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One



Dunkin’ on Thomas Jefferson


My quest begins here in John Adams’s quaint hometown of Quincy, Massachusetts, where I’m on the trail of one of the craziest untold stories in American history, a mystery that could unravel the origin story of America and reveal the intellectual crime of the millennia.


But first: donuts.


It’s a clear sign, at least to me, that the only logical entrance point for my epic journey down this historic rabbit hole also happens to be the original home of Dunkin’ Donuts. As a lifelong connoisseur of both bizarre, unexplored tales and sugary, highly processed breakfast treats, this simply cannot be a coincidence. So with an hour to kill before my guided tour of Adams’s birthplace and historic home estate, known as Peace field, I make my first pilgrimage of the day to the shore of Quincy Bay, but only after double- and triple-checking Google Maps since there are—no lie—eight Dunkin’ Donuts within a two-mile radius of Adams’s tomb. (Also known for its speckled granite, Quincy’s other famous landmark is a giant 9.5-ton ball of polished stone once designated by Ripley’s Believe It or Not as “The Most Nearly Perfect Sphere in the World.”) Just down the road from what I can now confirm is a breathtakingly round piece of large rock stands the original Dunkin’. In 1950, Bill Rosenberg, an eighth-grade dropout and army veteran, was in his basement workshop halfway through the process of rebranding his Open Kettle diner when he realized he didn’t have the materials or the roof space to spell out “Doughnuts” (or “Dunking,” for that matter).


Thus, the artfully abbreviated Dunkin’ Donuts was born. Nowadays, DD is a $10 billion behemoth with franchises all over the world, including one near the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, which, yes, I have also frequented. But it all started here at this narrow little corner spot where, this morning, a guy sporting neck tats, New England Patriots camo cargo shorts, and impeccable manners holds the door open for me as I breathlessly pass into my Munchkin mecca. And as soon as I hear “Mawnin’, honey. Welcome to Dunks. Whatcha havin’, love?” I know this wicked-awesome adventure is officially underway.


Admittedly, after my first stop I was a little worried about being dangerously over-caffeinated for my initial research on the solemn grounds of the Adams National Historic Park. Until, that is, I knocked on the screen door of Adams’s classic New England–style country home and was greeted by our quirky, enthusiastic, and encyclopedic tour guide. (Is there any other kind?) Decked out in the full ill-fitting, army-green National Park Service ranger uniform complete with the iconic broad-brimmed Stetson-style straw hat, every time our guide spoke of John and Abigail Adams—one of the “greatest love stories in American history”—she would clasp her hands under her chin out of sheer excitement and reverence and rise up on her tippy-toes, which has to be a dangerous habit working inside historic homes with such impossibly low ceilings.


As we duck into the Old House at Peace field, one of the first things our ranger informs us of is that, in her mind, John Adams was actually a big old softie, “an absolute marshmallow who loved life and was very well-liked by everyone,” which is very much the opposite of the fierce, irascible, and curmudgeonly character made famous by Paul Giamatti in the HBO miniseries based on the Pulitzer prize–winning book by David McCullough. Adams was a revered political theorist, negotiator, and orator, but he was also a fairly well-known grumpy pants who could be irritable, brash, and insecure, oftentimes all at once. So the idea of John Adams as a tender-hearted, Notebook-loving kind of guy is always going to be a tough sell, but especially here, in the family’s formal dining room, with the final portrait of Adams skeptically looming over all of us. In the painting, the architect of American independence and the second president of the United States is seated on the red velvet camelback sofa that’s still on display in the room just across the hall from the front door. And while signs of his age are apparent in his frail fingers and slightly disheveled silver hair, that piercing, pedagogical glare, and the iron-willed intellect that fueled it, are still very much ablaze in Adams’s intense blue eyes—the same ones that, I swear, are tracking me as I bring up the rear of our tour group.


There are a lot of memorable things to discover in Quincy. For starters, the town is actually pronounced “Quin-zee.” (Go figure.) When the Park Service Trolley went on the fritz, I also got to learn just how many lovely octogenarian tourists from Minnesota rocking Hoka sneakers you can fit in a mid-sized rental car full of empty Dunkin’ Donuts containers (seven). Other highlights for me included the mold Abigail Adams used to make ammunition for the Continental Army after melting down her family’s pewter spoons; the stone cairn that marks the spot where Abigail and a seven-year-old John Quincy Adams watched Charlestown burn during the Battle of Bunker Hill; the Bible gifted by the Mende people of Africa after John Quincy Adams successfully defended the kidnapped Africans who revolted on the slave ship Amistad; and the world’s greatest honey-do note from Abigail (the family’s true badass), who casually reminded John and his fellow delegates in Philadelphia to “remember the ladies” while crafting the Declaration of Independence.


During my time in Quincy, though, my mind always wanders back to that haunting dining room portrait of an elderly but still cantankerous Adams. Probably because when Adams reluctantly sat for the painting—I mean, the grouchiness just jumps off the canvas—he would have been in his eighties, which, I know, is right around the time when he picked up the Saturday, June 5, 1819, edition of the Essex Register and nearly keeled over from shock.


And learning more about what he uncovered in that paper is the reason I’m here.


Well, that and the donuts, of course.


That June morning in 1819, right there on the front page of Adams’s favorite local newspaper next to the legal notices and ads for crockery and straw bonnets, was an explosive article reprinted from the Raleigh Register in North Carolina containing a complete account of something called… the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence.


The essence of the story was that a full fourteen months before Thomas Jefferson crafted his own, slightly more famous Declaration, a misfit band of fearless, feisty patriots in a remote corner of the North Carolina frontier had become the first Americans to formally declare themselves “free and independent” from England—thus, technically, making them our true Founding Fathers and Charlotte our country’s actual cradle of liberty. As he continued reading through wire-rimmed spectacles teetering on the tip of his nose, a gobsmacked Adams learned that the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence—the MecDec, for short—had been created in the Carolina backcountry by a perfect storm of zealous, hotheaded Scots-Irish patriots and other men who had already crossed three countries and an ocean to get away from the Crown’s tyranny, along with a handful of whiskey-loving Princeton intellectuals and a firebrand preacher who was either the foremost American of his day in advocating for independence or, quite possibly, insane. Composed during a clandestine all-night session inside the county courthouse in Charlotte, the MecDec was signed on May 20, 1775—a date that’s still featured prominently on the official state flag of North Carolina. A local tavern owner named Captain James Jack then volunteered to secretly race the MecDec 550 treacherous miles on horseback up to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, where, a year later, in 1776, Thomas Jefferson is believed to have plagiarized the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence and then, as he was wont to do, covered the whole damn thing up.


After reading about the MecDec, Adams was convinced that nothing had ever captured the genuine sense of America at that very moment, before, or since. And he was right. The document was majestic: bold, robust, and brave yet succinct and scalpel-like, it proved to be a soaring, stirring, and critical call to arms, especially in the all-important Southern Campaign of the American Revolution. This wasn’t just some little Charlotte story, either. This was an important, unknown piece of world history that just happened to be set in Charlotte. To Adams, thinking of the MecDec as just a Charlotte story would be the same as believing only people in Yorktown would be interested in the Revolutionary War.


