing crime.)

         The road widens to three lanes and we move a little more quickly. Big spots of rain splat on to the windscreen. We slow again as we approach the Bay Bridge. At first there is nothing special about this bridge; it’s just a load of concrete. But it turns out to be long – more than four miles long – and then I see that there are two bridges, parallel, similar but not identical, westbound and eastbound. After a while the bridge steepens, then flattens out and I see that both bridges are now suspension bridges with elegant towers at either end. I’m in the middle of the bay, high above the water and can see the shore a long way ahead. This section must have been built high to allow tall boats to sail underneath.

         As I come down from the bridge, the rain thickens. The traffic speeds up and driving is more difficult. Annapolis is still some miles ahead. I have no idea what to expect – nor where I will sleep 23tonight – and I am having trouble seeing anything other than the tail lights of the car in front.

         The world is a blur. I have the windscreen wipers going full tilt. I’m in the slow lane driving at seventy simply because everyone else is. I feel that, if I drove more slowly, as I would if I weren’t on this crazy conveyor belt, there would be much changing of lanes to get past me, and that would endanger the cascade of dripping cars – and me in particular.

         I career on and, from time to time, manage to read road signs or bits of them through the murk. By now I must be either in or bypassing Annapolis, although I haven’t seen that Greek-sounding word anywhere, just signs to named streets. I glimpse a sign that includes mention of motels, and at the last second see the words ‘Best Western’. I’ve stayed in Best Westerns before. But too late: I’ve missed the turn-off. A mile on, I take the next turn and battle through rain, growing darkness, and the glare of headlights coming towards me and reflecting into my eyes from the mirror. I manage to get back on 50 going the other way, and to get off again at another sign mentioning Best Western, among other motels.

         I drive around and see no motels – just a large car park in front of a giant DIY store. I turn back and go a different way. Again no motels. I turn back again, find the DIY store, park and run in through teeming rain. I ask a woman sitting at a till whether she knows where the Best Western is. She calls another woman, a striking black woman with straight blonde hair and emphatic, carefully applied make-up. She knows exactly how to get from here to Best Western. I try desperately to remember everything she says. It’s not far but sounds complicated; there are one-way systems, overpasses and underpasses. A security man wearing a peaked cap joins us and runs over the same directions. He takes me outside, where we stand under the porch. He points to some traffic lights and swerves his hands around imaginary corners while explaining once more where I should go. Once again, I try to take in and remember what is clearly, to him, perfectly straightforward.

         I drive off, trying to follow the route that these helpful people 24have given me. Some awkward lane-changing is needed – and I’m soon sure I have gone the wrong way because I failed to change lane and was forced to turn right. I drive alongside a group of buildings, more than one of which could be the Best Western, but I can’t get in there because a pavement and a low wall are in the way. I slow down. There is a way in. I find myself among red-brick buildings and a series of car parks. There is a bank, a supermarket, a Mexican restaurant, a huge Burger King, a sports bar called the Greene Turtle, and a hotel called the Crowne Plaza. There is no Best Western and the rain continues. The Crowne Plaza looks new, swanky and expensive – with the kind of postmodern architecture that is all brown bricks and outsized plaster pediments. It has an enormous covered entrance portico with room for several cars. I’m fed up with being lost in the rain and dark, so I park and go in.
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            Trump, Putin and Bote

         

         Marble floors, mirrors, low-slung sofas, coffee tables – space, plenty of space: a bar way off to the left, grey, beige, subtly lit; long, marble-topped reception desk to the right. The receptionist is tall and dark, with long, wavy, shiny hair hanging down in front of her left shoulder. She gushes, even though I am a damp, harassed, scruffy man who isn’t sure he really wants to be here – especially after he’s learned the price of a room: almost twice the price of America’s Best Value Inn in Cambridge, breakfast not included. The room is at least four times as plush as good old America’s Best Value: a grey-and-white look, soft carpet with an abstract pattern in black and white; two beds, eight pillows, a comfy armchair, desk and so on. I go into the bathroom and – horrors! – there has been a flood. I look more closely and see that the flood is a mirage brought about by the ultra-shiny marble floor. Of course there is a loo-roll holder and, predictably, the end of the loo roll has been firmly folded into a point.

