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To the many descendants of the Great Wagon Road






History will always find you, and wrap you in its thousand arms.

—Joy Harjo, Poet Laureate of the United States

Every tourist should become a pilgrim.

—Rupert Sheldrake

For where the beginning is, there will the end be.

—The Gospel of Thomas









PROLOGUE THE LOST MILL


NOT LONG AFTER DAWN ON a foggy New Year’s morning, my wife, Wendy, and I picked our way through a tangle of thorns and swamp alders to the base of an eight-lane interstate bridge spanning the Haw River, one of North Carolina’s most historic waterways.

We were in search of something I’d lost.

Or, more accurately, hoped to find again: the remains of my double-great-grandfather’s gristmill and furniture shop.

I’d seen it only once, stony remnants in the river’s ice-jointed waters on a late-December afternoon in 1966 when my older brother, Dick, and I accompanied our father to gather bittersweet and shoot mistletoe out of the ancient white oak forest that grew around his grandparents’ long-abandoned homeplace on Buckhorn Road, not far from the colonial-era town of Hillsborough, North Carolina.

Until that winter afternoon, save for a general understanding that our family had deep roots in the red clay of the upper Carolina Piedmont reaching back to pre-revolutionary times, Dick and I knew few details of our ancestral origins in the Old North State. We knew that our grandfather was a skilled cabinetmaker like his grandfather, and that our people were rural farmers, craftsmen, and preachers living along Buckhorn Road near Dodsons Crossroads for many generations, but that was pretty much the extent of it. The story of where our people originated and how they got to North Carolina in the first place curiously remained an untold tale in a family full of Southern storytellers.

That gap began to narrow significantly that afternoon, however, when our father, whose enthusiasm for outdoor life was rivaled only by his passion for American history, decided to act upon one of his favorite expressions, which Dick and I heard often: “How can you possibly know where you’re going, boys, if you never learn where you came from?”

My brother was fifteen. I was two years younger. At a minimum, we knew where we’d been.

We were sons of a veteran newspaperman who’d hauled his young family to outposts across the Deep South during some of the most turbulent years of the early Civil Rights Movement, before returning us home to Greensboro midway through my second year of grammar school; seasoned explorers of historic towns and battlefields, Indian burial mounds, state and federal parks, anyplace where “nature and history are calling,” as our wise old man liked to say. Family vacations and camping trips had always involved some form of investigation of local history or folklore—hikes through historic forests, guided ghost walks, overnighting in drafty hotels where George Washington or Robert E. Lee allegedly once billeted, dining in places where history left its indelible mark in the form of a suspicious hole above the fireplace mantel, possibly from a stray Yankee Minié ball. Even hokey roadside tourist traps—especially hokey roadside tourist traps—plentiful across the sleepy American South of the 1950s and ’60s, had to have, at a minimum, some shred of connection to “real history” to merit a stop. The purchase of a “genuine” coonskin cap (made in Taiwan) or replica Confederate forage cap inevitably inspired lengthy ruminations on the rigors of pioneer life or the tragic consequences of the South’s doomed Lost Cause.

In time, as girls and cars seized custody of our teenaged brains, my brother and I affectionately took to calling our quirky, quote-loving, history-mad old man “Opti the Mystic” owing to his unassailable belief in the importance of knowing “America’s story—the good, the bad, all the gritty and inconvenient details”—to say nothing of his embarrassing habit of quoting long-dead poets and Roman philosophers to our impressionable dates when they least expected it.

Perhaps the best example of Opti’s newsman’s nose for history, in fact, occurred days after we arrived home to Greensboro following an odyssey through the Deep South in early January 1960. Without warning, he turned up at our new elementary school on the pretense of returning library books we’d acquired only days before at the ornate redbrick downtown public library. In reality, it was a jailbreak.