And deep down, Adams had always sensed what took the rest of us two hundred years to realize: that Thomas Jefferson was more than capable of a dastardly deed like this (or worse). For the sake of the new nation, despite their vast personal and political differences, Adams, the brash Massachusetts farmer, and Jefferson, the dandy southern aristocrat, had managed to play nice for decades. In 1800, however, Adams’s bid for a second presidential term ended after a bitter battle with Jefferson. Convinced that he had been robbed of his legacy by the conniving Jefferson, a scorned Adams refused to attend Jefferson’s inauguration. And in one of his distinctly less-marshmallowy moments, Adams publicly labeled Jefferson a phony whose “total incapacity” for leadership, government, and war would leave the republic “infinitely worse” than he found it. Jefferson’s cronies, in turn, labeled Adams “a hideous hermaphroditical character [with] neither the force and firmness of a man nor the gentleness and sensibility of a woman.” (I guess I can stop worrying quite so much about today’s rancorous political rhetoric.) Understandably, the two men went more than a decade without speaking until New Year’s Day 1812 when a mutual friend brokered a reconciliation.


“You and I ought not to die before we have explained ourselves to each other,” Adams suggested.


Jefferson agreed, and the two old gray-haired frenemies began an extraordinary exchange of 158 letters on everything from their health to philosophy, religion, and the Revolution. Most of them were penned by Adams, who, in his day, churned out letters like the rest of us send text messages. Held by the Boston Public Library and the Massachusetts Historical Society, the Adams archives contain volume after volume of Adams’s almost manic level of correspondence with Abigail, Jefferson, and countless others throughout his long life of public service.


But trust me, there is nothing in this vast, extraordinary collection quite like the 229-word note Adams penned to Jefferson on June 22, 1819.


Adams had always suspected Jefferson of being a lightweight, erudite poser who covertly cultivated far too much credit for authoring the Declaration of Independence, a project they had worked on together. Only now, with the discovery of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, Adams had the receipts. And the proof he found might just upend our understanding of one of humanity’s most important documents, not to mention Jefferson’s gilded legacy. In other words, the MecDec was potentially earth-shattering. And Adams, stooped and bald and as gruff and passive-aggressive as ever, even at eighty-three, seemed downright giddy about it. Just a few days after perusing the Essex Register, in fact, Adams sat down at the secretary-style folding desk in the sunny northeast corner of his second-floor study in Quincy to fire off a letter to Jefferson, a communique that has to qualify as our nation’s first—and finest—documented case of shade.


“May I enclose to you one of the greatest curiosities and one of the deepest mysteries that ever occurred to me? It is entitled the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence. [And] the genuine sense of America at that moment was never so well expressed before, nor since,” Adams breathlessly began. “How is it possible that this paper should have been concealed from me to this day? Had it been communicated to me in the time of it, I know, if you do not know, that it would have been printed in every Whig newspaper upon this continent. You know, that if I had possessed it, I would have made the hall of Congress echo and re-echo with it fifteen months before your Declaration of Independence. What a poor, ignorant, malicious, short-sighted, crapulous mass is Tom Paine’s Common Sense, in comparison with this paper! Had I known it, I would have commented upon it, from the day you entered Congress till the fourth of July, 1776.… And yet history is to ascribe the American Revolution to Thomas Paine! Sat verbum sapienti! [word to the wise].”


After all this time it’s still hard to pick my favorite part of Adams’s letter, a document that would ignite a centuries-long global conspiracy that would reach the highest levels of power and government. (It would also be the source of what is clearly my own ongoing, unshakable obsession. And I thought donuts were a hard habit to kick.) Personally, though, I’m a big fan of the subtle ominous tones of I know, if you don’t know, which sounds like a Biggie Smalls lyric and is Adams basically saying: “BUSTED” to his pal Jefferson. For sheer passive-aggressive artistry, though, you can’t beat the cutting slight on Jefferson’s Declaration, or the work of TJ’s good friend Thomas Paine, when Adams writes: the genuine sense of America… never so well expressed before, nor since.… What a poor, ignorant, malicious, short-sighted, crapulous mass. Crapulous mass? I mean, come on. Forget the Treaty of Paris. This is Adams’s true moment of genius. (It’s not quite what you think, though. It means something closer to a gathering of drunks.) I’m also pretty fond of the part that goes: I would have commented upon it… till the fourth of July, 1776, which one Charlotte author and historian believes is Adams insinuating that Jefferson didn’t just plagiarize the MecDec, he suppressed it, not only delaying our freedom by a year but blocking Adams from the chance to lead our nation’s movement toward independence all by himself.


Like I said, it’s one helluva letter.


Adams was just getting warmed up, though.


He and Jefferson would go back and forth on the MecDec for some time. (At first glance, Jefferson believed it to be “spurious.” Shocker.) But before Jefferson even had a chance to digest any of this, or spin it, Adams had already dispatched a second letter on the MecDec to the Reverend William Bentley of Salem, Massachusetts, in which he laid out his case in much, much stronger language.


“A few weeks ago I received an Essex Register, containing resolutions of independence by a county in North Carolina, fifteen months before the resolution of independence in Congress. I was struck with so much astonishment on reading this document, that I could not help inclosing it immediately to Mr. Jefferson, who must have seen it, in the time of it, for he has copied the spirit, the sense, and the expressions of it verbatim, into his Declaration of the fourth of July, 1776,” Adams wrote. “Had I seen that declaration at the time of it, it should have been printed in every Whig newspaper on this continent. Its total concealment from me is a mystery.… [The Mecklenburg] Declaration would have had more effect than Tom Paine’s Common Sense, which appeared so long after it. I pray you to intercede with the printers to transmit me half a dozen copies of that Essex Register which contains it, and I will immediately transmit the money for them, whatever they may cost.”


This one doesn’t require quite as much translation. Mr. Jefferson, who must have seen it, in the time of it… has copied the spirit, the sense, and the expressions of (the MecDec) verbatim, into his Declaration of the 4th of July, 1776. But just to be clear, in a follow-up letter to Bentley, Adams wrote: “The plot thickens.… Either these resolutions are a plagiarism from Mr. Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, or Mr. Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence is a plagiarism from those resolutions. I could as soon believe that the dozen flowers of the Hydrangea, now before my eyes, were the work of chance, as that the Mecklenburg resolutions and Mr. Jefferson’s Declaration were not derived the one from the other.”


Now, we have no way of knowing, since Adams didn’t sit for three more tortuous weeks to have another portrait done the moment he first learned about the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, but from his correspondence I can almost guarantee that an utterly dumbfounded Adams had the same physiological response that afflicts nearly everyone when they first learn about this incredible story.


His mouth gaped. His eyebrows pinched. His eyes flickered. And his flabbergasted, short-circuited brain began to riff on hydrangeas and wonder, “How in the WORLD did I NOT know about ANY of this?”


It’s called “MecDec Face.”


And it’s quite common, actually.