         I want to eat something and drink a beer. The receptionist 26smiles as I walk past. I ask if she recommends anywhere to eat. She wouldn’t eat at the Greene Turtle, which – she gestures – is next door. She recommends an Italian restaurant. ‘It’s very close but you will have to drive.’ She gives directions. It’s about fifty yards away on the other side of a four-lane freeway, or perhaps it’s a beltway; it’s certainly four lanes with cars all going the same way fast.

         So I would have to drive, but I’ve had enough of driving – and the rain has stopped. I walk over to the Mexican restaurant, which looks smart and about half full. Do I want to sit in there at a table for one? I walk back to the Greene Turtle, which is subtitled Sports Bar and Grille (isn’t a grille something you find in the door of prison?). There aren’t many people there, but there’s a bar, where I could sit and perhaps talk to someone, and loads of large screens showing sport. There’s also a perverse satisfaction in going to a place that the receptionist actively didn’t recommend.

         At the Greene Turtle, I meet a bartender called Emily, who has glasses and a serious look and a great sense of humour; she wears a Greene Turtle T-shirt and sawn-off black jeans from which dangle strands of cotton, and she has a small silver nose ring. She talks to me and, at the same time, to two black guys who are sitting at the corner of the bar at right angles to me behind a pillar; occasionally I glimpse one of them when he leans forward; the other is hidden by the pillar. It’s a curious conversation in that Emily speaks to the three of us, turning her head frequently – but we don’t speak to each other. It’s hard, after all, to speak to a stranger you can’t see.

         We learn that Emily recently broke up with a boyfriend, even though she had kindly moved to Baltimore to be with him. ‘He got this big corporate job, and I’m still serving,’ she says. She shrugs. But now she’s met another guy ‘who is very respectful’. She nods and smiles as she pours drinks for the men behind the pillar. ‘So I’m very happy.’

         And so am I. I didn’t like the sound of this big corporate guy who dumped her because she wasn’t corporate. But I didn’t expect this happy ending.

         I drink two pale ales and eat Cajun pasta with shrimp. Emily tells 27us that her grandmother came from Manchester and her grandfather from Jamaica, and they live in New Brunswick. Her mother also lives in Canada and has four tattoos while Emily has seven, one of which, on her shoulder, is the same as one of her mother’s. She shows us a perfectly symmetrical black lotus flower on her right arm.

         After I’ve eaten, Emily easily persuades me to order a slug of Maker’s Mark bourbon. She turns the bottle upside down above the glass, releases a stream of clear brown fluid from a great height, and goes off to serve some new customers. A baseball game has been on the screen above the bar ever since I arrived, and the score – 3–0 to the Washington Nats against the Chicago Cubs – hasn’t changed, despite a good hour of knee-raising and bat-twirling. I watch this game now and read the subtitled commentary. Batters come and go. Nothing much happens, except that the Cubs manage to get a man on each of the three bases. This is their ninth innings, and they are the home side, which means that the Nats will not bat again and the game will soon be over – and, judging by the Cubs’ feeble efforts of the last hour or so, the Nats are about to win. The Cubs need to score four runs to win, which is almost – but not quite – impossible.

         Soon the last batsman for Chicago, who is called David Bote (rhymes with Boaty, as in Boaty McBoatface), steps up to the plate. The Cubs are in the last-chance saloon, and Bote is on his own in there, trying to vault over the bar. I pick up from the subtitles that he is what in English football would be called a tactical substitute. The coach thinks that if anyone can rescue the Cubs at this late hour, it is him. The implication is that he is a good batter, but not quite good enough to be in the original line-up; I guess that he is what in cricket would be called a slogger, a man who, if he hits the ball, hits it hard, but is liable to miss the ball altogether.