Experience told us a new field adventure was afoot, perhaps another hike through nearby Guilford Courthouse National Military Park, where we’d recently learned how General Nathanael Greene’s ragtag Continentals and local militias mortally wounded Lord Cornwallis’s redcoat army in a forest of beech and oak, not three miles from our new backyard. Instead, a short time later, we wound up in a milling crowd of agitated white onlookers near the “colored” entrance to the Center Movie Theater on Greensboro’s main drag, North Elm Street, watching as four brave African American students from nearby North Carolina A&T University (now State University) attempted to nonviolently integrate the “Whites Only” lunch counter at the Woolworth’s just across the street. This important day, February 2, 1960, day two of the historic peaceful sit-in protest that would become broadly cited as a defining moment in the birth of the nonviolent Civil Rights Movement in America, was my seventh birthday.

“Fellas,” Opti was moved to say as we looked on, “you’re witnessing important history here. This moment isn’t just going to change Greensboro or the South. It’s going to change America.”

The old man was right, of course, though Greensboro would be merely one small signal fire in a social revolution that was beginning to send up sparks (and sadly remains incomplete more than half a century after the fact). Still, looking back through the palimpsest of years, that moment brought home to both my brother and me the complexity of America’s ever-evolving story, the contradictions as well as the conventional narratives, the importance of learning the unassailable facts behind events, especially the gritty and inconvenient details.

Six years later, on Buckhorn Road, that feeling emerged again as we followed an overgrown road through a forest of white oaks to my great-grandfather’s homeplace half a mile off Buckhorn Road, a silvered ruin missing doors and windows, long abandoned, with dark birds nesting in its eaves and saplings sprouting through its collapsed porch.

“That’s where Uncle Jimmy and Aunt Emma lived, your grandfather’s birthplace,” Opti explained as we stood staring at the house. One end of the front porch had been swallowed whole by a Gordian knot of wisteria vines thick as a grown man’s arm. Seeing the place after so many years, I noticed, visibly stirred something in our father. “I spent some of the happiest summers of my life right here,” he said, noting how “Uncle Jimmy,” his grandfather, would allow him at age ten to lead the horses up from the lower pasture to the barn in the evening and Aunt Emma often took him along when she gathered native plants for her wildflower remedies and healing balms. “She was a genuine healer and a remarkable woman, beloved by everyone along Buckhorn Road.”

For good reason, it seemed: Mary Emma Tate Dodson, we learned, was the closest thing Dodsons Crossroads had for a doctor between Chapel Hill and the county seat of Hillsborough, a woman completely in her element in the surrounding forest and meadows of her farm. She was the middle child of a prominent Orange County citizen named George Washington Tate, who owned the most important gristmill in the region and his grandfather’s furniture shop on the banks of the Haw River.

The Tates, Opti explained, were socially prominent people of Scottish heritage who called the nearby town of Mebane home, probably not entirely pleased that their middle female child had chosen to marry a poor but charming horse farmer named Jimmy Dodson. “Uncle Jimmy was a real character, a land-rich, dollar-poor horse breeder who loved to play his fiddle at country dances. Quite the rural dandy. You’ve seen his picture.”

Indeed, I was fascinated by the photo that had long sat on a shelf at home in Greensboro, a hand-tinted daguerreotype of a thin but dapper fellow dressed in a cheap Sunday suit of blue serge, sporting a bristling white mustache and fedora hat tilted at a jaunty angle, a rogue twinkle in his eye. (To this day, Uncle Jimmy’s fiddle sits on my own fireplace mantel. That same photograph hangs on a nearby wall.)

But if Aunt Emma meant so much to the people of Buckhorn Road and Dodsons Crossroads, I wondered, why were there also no photographs of her on our family wall?

“Fair question. Don’t recall ever seeing a photograph of Aunt Emma,” Opti admitted. “Quite possibly because of what happened to her. There are unanswered questions.”

With that, he fell silent. Dick and I exchanged looks, wondering what the old man wasn’t telling us. After a few moments, however, he continued.

Clearing his throat, he explained that Aunt Mary Emma Dodson had taken her own life by hanging herself from a crossbeam of the porch where sparrows now wintered. “That was the summer of 1928. Her four sons and two daughters were all grown and gone by then.” He looked at me. “I was your age that summer, Bo. Suicide was an unspeakable tragedy back then, a black mark on any proud country family. No one spoke of Emma’s death for decades. Her death became our family’s biggest tragedy. And our greatest mystery.”