Because, in addition to flat-out accusing a guy on Mount Rushmore of fraud, what Adams is suggesting in these MecDec letters is something almost beyond comprehension. The theory he’s proposing is that the entire story of America’s founding is, well, wrong and that for the past 248 years we’ve all been shooting off fireworks and scarfing hot dogs on the wrong Independence Day while celebrating the wrong freakin’ group of Founding Fathers.


And an astonishing list of highly esteemed Americans and respected scholars believe Adams was absolutely correct.


No less than eleven US presidents have acknowledged the MecDec’s authenticity, including five sitting presidents who visited Charlotte in person to honor the true Declaration and our first Founding Fathers. My personal favorite in that group, the 300-and-something-pound William Howard Taft, once threatened to brain anyone who dared doubt the MecDec. While Billy Graham, arguably the most influential Christian leader of the twentieth century, once used his pulpit to enlighten a crowd of 105,000 acolytes on the MecDec.


“There is no question that the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence happened,” said Emmy award–winning journalist and author Cokie Roberts when asked about the MecDec in 2010. “There is not a question in my mind. First of all, there is plenty of evidence but secondly, when you have folk memory that’s that strong, it’s always right. Often people don’t like that—as in with Sally Hemings and Thomas Jefferson—but that turned out to be right. There is just no question in my mind that [the MecDec] is true.”


David McCullough, who won a Pulitzer Prize for his extraordinary work on John Adams, said, “All my instincts, all my experiences over the years incline me to believe it is true. And well worth exploring, worth commemorating and keeping alive.” Ken Burns? “I think it’s true,” says the acclaimed historian and filmmaker. “There’s too much historical triangulation to think otherwise.” Even George Will has added a qualifier to the sacred text Jefferson presented in Philadelphia in 1776, calling it “a” declaration of independence but not “the” Declaration of Independence.


That one, says Will, “occurred on May 20, 1775.”


Adams, of course, will always be the OG when it comes to the MecDec, and he must have had a pretty good sense of the trouble that had been stirred up. In his letters to Bentley, Adams first asserts that the MecDec “is of so much more importance that it should be thoroughly investigated” before pleading to any would-be donut-loving historians out there that the MecDec “must be more universally made known to the present and future generation.”


As my time in Quincy draws to a close, that line, the one about the MecDec being made more universally known to future generations, repeats on a loop inside my head as I arrive at my final stop: United First Parish Church. Established in 1639 and constructed out of local granite in 1828 with funds donated by the Adams family, the stalwart Greek Revival–style sanctuary is located on the town’s lovely urban mall. Known as the Church of the Presidents, it serves as the family crypt for Presidents John Adams and John Quincy Adams, as well as their wives, Abigail and Louisa Catherine.


John Adams died in 1826 in his second-floor study at Peace field on the golden anniversary of the (second) Declaration of Independence, just moments after muttering to his granddaughter, “Jefferson survives…”


Actually, it was a tie.


Jefferson succumbed that very same day at his home in Virginia. He had woken up on the evening of July 3 and uttered, “This is the Fourth.” Told “not just yet,” Jefferson held on until morning.


Informed of the deaths, Adams’s son, John Quincy, called it “Divine favor” that the two men had died together on the Fourth of July.


Beneath the church in Quincy, winding my way down to Adams’s tomb, I get a general sense of where this whole quest is going when I spot a colonial-era bell clapper produced by Paul Revere, and, without prompting, inform my guide that the MecDec’s Captain James Jack managed to ride 537 miles farther than Revere without, you know, ever getting caught by the British.


The locals would soon have their revenge, though.


To enter the Adams’ crypt you have to duck through a gated doorway carved into the church’s bedrock foundation. The space inside is tight—just big enough to fit the four identical coffins made from thick rectangular slabs of speckled Quincy granite. John Adams’s tomb is the first one on the left. And although my natural instinct is to respectfully remain as far away as possible, I’m forced in close by the low ceilings and minimal space. It’s hard to describe, but it’s overwhelming and humbling being this near to such immense greatness. Adams’s understated but dignified granite coffin is covered in a fifteen-star American flag (from the time of his presidency) with only his name etched into the stone in simple, newsprint-style lettering that features a distinct, deep curlicue “J.”


The lettering is, oddly enough, very similar to the style I used on a family member’s gravestone that I still visit often. Alone in the Adams’ chamber, in a moment that’s a mixture of reverence and habit, when I place my hand on the cold granite the tip of my forefinger just naturally finds the deep indentation made by the curly bottom part of the engraving.


It’s cheesy, I know, but for a split second, I feel connected to Adams in some infinitesimal way. And that’s when it happens, I guess. That’s when I truly decide to go all-in on this crazy MecDec quest, just as Adams once requested.


Moments later, with my mind preoccupied as I step up and out through the crypt opening, I somehow manage to whack the crown of my head on an indented part of the bedrock ceiling. The thunk from my cranium is so loud I can imagine the parishioners in the pews one floor above all knowingly shaking their heads at each other in unison.


“Harry Truman once did the exact same thing,” my guide giggles, “so I’d say you’re in some pretty good company with that one.”


I’m still fairly worried, though, that this might be a less-than-subtle warning sign from the great beyond. But then I reach up to rub the prodigious bump forming on my brain and realize that, instead, the swelling has taken on what I consider to be a very meaningful and symbolic form.


The exact shape of a donut.















Two



Brewed in Scotland. Bottled in Ireland. Uncorked in Carolina.


The transit bus has crept so close to my bike that I can hear the click-clack of the orange right-rear blinker politely signaling my imminent demise. As the space between the bus bumper, the curb, and my life force begins to wink shut, the final exhaust-infused thought running through my brain is that, for the record, I had actually requested Gary Clark Jr. tickets for my birthday. Instead, when my MecDec obsession only continued to grow, my family decided this was a much more productive option: a guided bike tour through all the MecDec landmarks around Charlotte, starting on the south side of town with the Olde Mecklenburg Brewery, which has a delicious North German–style pilsner named in honor of Captain Jack. My guess is that Kim and our girls looked at the Facebook ad for this ride and just figured the words “MecDec” and “brewery” were all the incentive I needed. And, as usual, they were right.


Almost as important, though, was that the bike tour was being led by Scott Syfert, a corporate attorney in Charlotte who has become the foremost advocate, author, and expert on all things MecDec. Bearded and bald, Syfert is unlike any historian I’ve ever come across, meaning he’s funny, athletic, open-minded, not the least bit territorial or condescending, and, on this particular morning, outfitted in wrap-around shades, socks with little doves on them, and a vintage Chelsea jersey.


Riding in Syfert’s peloton of fabulous MecDec nerds, the first thing you learn—besides the fact that spandex really should come with an age limit—is the grand scale on which the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, potentially one of the most important documents in human history, still manages to hide in plain sight. Just five minutes into our ride, in fact, Syfert informs us that the road we’re currently pedaling up is the very same one that pear-shaped British General Lord Charles Cornwallis marched on in 1780 before making the colossal mistake of underestimating the fighting spirit of the MecDecers’ hometown. Although I’m guessing Cornwallis’s dragoons never had to navigate any runaway commuter buses or endless minefields of empty Four Loko cans as they charged their way up Tryon Street into the heart of Charlotte.