         My knowledge of baseball, gleaned from watching the game in bars and trying to work out what is going on, is almost nil. I do know that if a batter gets three strikes (which, curiously to fans of soccer, means missing the ball), he is out. However, the pitcher has to throw the ball into the zone where the batter has a chance of being able to hit it, otherwise the pitch doesn’t count. This is judged 28by the umpire, who stands behind the catcher, who is squatting on the ground behind the batter. I take a sip of bourbon and watch Bote miss the first pitch – one strike. There follow some pitches that Bote misses, but they are judged invalid by the umpire. Bote then misses the second correctly pitched ball. Two strikes.

         Bote has one more chance. To win the game he has to hit a home run (hit the ball out of the ground into the crowd or even into the street outside). Home runs are not uncommon, although many games go through their eighteen innings without anyone scoring one. However, if Bote can hit a home run off this next pitch, which is the last ball of the game, he won’t score just one run, he will score four, because there is a Cubs batter waiting at each base and they will all, along with Bote himself, run from their bases around to the plate. That means that Bote will score a grand slam, four runs, and the Cubs will win the game 4–3. If this happens, it will be not just a grand slam, but a ‘walk-off grand slam’, because the players will walk off the pitch and that will be the end of the game.

         I know all this only because it actually happened before my eyes as I casually sipped at my bourbon. The commentators didn’t anticipate it, didn’t even mention a walk-off grand slam as a possibility. The players and coaches on both sides looked bored; the game was drawing to a dull end – and the Washington Nats were going to win 3–0.

         Well, as you must have guessed, Bote walloped that ball so hard and so high that he is now in the history books. Part of the crowd shot into the air. Bote threw his bat on the ground and ran round the bases and back to the plate, a necessary formality, and disappeared beneath a pile of his teammates, who tore off his number 13 shirt. The Washington players walked slowly away, wide-eyed, not even shaking their heads.

         The two black guys have gone. No one else in the Greene Turtle has seen this. They are chatting away, all unaware.

         I drink my bourbon, watch the screen, read the subtitles and appreciate the full story of, and the history behind, what I have just seen. I learn that a walk-off grand slam that erases a three-run lead 29is called an ‘ultimate grand slam’; there have been twenty-nine of these in major-league baseball history, which began in 1903. The first ever player to hit an ultimate grand slam for a team who were 3–0 behind was Sammy Byrd for the Cincinnati Reds in 1936. But since then it has never happened again – until tonight.

         I try to tell Emily about this as I pay the bill. She nods and smiles, but I don’t think she quite gets it.

         Later, in my room, I watch the news headlines. Trump, Putin – and Bote.
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            Hugging George Washington

         

         I know that I am close to the historic centre of Annapolis because five minutes ago I saw a sign to the visitor information centre, and I followed it. However, I am in a street lined with old houses that are clearly people’s homes – reasonably wealthy people, I guess – and I can’t see an information centre. The street ends at the sea, or at least at an inlet from Chesapeake Bay, where boats are moored and a couple of men are fishing.

         I leave the car and approach an elderly man who is walking slowly with a stick. He is wearing mirror shades, but even though I can’t see his eyes, I ask him if he knows where the visitor information centre is.

         He is tall, looking down at me. ‘I live here. I didn’t know there was a visitor information centre.’ He smiles. ‘I suppose I wouldn’t.’

         ‘The visitor centre is at the harbour. Is this the harbour?’ I point to the water and the boats.

         ‘No. This isn’t the harbour, but you’re close. Five minutes.’ He gives me directions. The harbour is on the other side of a bridge. 31He is keen to help me – a clueless man with a funny accent. He runs over the directions again, and is very precise.