I asked why she would kill herself.

“Another good question. I always felt, as did others in the family, that she was a woman living with a foot in two very different worlds.”

Not long after her death, he added, unable to make sense of what happened, Uncle Jimmy abandoned their farm and lived with relatives till the end of his days. Jimmy and Aunt Emma were buried side by side over in the Chestnut Ridge Methodist churchyard not far from where we stood. Nature soon reclaimed the Dodson homeplace.

And then we just kept walking. As was his way, however, Opti had casually passed along something important that took me the rest of our time in the woods that afternoon to process. As we headed back to the car, loaded with mistletoe and bittersweet, I asked what he meant by “a woman with a foot in two very different worlds.” His answer was a big surprise.

“There’s a strong possibility, though no one knows for sure, that your great-grandmother was Native American, a full-blooded Cherokee or possibly Catawba Indian lady, adopted when she was an infant by old George Tate during one of his trips to the Blue Ridge hills to help establish Methodist churches out west. Someone called them ‘gospel rides,’ ” he said. “In my mind this would explain a lot about my grandmother—her strong connection to nature and intimacy with the land, her powerful sense of place and medicinal knowledge of plants, even the choice of husband. Uncle Jimmy was the black sheep of the Dodson clan—in his own way.”

Orange County Courthouse records only compounded the mystery around Aunt Emma’s death, he continued. Unlike with other Tate family members, records conflicted about her date of birth as March 6 of either 1860 or 1857, with no mention of the location of the event. “That was a particularly unsettled time in America, especially in this state’s western counties. Debates over secession were growing violent and President Andrew Jackson’s removal of the Cherokee to Oklahoma still reverberated two decades after the fact. A lot of courthouses were burned, and records were either destroyed or altered in the chaos of the war and Reconstruction. No one ever said it out loud, but my brothers and sister certainly believed that our grandmother was an Indian orphan. So did my father and his cousins, Josie and Ida. You can ask them about it when we see them.”



Josie and Ida Dodson were our father’s elderly second cousins, a pair of independent spinster ladies well into their eighties who lived a mile or so farther down Buckhorn Road in a log house their father built after the Civil War. They were proud country women still happily residing in the nineteenth century, heating their modest log dwelling by a lone woodstove and lighting it by oil lamps and a single electric kitchen light bulb. They were locally known for their bounteous vegetable garden that fed neighbors as well as themselves and for raising and butchering their own chickens and pigs. Beyond their antique style of dress—floral high-neck dresses, laced-up ankle-high boots, and wool sweaters that Ida knitted—to my mind the most exotic things about them were their impressive wall of books and their separate outhouses. Josie was the serious reader of the two, with a collection of religious titles and histories that included several biographies of her hero Daniel Boone, the famous frontiersman who spent his teenage years in the nearby Yadkin Valley, a direct ancestor of whom had supposedly been a childhood friend of Josie’s as a young girl. Their separate outhouses were the real showstoppers, however. Ida’s featured an elaborate carved moon on its applewood door; Josie’s an elegant five-pointed shooting star. Dad affectionately called his spinster cousins the “Moon and Star Girls.” Every Christmas and Easter we took them Whitman’s Samplers, new yarn, Pond’s cold cream, and back issues of Reader’s Digest and Life magazine.

When we took them these items plus a sugar-cured ham for the New Year, Josie—the cheerful “talker” of the two—gave me a slim biography of Boone (that I still own) and a reproduction of Ben Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanack, pointing out that Franklin was a newspaperman “like your smart daddy.” And more important to me at that moment, she also confirmed the intriguing story of Aunt Emma’s unexplained origins and death. “Her passing, child, was such a grievous thing for us all,” she remembered, shaking her head. “It broke all our hearts, especially Uncle Jimmy’s. He was never the same after that, a ruined fella.”

“Was she really an Indian?” I blurted out.