More than twenty years ago, Kim and I moved here pretty much sight unseen just as I jumped from Sports Illustrated to ESPN and Kim was promoted to run MeadWestvaco’s southeast region. Surely we must have noticed the curious May 20, 1775, date on the state flag and the FIRST IN FREEDOM mottos on the license plates, but like any Midwestern transplants (via New York City), we probably paid them no mind at all, too busy working on our tolerance for sweet tea and humidity. Pretty soon, though, as I dug a little deeper into the history of the area we now called home, everywhere I looked, I started seeing streets, villages, schools, churches, libraries, and parks connected to the MecDec. It’s referenced on the state flag. On the license plates. On our beer. This MecDec story is even connected to our NBA team’s mascot. It’s behind the insignia of the giant youth soccer club, countless pieces of public art, even the police badges. There’s a MecDec statue near the hospital where our girls were born and another landmark just down the street from where Kim had her successful cancer surgery. The college we live next door to has a motto—Let Learning Be Cherished Where Liberty Has Arisen—that’s inspired by the MecDec.


Not surprisingly with its close association to Princeton, North Carolina, Davidson (our neighbor), and other temples of higher learning, there’s an endless amount of scholarship available on the MecDec. Thanks to all that work, and starting in 1819 with the Adams and Jefferson letters, several times during the last quarter millennium the MecDec has risen to the level of national obsession, which leads to the greatest mystery of all. How in the world could the MecDec remain such a mystery? And what does that say about us, our founding folklore, and our peculiar American psyche—especially at this very moment in time?


The answers, Syfert says from his bike, are at the very heart of Charlotte.


Quite literally, it turns out.


After I expertly jump the curb to escape the murderous bus, Syfert pauses the bike tour for a long lecture at the intersection of Trade and Tryon, the very epicenter of Charlotte. Just a few feet behind his bike stands the elaborate glass, marble, and fresco-lined lobby of Bank of America’s sixty-story world headquarters, a structure, we learn, that was built right on top of what was originally the front porch of Charlotte founder Thomas Polk.


Now, there are some extraordinary and wildly entertaining characters at the heart of this MecDec saga. A forgotten one-eyed surgeon who wrote circles around Thomas Jefferson. A Princeton lawyer who nearly killed a future president over a courtroom prank. A tavern owner who became the South’s Paul Revere. A powerful, ruthless family known as the South’s first mafia. A possibly bipolar revolutionary preacher who was, nevertheless, God’s chosen vessel for American independence. And an unstoppable gang of whiskey-loving backcountry Scots-Irish pioneers who gave absolutely zero F’s.


But none of them resembled a real-life, able-to-move-mountains kind of superhero as much as Thomas Polk, one of the driving forces behind the MecDec and a man who once braved the entire American frontier just for love.


Well, okay, and for some decent whiskey.


But mostly for love.


Charlotte’s Thomas Polk was the great-uncle of future US President James K. Polk. “He was,” recalled one historian, “a high-souled cavalier, full of dash and courage; rich, hospitable, and charming.” Thomas and his fellow Scots-Irish colonists are credited with being part of the unwavering “backbone” of George Washington’s army during its darkest days at Valley Forge. (Legend has it that Polk also led the brigade that saved the Liberty Bell from being melted down into cannon fodder by the British.) As a close confidant to General Nathanael Greene, Polk helped turn the tide in the Southern Campaign of the American Revolution. In fact, when all seemed lost during the War of Independence, it was Polk’s little town of badasses in Charlotte, outnumbered fifteen to one, that finally forced Cornwallis to do something he rarely did in America: retreat.


Not once, but four times.


Real superhero stuff. Which makes sense because even Polk’s family history sounds like something straight out of a superhero comic book’s origin story. The annotated legend, pulled from history books, begins nearly five hundred years ago in the Scottish Lowlands… On a certain great occasion, away back in the misty past, a King of Scotland was marching at the head of an immense procession when a small oak appeared directly in front of His Majesty. Blocked by the oak, a king’s attendant by the name of Muirhead sprang forward and “with Herculean effort” tore the oak from the earth with his bare hands and chucked it aside so that His Majesty would not be delayed. Moved by this act of strength and gallantry, the King halted his procession, drew his sword, and knighted Muirhead on the spot, bestowing the man who had pulled the oak with the new, noble, Marvel-esque moniker of Pulloak, which was eventually shortened to just Polk.


“Some of those present argued that Pulloak was more than a Sampson,” recalled Lyman C. Draper, the renowned Wisconsin historian who researched and wrote extensively about this period of history. “[That he] must have been imbued with supernatural aid.”


Superpowers would have been a minimum requirement for the Polks or anyone else hoping to survive the Scottish Lowlands during the seventeenth century. That region was one of the poorest and most backward places in Europe with an overall vibe closer to barbarism. It was this environment, however, that forged a warrior class of Scots that would one day reshape not just America but the entire world. The lowland Scots were preternaturally tough, proud, and pushy people who had acquired what my high school guidance counselor once characterized as “serious issues with authority.” Above all, as Calvinist-styled Presbyterians, they were religious and political radicals of the first and highest order. They believed that only God had the authority to rule, not monarchs, politicians, or any mortal man. And so, to them, resistance to tyranny was the highest form of obedience to God. This centuries-old doctrine—blended with a legendary obstinacy, a craving for confrontation, and an unrelenting, uncompromising demand for total freedom or death—made the Scottish Presbyterians more spiritually, politically (and, if possible, genetically) inclined toward independence than any group on earth.


Eventually, nearly half a million of them would cross the Atlantic to infuse the New World with their fighting spirit. And today, twenty-seven million Americans can trace their roots back to the Scots, the ancestral homeland of Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, Mark Twain, Neil Armstrong, Dolly Parton, and nearly all the MecDec Founding Fathers.


As author and 2016 presidential candidate Jim Webb put it so perfectly, the Polks and the rest of these particular Scots didn’t just come to America.


They became America.


The crazy, twisted tale of how, exactly, the Polks (and the Scots) ended up leading America to independence actually begins in Ireland. For nearly half a century Queen Elizabeth had tried in vain to domesticate her wild Irish subjects. As one overly diplomatic historian put it, the Queen simply wanted “to aid in ameliorating the natural turbulence of the Irish character.” Which makes one wonder: Had the Queen ever met anyone from Ireland? Around 1610, her successor, King James I, thought he had come up with a single solution to “fix” both Ireland and the backward, rebellious Scots. James was quite the enthusiastic colonizer, you’ll recall, starting with the Virginia colony in 1606 that was named in his honor. Four years later, James had an even wilder experiment in mind that would—in a slightly roundabout way—end up having as big an impact on America (and the world) as his Jamestown settlement. Rather than enlightening his Irish neighbors, James decided to simply transform them from the inside out by colonizing the north of Ireland with Scots. (This is what’s known as a win-win, in the twisted mind of a king.) So, after confiscating nearly four million acres of land in the Donegal, Londonderry, Belfast region of Ireland, James renamed it the Plantation of Ulster and, like a used car dealer holding giant scissors in front of a red ribbon, he declared northern Ireland officially open for colonization.