         I find the harbour and the visitor centre. I get a free copy of the Annapolis Discovery Map, a colourful, easy-to-read map with cartoonish drawings of buildings, boats, people. Then I wander about in the picturesque, tourist-oriented district that the map calls ‘Historic Annapolis’, and reflect that getting lost is becoming a feature of this trip. It’s only the third day and I’ve been lost at least four times. I’ve never had satnav – have never felt I needed it – in London, England, Scotland, Europe or the USA. I could get it on my mobile phone right now, but I would have to pay the exorbitant cost of data roaming. I rely on sense of direction, signposts and maps. I have the Michelin Road Atlas of the USA, Canada and Mexico, which has maps of cities, including Annapolis, but it doesn’t show the visitor centre. And when I’m online, at a motel, café, bar or wherever, I can look at maps – but I can’t study a map while I’m driving. That would be the beauty of satnav, but I’ve never used it and I’m too stubborn to start now.

         Historic Annapolis is stuffed with history and tourists. Around the harbour and on the streets that climb the hill above it, no one is moving very fast. People are lolling, arms outstretched along the backs of benches. Others sit with children at pavement cafés. A man with slicked-back hair smokes the stub of a fat cigar, the label between his fingers. I walk uphill on Main Street, looking in shop windows. Even to my English eyes, many of these buildings – homes, small and large, terraced and detached; shops, bars, restaurants, churches – are old; many date from the eighteenth century.

         The Maryland State House stands close to the top of the hill. At a glance it looks like an imposing, classically proportioned redbrick Georgian building with a lighthouse on its roof. In fact, it is topped with an elaborate series of domes and octagonal rotundas, which from some angles add to its grandeur. It was built between 1772 and 1779 and has housed the Maryland General Assembly ever since, making it the oldest state capitol, or parliament building, in the United States.32

         Inside I find marble columns, porticoes and balustrades, beige-and grey-painted walls, and plenty of old portraits in oils of great and good Americans. The Maryland Senate Chamber is protected by a rope, but I can see red leather seats and polished dark-wood desks; the Maryland House of Delegates Chamber has green seats.

         From November 1783 to August 1784 Annapolis was the capital of the newly independent United States, and the US Congress, which included Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton and Franklin, met here. I walk into the Old House of Delegates Chamber, which has been restored to how it was in 1783. There, I come across a tall, grey-haired, patrician American with two small girls, aged perhaps eight and ten, wearing pretty floral dresses; he is telling them about the War of Independence and how the United States wanted to be freed from paying taxes to the English and their king. I find myself congratulating him on his clear explanation of what happened, and I say to the girls, ‘I’m from England, the place you got independence from.’

         ‘Ooh,’ the older girl says. ‘Was that long ago?’

         ‘About 250 years ago,’ I say.

         ‘Are you that old? You look old. How old are you?’

         ‘I’m not that old. I wasn’t alive then. I just know that your country ganed independence from mine all that time ago.’

         The girls look puzzled. Grandfather and I laugh. Bonhomie breaks out. The girls spin around in their shiny shoes, and I tell grandfather that I think it is a good thing that America gained independence from Britain. ‘We wouldn’t want to be one country now, what with one thing and another.’ I don’t use the Trump or Brexit words but, from grandfather’s chuckle, I sense that I guessed correctly that he is no fan of Trump and is as puzzled as I am by Brexit. I’m no expert, but I think this smiley man is an East Coast Democrat, a member of what some now call the elite.

         I say goodbye to them and cross the hall to the Old Senate Chamber, an airy room where a life-size bronze statue of George Washington stands on the very spot where historians have decided that the man himself stood on 23 December 1783, when he made 33a short speech resigning his commission as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army; Washington had just won the War of Independence and had overseen the withdrawal of the last British troops from New York. This was an emotional moment for the wise and modest Washington, who had commanded the army since the beginning of the war in June 1775. He resigned because he longed to get back to what he saw as his normal life as a farmer in his home state of Virginia and because he wanted to make clear that he did not want political power. Throughout the war, Congress had given him the power of a dictator, and he could have continued to rule the newly independent country – indeed some groups wanted him to be their king – but power did not corrupt him. He had fought for the independence of his country, but also to bring about a revolution: a republic and a people’s democracy.