By 1620, lured by the promise of cheap land and endless opportunity, nearly ten thousand lowland Scots ventured across the narrow Irish Sea to start anew as Scots-Irish. (You’ll sometimes see them referred to as Scotch-Irish, but not here, since Scotch is a drink, not a people.)


Several decades later, that number of Scots-Irish would grow, by some estimates, to more than four hundred thousand, including Thomas Polk’s ancestors who settled in the Irish town of Lifford near the River Foyle. Instead of solving everyone’s problems, as King James had naively predicted, over the next century the Scots-Irish and Ulster Plantation experiment went horribly, epically wrong thanks to the endlessly cruel, oppressive mismanagement of the English authorities. (This kind of generational tyranny would become practically baked into the DNA of the Scots-Irish, who would recognize it and violently reject it far sooner than anyone else in America.) For starters, the people faced several years of drought, and endless taxes issued to support things like the Anglican Church led to widespread poverty, starvation, and illness. The final straw for the Scots-Irish, however, was the religious and political oppression legislated upon them by things like the Test Act of 1704, which made it illegal for Ulster Presbyterians to hold office or work in any of the country’s more lucrative or influential professions.


To escape the disastrous Ulster experiment, starting in the early 1700s, a massive, biblical-level exodus of nearly four hundred thousand Scots-Irish set sail for one last shot at freedom and opportunity in America. Now, I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself here, but it’s worth noting that after being displaced, starved, and disrespected for a century, all of these Scots-Irish had built up an almost unfathomable degree of hatred for England, as well as an acute awareness of the Crown’s dirty playbook on taxation and religious oppression. The Crown may have been oblivious to what it had incubated inside the failed Ulster Plantation, but an Anglican bishop from Londonderry tried to warn British authorities. “[I attribute] the rebellious spirit in the colonies in America to the emigration from Ireland of [around] three-hundred thousand fanatical & hungry republicans in the course of a few years.” English historian James Anthony Froude agreed. “The resentment which they carried with them continued to burn in their new homes; and, in the War of Independence, England had no fiercer enemies than the grandsons and great-grandsons of the [Scots-Irish] Presbyterians from Ulster.”


Small wonder, then, that twenty-five of the twenty-seven Signers of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence, and, by some accounts, 40 percent of the Revolutionary Army was of Scots-Irish descent. Some historians complain that we tend to “over-praise” the Scots-Irish for their role in creating America. And I get it. I do. I also recognize, up front, the possible eye-rolling that might occur from lionizing these particular folks for their courageous efforts to break the bonds of oppression with stirring declarations of freedom—endeavors, let’s not forget, that pretty much excluded everyone who wasn’t the same gender or race. But when it comes to the makeup of the army that fought and bled and died for our independence, well, the numbers just don’t lie. If anything, they seem to be an understatement, especially to those who were there. British officers and loyalists regularly reported back to England that half the rebel army appeared to be Scots-Irish, whom they described as “the most God-provoking democrats on this side of Hell.” In 1778, a Hessian captain wrote: “Call this war by whatever name you may, only call it not an American rebellion. It is nothing more or less than a Scotch-Irish Presbyterian rebellion.” And at two of the most critical points in the war—Valley Forge and the Battle of Kings Mountain, South Carolina—the Scots-Irish were indeed the bulk of George Washington’s fighting force.


“Of the different racial strains that mingled their blood with the earlier English—Irish, Huguenot-French, German, Scotch-Irish—the last was by far the most important,” wrote historian Vernon Louis Parrington. “Armed with axes, their seed potatoes, and the newly invented rifle, they plunged into the backwoods [of America] to become our great pioneering race. Scattered thinly through a long frontier, they constituted the outposts and buffer settlements of civilization. A vigorous breed, hardy, assertive, individualistic, thrifty, trained in the democracy of the Scottish kirk, they were material out of which later Jacksonian democracy was to be fashioned, the creators of that western type which in politics and industry became ultimately the American type.”


After escaping Ulster for America, Thomas Polk’s great-grandparents settled near the eastern shore of Maryland. Polk was born there around 1730. As a young man, he and his family moved to Carlisle, Pennsylvania. With every ounce of his being Polk embodied the quintessential Scots-Irish American pioneer: he was a man’s man, tireless, self-sufficient, and cunning, with a wiry, athletic build, leathery skin, a thick black widow’s peak, and severe eyes. “[Polk] was plain and unassuming in his deportment,” recalled nineteenth-century author Joseph Johnson. “More like a farmer or miller than a general.” It was in Pennsylvania, while studying to become a land surveyor in Carlisle, that something happened to Polk that would change the course of human history and become one of my favorite parts of the MecDec story.


He fell madly in love with Susanna Spratt.


With thousands of fellow Scots-Irish still flooding into the port of Philadelphia each month, by 1750 the southern and central regions of Pennsylvania were bursting at the seams. “It looks as if Ireland is to send all its inhabitants hither,” wrote James Logan, the provincial secretary of Philadelphia. In a constant search for cheap land and having been blocked from pushing farther west by mountains and hostile Native Americans, the Scots-Irish were encouraged to migrate south along the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road, where authorities secretly hoped they would act as human shields between the Indigenous people to the west and the more established colonies closer to the coast, which were populated by the far more couth and preferred English, German, and Swiss. (It’s worth noting here, I think, that the Great Philly Wagon Road had to be one of the greatest misnomers of all time, seeing as how it was little more than a muddy path and often not wide enough to accommodate an actual wagon. I suppose the Crappy, Narrow Footpath Straight Down Through Hostile Territory just didn’t have the same ring to it.)


As a young, astute land surveyor, Polk could not have been surprised when the lovely young Scots-Irish woman he hoped to court informed him that her father, Thomas Spratt, was moving their family to the Carolina frontier. I can’t imagine it took the lovestruck Polk more than thirty seconds to decide to blow up his life in Pennsylvania and, in 1753, follow the Spratts south through Virginia and into a fertile, temperate region of the Carolina Piedmont that the Scots-Irish settlers had begun to call Mesopotamia. “Delicious country,” is how one early explorer described the area’s red-clay soil, crystal clear rivers, endless grasslands, and thick green forest canopy.


Back then, the Yadkin River would have served as a kind of de-facto northern border of North Carolina, and legend has it that the Spratts were the first white settlers to cross the Yadkin on four wheels. The second must have been Polk. Following right behind them on horseback, Polk was said to be carrying “only the knapsack upon his back and a goodly share of indomitable enterprise,” along with a massive crush on Susanna, whom he would soon marry. Another reason the Scots-Irish moved south in search of more fertile land was for the purpose of farming corn, which, of course, is the main ingredient in the Scots-Irish artisan craft of whiskey distilling. So the way I see it, after his family crossed an ocean to be left alone, Thomas Polk then traversed through half an uncharted continent in search of love and whiskey before founding a town and taking on an empire with his patriotic pen.


How’s that for a hero’s journey?


In Polk’s new home of North Carolina, the Yadkin River runs east from the mountains to the middle of the state before turning south toward Charleston. About sixty miles to the west, the Catawba River follows a similar trajectory. Between the two rivers, the Mesopotamia of Mecklenburg was originally inhabited some ten thousand years ago by the Catawba people, who traveled between the two key waterways by following animal trails carved mostly by buffalo herds. The trails led to natural, shallow crossing fords at each river. The Nations Ford was located below Charlotte on the Catawba with a path that moved northeast. Meanwhile, above the town was the Trading Ford, located on the Yadkin, with a path that wended southwest.


And on the elevated ridge where the two paths met—at the intersection of what is now Trade and Tryon streets—Polk set down his knapsack.


For all intents and purposes, Charlotte was born.


Technically, it would take Polk more than a decade of Herculean levels of hard work and cunning to make Charlotte official, but almost immediately upon his arrival Polk became the symbolic leader of what people originally called Charlotte Towne, or Charlottesburgh, in honor of King George III’s new bride, Queen Charlotte, who was a native of the Mecklenburg-Strelitz region of Germany. Widely considered by historians to be “the most outstanding citizen of early Mecklenburg,” Polk would go on to become the town’s founder and treasurer, its militia commander, its first representative in the House of Commons, a trustee for the first college south of Virginia, and a critical force in the Revolutionary War as a close confidant of Nathanael Greene, the commander of the Southern forces. On top of all that, Polk was also a major source of population growth. He and Susanna had eight children. The two frontier lovebirds are buried together in a single plot in Settlers’ Cemetery, which is less than five hundred feet from where Polk’s knapsack first hit the ground.


And, of course, just a few feet away from this same spot at the center of town is where Polk would become the first American patriot to publicly declare independence from England.


“He thus became universally known and respected; no man possessing more influence in that part of North Carolina,” says Draper, the historian. Another author says that Polk’s contributions to Charlotte and the cause of freedom “were so numerous and so diversified, to mention them in detail would constitute a whole volume.”


Yet I still wonder if even the gung-ho Polk had second thoughts upon his arrival in the sparse, lawless Carolina backcountry. How could he not? George Washington himself famously called Charlotte “a very trifling place” and, honestly, early on that was something of an overstatement. Until the late 1760s, in fact, the muddy intersection Polk occupied featured only about a dozen primitive, unpainted, dirt-floor log cabins. There was a gaol [jail], a few taverns, a store or two, and that’s about it. Squat. Dour. Unappealing. That’s how Syfert described the Charlotte of yore on our bike tour, and I’m not sure I know anyone who’s a bigger fan of the place. “In the summer the town stank of woodsmoke, manure, and hogs,” Syfert says, “while in the rainy spring it was a mud pit. Nor was it very civilized.”


Save for an occasional express rider from the north, communication with the outside world was practically nonexistent in Charlotte, which is exactly how Polk and his new tight-knit group of self-reliant Scots-Irish neighbors preferred it. Life expectancy here hovered right around forty years, and that actually seems generous. At one point there was so much random gunplay in town that a royal decree was needed to limit the use of firearms to only shooting cattle or hogs. Horse racing and gambling were rampant, especially a favorite local game called Long Bullets wherein men heaved and chased a twenty-eight-ounce iron cannon ball for miles through the woods on horseback. I mean, what could go wrong?


And there was drinking, of course.


Lots and lots of drinking.


The official Cornwallis Papers mention that “drunkenness, gaming, cheating, quarreling, and brawling were commonplace [in Charlotte].” I’m just spitballing here, but a contributing factor at the time may have been that most local residents distilled their own corn hooch, and the ones that didn’t could still buy an entire gallon of whiskey or brandy for five shillings or a local beer categorized as “strong” for just six pence. (If, like me, you need a little help with the math, basically back then you could get four gallons of whiskey for a buck or two beers for a nickel.) And as anyone who has ever been to college or a bowling alley knows, cheap liquor often leads to fighting. County records at the time, uncovered by author and historian Daniel Patterson, were full of reports of eyes being gouged, bar patrons pulling swords on one another, and people getting shot. And then there was poor Joseph Avent whose “right ear was bit off by Henry Braswell.” I’m not saying our man Polk also liked to drink, but after he died, records of his estate listed seventy-six gallons of whiskey stored in his house. Heck, even Polk’s father-in-law, Thomas Spratt, was known to enjoy the occasional backcountry binge, including one legendary bender that took place on the very day of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence.


Booze by the gallon? Beers for a penny? Gambling? Crazy games? Fighting? Squalor? Lawlessness and fornication? Besides independence and patriotism, it sounds like Charlotte may have also invented spring break.


Not everyone was a fan, mind you. Charles Woodmason was an itinerant Anglican minister from South Carolina who traveled across the Carolina backwoods and kept a fascinating, exhaustive journal of his adventures. Most polite historians describe Woodmason as “acerbic,” but a more accurate description is that he was just kind of a pretentious dick. And the Scots-Irish were having none of it. I don’t know exactly when I fell in love with these folks, this town, and this incredible story, but this right here might have done it: to get back at the obnoxious outsider, the locals let their dogs loose during Woodmason’s services, plied his would-be parishioners with free whiskey, and even stole his frock and lent it to the town’s resident Casanova so that the single ladies would begin accusing his holiness of whoring around the Carolina frontier. The lesson seemed pretty clear: don’t mess with Charlotte. “The Manners of the North Carolinians in General, are Vile and Corrupt,” countered Woodmason. “The whole Country is a Stage of Debauchery Dissoluteness and Corruption. And how can it be otherwise? The People are compos’d of the Out Casts of all the other Colonies who take Refuge there. The Civil Police is hardly yet establish’d.… Polygamy is very Common—Celibacy much more—Bastardy, no Disrepute—Concubinage General—when will this Augean Stable be cleans’d!”


Now, if you think the wild dogs in church or the old frock switcheroo trick was too harsh, consider this: Woodmason’s Augean Stable zinger is meant to compare the hometown of our true Founding Fathers to the stable in Greek mythology where King Augeas kept three thousand oxen for thirty years without ever cleaning it, which required Hercules to divert the River Alpheus in order to flush it out.


Maybe what Woodmason was trying to say was that Polk had his work cut out for him. But where others saw a tiny, dumpy, smelly backwater village full of heathens, Polk imagined America’s Cradle of Independence, a kind of Scots-Irish Presbyterian paradise full of the ultimate symbols of elite colonial civilization: a courthouse, a college, a fearsome militia, and a network of churches teeming with feisty, truly free men eager to avenge their Ulster ancestors and fulfill their godly duty to combat the Crown’s tyranny.


And not a second too soon. Because just as it did in Ulster, the enemy was about to reveal itself. Polk was tested and ready. He was the right man in the right place at the right time, surrounded by the right people. All he really needed was an irresistible, transcendent spiritual force powerful enough to light the fuse for freedom.


Luckily, Alexander Craighead was already on his way.