         Washington’s resigning his commission is seen as a pivotal event in American history. The ceremony has been painted numerous times – one huge canvas, by John Trumbull in 1824 – hangs in the Capitol Building in Washington DC. Trumbull described Washington’s resignation as ‘one of the highest moral lessons ever given to the world’. Gordon S. Wood, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for History in 1993, described the resignation as ‘the greatest act of his life, the one that gave him his greatest fame’, and the historian Thomas Fleming wrote: ‘This was – is – the most important moment in American history. The man who could have dispersed a feckless Congress and obtained for himself and his officers riches worthy of their courage was renouncing absolute power to become a private citizen. He was putting himself at the mercy of politicians over whom he had no control and in whom he had little confidence.’

         Back then there were only thirteen states, so this room, which was designed to house the Senate of Maryland rather than that of the United States, is not especially large, but is elegant, painted cream and white, with a balcony and balustrade above the door supported by Ionic columns. Like the Delegates Chamber, it has been restored to how it was in 1783, with old wooden chairs for the senators and a 34dais on which the president of Congress sat between two windows at the far end.

         I walk towards George Washington and find that I’m looking up at him; he was tall, about six feet six inches. A young couple come into the room and ask me to take their photograph. They stand next to Washington; the young man puts his arm round his girlfriend’s waist and she brushes her cheek against the bronze epaulette on Washington’s shoulder. They smile. Click – and I ask them to take my photo. I look up at Washington, put my hand on the small of his back and try to grin. In the resulting picture I look unequivocally asinine: a short, scruffy man in trainers and blue shorts holding on to a tall, imperious fellow in eighteenth-century formal dress who is making an emotional speech to Congress while cast in bronze.

         In 1787 Washington’s friend James Madison persuaded him to attend the newly set up Constitutional Convention, telling him that only his involvement would convince all the states to send delegates. Reluctantly, Washington showed up at the convention and played a vital but characteristically low-key role in uniting the states and persuading them to agree a constitution, without which he thought anarchy would ensue. Two years later, under that constitution, he was unanimously elected the first President of the United States.
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            Martin Luther King and the

Founding Fathers

         

         I wander out into the ninety-degree heat. As I stroll among the trees in the State House garden, my head is filled with Washington and what a good bloke he was. Then I come across an oak dedicated to Martin Luther King. The inscription quotes the great civil rights leader: ‘Freedom must ring from every mountainside … and when this happens, all … will be able to stand together … and sing a new song … Free at last, free at last, great God Almighty, we are free at last.’

         One fight for freedom followed another. What would Washington make of Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement, and now Black Lives Matter? Surely he would be horrified to find that the colour of someone’s skin is still an issue almost 250 years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, the famous second sentence of which was: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, 36that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.’

         Critics of the Declaration of Independence, both in America and in the British Parliament, asked how a nation that condoned slavery could adopt a declaration stating that all men are equal and should enjoy certain inalienable rights. The same question might well be asked now, when black people, the descendants of slaves, are still not treated equally, and when many fear for their lives in the wake of the killings by police of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Tanisha Anderson, Sandra Bland and others.

         And wouldn’t George Washington find it strange that, in the twenty-first century, football players, led by a star quarterback, Colin Kaepernick, are kneeling down in protest against racial injustice and police brutality during the playing of the anthem of the nation whose freedom he did so much to win? And how would the first president react to the forty-fifth president saying that if football players refused to stand for the anthem, owners of their team should ‘get that son of a bitch off the field right now’.

         I walk away from Martin Luther King’s tree and soon come to a long, beaten-up cannon pointing out to sea over the rooftops and harbour of Annapolis. A notice says that it was brought from England ‘by the first settlers March 25, 1634’.