Three



Son of Thunder: Sacrament in One Hand, Sword in the Other


The cemetery caretaker is on the phone warning me, yet again, about the whores. I dutifully listen to the latest voicemail warnings about my plans to wander around one of the most notorious sections of Charlotte—but by now the caveats barely register. Because for me and my quest, this next adventure is a critical step: a road trip to the Sugaw Creek Presbyterian Church (founded in 1755) to see what must certainly be a towering, magnificent monument to Alexander Craighead, the radical Presbyterian preacher and spiritual father of American independence. Religion was, after all, one of the most important factors in the perfect storm that formed in the Carolina backcountry in the late 1760s that ultimately led to the creation of the MecDec. And from the very beginning, the “Son of Thunder,” as Craighead was known, was at the center of the tempest, screaming himself hoarse with a fiery, take-no-prisoners style and a theology that perfectly suited his fellow hot-blooded Scots-Irish frontiersmen.


Of course, depending on which historian you ask, Craighead, who occasionally delivered his sermons with a drawn sword for effect, was either “the foremost American of his day in advocating for those principles [civil liberties under a republican form of government] for which the Revolutionary War was fought,” or he was “quite possibly insane.” The one thing we do know for certain is that Craighead was the product of a radical sect of Presbyterians known as Covenanters who lived by a volatile mix of politics and religion based on a single tenet that dates back to the Scottish Lowlands: only God can rule, not monarchs or politicians, and resistance to tyranny is the highest form of obedience to God.


Craighead was almost two decades ahead of his time, preaching that all English kings had surrendered their right to rule over America as early as 1743, when Thomas Paine was all of six years old. Revolution supported by scripture was essentially Craighead’s lifelong doctrine. And no one in American history delivered the message of freedom through faith (and force) with more evangelic fervor. No portraits of Craighead exist, but ever since I learned there was some red hair in his family I’ve always pictured him as a Jerry Lee Lewis type—albeit in knee britches and a cleric’s collar—flailing around behind the pulpit in a way that challenged, scared, and excited his audience. And sure, like most geniuses and world-changers, Craighead was a little wacky, but that level of zealotry helps explain why nearly every one of the Scots-Irish that settled Charlotte, and especially the MecDec Signers themselves, were devoted and captivated by him and so eager to consecrate his beliefs with ink and blood. Without action, faith is meaningless. And by one estimate, 70 percent of the Revolutionary War troops from Mecklenburg County (which made up as much as 25 percent of North Carolina’s entire army) were followers of the Son of Thunder.


“None of this happens without Craighead,” says the Reverend Richard A. Ray, the chairman of the Presbyterian Heritage Center in Montreat, North Carolina, and an acclaimed theologian with a PhD from the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. “What did you call it? A perfect storm? Well, exactly, he was the perfect person, in the perfect place, at the perfect moment for the purpose of sparking independence. Craighead linked the two—the spirit and the politics—in a way, and with the kind of energy, that made all this move forward and become the defining moment in US history for the cause of independence. These men, inspired by Craighead, risked everything, yes they did; they very much risked their lives and their families’ lives to put into writing their demand for independence.


“And when you put those thoughts to paper, there’s no turning back, right? You get that? They were first. So that’s the extent of what Craighead inspired and what this all means with the MecDec: that document is the germ, the seed, the spark… the birth… of American patriotism.”


Hence the importance of today’s visit to the Sugar Creek section of Mecklenburg County, just a few miles northeast of downtown, to see Craighead’s church and his final resting place, which has the added distinction of being the first marked grave in all of Charlotte. It’s an area of town, the cemetery caretaker reminds me several times over the phone, that hasn’t changed all that much in the last quarter millennium. Once the most dangerous place on earth for the King of England and his representatives, Sugar Creek now has one of the highest crime rates in the state (a stat chronicled in lyric form by Charlotte native DaBaby who went to high school just a few miles away).


“Yessir, I’ve run into a lot of whores, drug dealers, and bad folks over there,” confirms Lee, a retired Charlotte investigator and fire chief who now volunteers as the cemetery’s caretaker. “Breaks my heart, but these days I wouldn’t go to that place without a gun.”


Pinching my iPhone between my shoulder and my ear, I yank open my nerdy black North Face backpack for a quick weapons check: there’s a tote-sized umbrella that can barely fight off rain droplets, a few pens, a notepad, and a macadamia nut Clif bar, which won’t necessarily kill anyone, but if they’re hungry enough might just inspire them to take their own life.


Prompted by my jaw-gaping silence on the other end of the line, Lee suggests I meet him at the church so we can survey the Craighead site together. Lee’s a lifesaver. In more ways than one. His family goes back half a dozen generations at the church, and his momma was born in a log cabin next to the original Sugaw Creek sanctuary. More importantly, for my purposes and my continued good health, Lee’s also a retired firefighter and cop who has dedicated his life to Sugaw Creek’s preservation and protection. When he was a battalion chief in the Charlotte Fire Department, Lee’s only instructions to his men were that if they ever let his beloved Sugaw Creek Church burn, they’d all better die inside trying to save her.


Lee also happens to be the descendant of a few MecDec Signers. (A claim, I am quickly realizing, that is Charlotte’s version of the Mayflower Society.) On May 20, 1916, President Woodrow Wilson visited Charlotte to celebrate MecDec Day, an honor the local paper said was “easily the greatest event ever held in North Carolina.” Well, the cop who protected Wilson on his visit, the guy in photos standing just to the president’s right with his baton drawn, that’s Colonel Tom Black, Lee’s great-granddaddy. In the 1980s, before Lee was promoted to battalion chief, he was asked by a commander how he’d handle the strong personalities that populate most fire companies. “You don’t have to worry about me,” Lee responded. “I’ve got Signers from the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence in my family. Their blood runs through these veins, so you know I don’t take shit from no one.”


He got the job.


After fighting fires for decades, Lee, who is now a spry seventy-five, spent his last eight years on the force working undercover in the vice, narcotics, and drug interdiction unit in the Sugar Creek neighborhood. (The street, the creek, and the neighborhood have all been modernized, or “ruined” as Lee puts it, with an “r” spelling while only the church has remained authentic to the original “w” version, bestowed upon the creek by the Catawba Nation. And while we’re at it: until 1737, Craighead himself was referred to in Presbyterian church records as “Craghead” or “Creaghead.”) Working on a vice squad targeting prostitution in the area, if Lee ever lost contact with his partner or his tail car, they knew to rendezvous back at Sugaw Creek Church. On the job, Lee always kept an open radio channel inside his unmarked car and a pack of cigarettes in the shirt pocket over his heart. Behind his smokes, Lee would drop a straight razor into the pocket. “That way,” he says, “I could slide my fingers down in there, looking like I was going for a smoke, and come out with it and come across the chest, if I ever got in a bind.”


I’m starting to understand Lee’s repeated warnings over the phone and why this exact area was once immortalized by DaBaby in the song “Tuesday” by Blacc Zacc. And today, after slicing through traffic on I-85 North, I follow DaBaby’s instructions from the song, making a right to get off on Sugar Creek. The Shell station and the CookOut are right where he describes them, but instead of “cops” and “lookouts” and “blunts,” what catches my eye is the Sugaw Creek steeple looming just above the treetops.