         I’m still thinking about Washington: in particular that he owned slaves, several hundred of them; as did Thomas Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence and the third president; as did James Madison, the fourth president. (A point that is perhaps important is that they inherited their slaves from their fathers and, because slaves had children who became slaves of their parents’ owners, they tended to gain, rather than lose, slaves over time. An unimportant point – in fact, pure gossip – is that, after the early death of his wife, Jefferson had a secret, long-lasting relationship with a slave called Sally Hemings, who bore six children, all of whom are now thought to have been Jefferson’s.)

         The seven Founding Fathers of the United States – Washington, 37Jefferson, Madison, John Adams (the second president, who never owned a single slave on principle), Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and Benjamin Franklin – believed ultimately in the abolition of slavery. Jefferson called slavery ‘an execrable commerce … this assemblage of horrors’, Madison dubbed it ‘a deep-rooted abuse’, and Washington’s slaves were freed when he died in 1799, as directed in his will. Yet neither the Declaration of Independence nor the Constitution, which was written in 1787, condemned slavery or called for abolition. The Founding Fathers had two practical problems with abolition. They feared chaos, even a race war, if the slaves were suddenly freed: in 1790 there were 700,000 slaves out of a total population of 3.9 million. Secondly, they believed that the thirteen states must unite in order to survive and to trade effectively in a world dominated by the British, the Spanish and the French. Delegates to the Constitutional Conference from three states, Georgia and the two Carolinas, would not sign if abolition were included in the Constitution – and some delegates from other states would also back off.

         It would take eighty years and a civil war before slavery was abolished in 1865, by Abraham Lincoln – and that great man was then murdered as a result. And abolition, as we know, had little or no effect on racial prejudice. The constitution allowed the individual state governments to make many of their own laws. So, despite the freeing of the slaves, the Jim Crow laws, enforcing segregation, were enacted in the southern states in the 1870s and 1880s, ratified by the US Supreme Court in 1896, and enforced until 1965.

         Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement were fighting segregation and discrimination – and they succeeded in the sense that a Civil Rights Act, making discrimination based on race, colour, religion, sex or national origin illegal, was proposed by President John F. Kennedy and, after his assassination, was pushed through Congress and signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964. Yet discrimination smoulders on to this day (some might say that it has been practised by the 38forty-fifth president). The average black family has one tenth of the wealth of the average white family. Twelve per cent of adults in the United States are black, yet black people make up 33 per cent of the prison population. And, most noticeable: white policemen and vigilantes have sometimes evaded punishment for killing black people – particularly young black men.

         Would Washington have been surprised? He seems to have been a realist with a streak of pessimism, so perhaps not, once he had got over the shock of the demise of the buffalo, women wearing short skirts, hip-hop and other developments since his death in 1799. Jefferson was different; he had a great and eclectic mind. As John F. Kennedy remarked to a group of forty-nine Nobel Prize winners, whom he had invited to dinner: ‘… this is the most extraordinary collection of talent, of human knowledge, that has ever been gathered together at the White House, with the possible exception of when Jefferson dined alone.’ Jefferson was an optimist who sought out solutions to problems: he thought that the slaves could eventually be returned to their homelands in Africa, and that the Indians could be taught to settle down and become farmers. I think Jefferson would be startled at the state of the United States in the twenty-first century. But he would quickly grasp why young black men in funny clothes are kneeling down on rectangles of grass watched by thousands of people standing in the bleachers while ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ is sung – and he might recognise the song, which existed in his lifetime but didn’t become the official national anthem until 1931, when Congress passed a bill adopting it and President Hoover signed it into law.

         I tilt my head back, take a swig from my water bottle and look down at the old English cannon. There aren’t many people in the State House garden. Those that are here are wearing shorts – all of them. It’s hot, even in the shade. I straighten my sun hat and walk towards the gate. The young man who took my photograph with George Washington looks up from a shady bench and calls out, ‘Go Washington!’.39

         ‘Go Jefferson!’ I call back.

         He and his partner smile. They are both white – or perhaps Hispanic, or perhaps one-eighth black like the children of Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson.
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