Once a glorious wagon-road landmark on the very outskirts of town, Sugaw Creek is now just a blip on a five-lane intersection between a tire shop and a grocery store. The people racing past on their way downtown, or out toward the NASCAR Speedway, pay little attention to the remarkable Founded in 1755 footnote under the brick-framed Sugaw Creek sign. In front of the church, facing the intersection, there are also several carved, boulder-sized “off-in” stone blocks that parishioners once used to climb off horses and carriages. On the north side of the lot is yet another incredible landmark: a single-room, dusty brick schoolhouse, constructed in 1837 to replace the log cabin where, legend has it, Andrew Jackson learned his ABCs. After a few minor relocations, additions, and fires (but not on Lee’s watch), today Sugaw Creek remains a traditional Southern-style (plain) red-brick structure. The church is elevated from the street (on a craig head, the Scots might have said), and it has a definite sense of grandeur that dissipates as soon as you pull into the deserted parking lot full of weeds growing through cracks in the crumbling pavement.


I park in the shade under a massive oak tree by the church hall, and a few minutes later Lee’s small, well-used white pickup truck pulls into the spot to my left. Lee looks exactly as I had pictured him: a big, bushy Yosemite Sam mustache, an Indiana Jones hat covering his bald, liver-spotted head, brown slacks, a cop’s belly, and a light green, Tommy Bahama–style short-sleeve button-up shirt with a bank envelope in the chest pocket where his razor and cigs used to go. (He quit years ago.) Together, we head down Craighead Road, a cut-through behind the church lined with apartment buildings and old row houses. Blue tarps cover a few of the roofs and a torn-up office chair teeters against the curb, ghost-spinning every time a commuter bus roars past. A daisy chain of little girls on bikes winds down the road, headed for a small but busy tienda carniceria with a kitchen exhaust that fills the area with aromas that make my stomach growl.


Whatever the crime stats, or DaBaby, might say about this place, the spiritual birthplace of American independence remains a vibrant, proud, working-class neighborhood built on a kind of cultural tapestry that’s nearly impossible to find in most parts of Charlotte, or anywhere in the South for that matter.


“God only pulled off one creation,” says Lee. “So we’re all kin to each other ’round here is the way I see it.”


As if to prove his point, a moment later when we get turned around deep inside the Sugar Creek neighborhood, Lee jumps out of the truck to ask for directions, creating one of my favorite memories from this day: a Yankee-transplant writer somewhat obsessed with twenty-seven mostly Scots-Irish patriots from the eighteenth century driving around in a beat-up pickup truck driven by a tender-hearted retired Southern cop, both of them stopping near the former site of an all-Black church to ask a young Latino man walking a labradoodle for directions to the gravesite of the holy father of American independence.


As it turns out, Craighead’s cemetery is partly hidden behind an abandoned, dilapidated beer joint that’s halfway through being reclaimed by kudzu vines. The small burial ground behind it, full of massive trees and a scattering of dandelions and disintegrating gravestones, is framed by a chain-link fence atop a rock wall that Lee says is mostly used as a local drinking stoop during the day and a guardrail for drunk drivers at night. We park off Craighead Road, by the abandoned beer joint, and walk around to the formal entrance on the south side of the lot featuring a massive bolder with the etching SUGAW CREEK BURYING GROUND 1750–1825 and a six-foot stone pillar with a white marble slab that says:


MEMORIAL TO


ALEXANDER CRAIGHEAD


This wall restored and fence erected


By


Mecklenburg


Declaration


Of Independence


Chapter D.A.R.


1914


Lee locks us inside the burial grounds for our own protection (although I have yet to see any whores), and I wander for quite a bit before stumbling onto the final wish of Elizabeth Orr, who according to her marker departed this world on February 30, 1798, hoping that “worms devour my wasting flesh.” And then there’s the Campbell family plot, where the stones indicate that in 1781, four siblings, all under the age of thirteen, died within three days of each other—a story that is beyond sad, even for someone purposefully wandering around an ancient cemetery. In the fall of 1780, after joining the patriot army at sixteen, John Campbell was wounded at the critical Battle of Kings Mountain. He had also been unknowingly exposed to smallpox by his fellow soldiers, and when he was sent home to recover, the war hero infected his entire family.


John survived the war. None of his brothers or sisters did.


Moving toward the front of the cemetery, we finally reach Craighead’s plot, which is facing east, Lee says, so the Revolutionary reverend will be looking St. Peter square in the eyes when he rises on judgment day. I hope they’ll both be wearing sandals or some kind of protective footwear because this close to the street, the ground is littered with forty-ounce twist caps and shattered glass. Given Craighead’s significance, I was at first a little underwhelmed by the size and state of this memorial, but then I remembered the twenty-five-foot marble obelisk meant to honor him inside the Elmwood Cemetery downtown—the one that somehow managed to misspell Mecklenburg Decleration. Originally, Craighead was delivered to this burial ground by his followers who used two sassafras saplings to carry his coffin. When the service was over, they stuck the tree limbs into the ground where they sprouted into two huge trees, towering over his grave for decades. About 125 years later, though, both trees were destroyed by a massive storm. Parishioners from all over the Carolinas made pilgrimages to the gravesite, chopping up the trees for souvenirs. And local legend has it that a gavel and the current pulpit at Sugaw Creek were carved from wood supplied by the Craighead trees.


Today, though, the grave’s only distinguishing feature is a wobbly wrought-iron fence and a three-foot-tall gray, rectangular marble slab covered from top to bottom in biographical text. The wordy inscription takes up most of the stone, like a resume with margins awkwardly adjusted to fit everything on one page.


The etching includes where Craighead was born (Donegal, Ireland), his heritage (Ulster Scot), when he immigrated (1715), his style (“Fiery New Side Revivalist Presbyterian”), where he preached (New Jersey, Delaware, Pennsylvania, Virginia, North Carolina), his famous friends (Ben Franklin and Great Awakening evangelist George Whitefield), and, of course, Craighead’s greatest achievement in life (spiritual father of the Mecklenburg Declaration of Independence).


I stand at Craighead’s feet, soaked in sweat and spellbound for an awkwardly long time until Lee finally walks up, hangs his hat on one of the fence spires, and worries out loud about the dark clouds and heat lightning looming to the north.


“I’m upta my ass in alligators,” Lee also announces, fiddling with his phone.


Translation: I’m busy. Time to wrap it up, MecDec fanboy.


But I’m mesmerized and remain frozen in place, reading and rereading the thirteen lines of text covering Craighead’s grave—words that feel almost like a treasure map, inspiring and prodding visitors to learn more.


The intrigue begins right there at the top of Craighead’s headstone. He was born in March 1707 in Donegal, Ireland. But he wasn’t Irish, not by a long shot. He was a Scot, of course. The Craigheads were originally from the Scottish Lowlands, where they were part of a militant sect of Presbyterianism founded in 1680 by Richard Cameron called Covenanters. This sect believed, as far as I can tell, that God was the only authority on earth, which meant monarchs were essentially, well, the anti-Christ. As one might imagine, this theology didn’t sit well with King Charles II. Cameron and his followers were hunted down, according to church historians, “like wild beasts.” His head and his hands were then torn off (presumably while he was still alive) and delivered as a gift to the English lords at Edinburgh Castle. Afterward, during a three-year stretch known as The Killing Time in Scotland, the rest of the Covenanters didn’t fare much better.
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