Cousin Josie’s dark eyes suddenly shone. “Oh, yes, dear. Very much so! A real Indian princess, a true healer. She taught all of us young ones about living in God’s majestic natural world.”

As she said this, I was still thinking about what transpired on the drive home from Aunt Emma’s homeplace weeks before, when Opti showed us something incredible.

As a newly finished interstate bridge approached, he suddenly veered to the shoulder of the highway and switched off the engine, hopping out.

“Since we’re on the subject, fellas, there’s something you need to see.”

We followed him down a steeply graded slope thick with weeds and brambles to the edge of the darkly swirling Haw River. He pointed to something in the water, near the pylons of the new bridge.

“It doesn’t look like much now but that’s the remains of George Washington Tate’s gristmill. Aunt Emma’s daddy. I used to stop and fish here when I had my first car and newspaper job in Durham.”

It took us a moment to see what he saw, but then there it was: an arrangement of submerged stones that, indeed, appeared to be the foundation of something carved into the west bank of the river. “In its day, this was the most important mill in this part of the state because it was the primary ford of the Great Trading Path that came this way from Virginia to the Great Wagon Road in the west, which is how our people got here before the Revolutionary War.”

“What’s the Great Wagon Road?” The name sparked like flint in my head.

That was the name, he explained, of the primary road of frontier America used by thousands of European settlers from Pennsylvania to reach the colonial backcountry of Maryland, Virginia, and the Carolinas in the eighteenth century, a mass migration route that brought all three wings of our family to the western frontier—our Scottish and English ancestors who settled in the Piedmont region of North Carolina and our mother’s German ancestors who came down the road to western Maryland sometime before the Revolutionary War. “Up North it was called the Great Philadelphia Wagon Road,” he added, “because that was where most of them arrived on American shores. Down this way it had other names like the Carolina Road or simply the Great Road. It had not only opened the Southern frontier and wilderness east of the Appalachian Mountains to America’s first settlers but served as the gateway for the exploration of the American West.”

This was pure catnip to my eighth-grade brain, to think our people originated someplace in the heart of faraway Europe and traveled over an ocean and crossed an uncharted wilderness simply to reach the place where we were standing at that moment by the River Haw, hundreds of years later.

“Is it still here?”

I remember how Opti the Mystic glanced over at the submerged stones in the water. As usual, well ahead of my thoughts.

“No question about it. But civilization has a way of covering up the past, leaving nature to reclaim whatever is no longer of use. I’m sure you could find traces of that old road if you knew where to look and took the time to seek it.”

As we climbed back up the bank, I asked if we could someday do that—go searching for the Great Wagon Road.

My father smiled. “How about this, sport. Someday I’ll give you the keys to the Roadmaster and you can go find it yourself.”

To this day, I have no idea whether Opti was joking or planting a seed in my head.

Whichever it was, I never forgot.



Now, after more than half a century, no mill stones were visible in the swirling Haw that cold New Year’s morning Wendy and I went in search of George Tate’s mill—just debris from recent winter flooding and pieces of garbage flung from vehicles hurtling over the recently expanded interstate bridge.

Even so, I knelt on its bank, sipping my cold coffee as I tried to picture what the spot must have looked like when creaking wagons carefully crossed the fording spot below the gristmill, heading east to Hillsborough bearing weary settlers from faraway Scotland, England, or Germany. Family ground, someone said, is sacred ground.

As she is prone to do, my plucky wife wandered off to explore a bit on her own.

How long I squatted there in my private fog bank, I simply cannot say. The Franciscan theologian Richard Rohr talks about the power of liminal space—the thin space that exists between what is familiar and the holy unknown, where one world touches another for a few precious moments and everything suddenly becomes clear. This is where I was at that instant, a spiritual kid of thirteen briefly kneeling between worlds, suddenly thinking about Opti, Aunt Emma, and the wintry sight of her vanishing homeplace, hearing the altar call of a lost frontier road I’d probably traveled most of my life without knowing it.

A short while later, I heard Wendy’s quiet voice from a deep tangle of thorny overgrowth near the base of the bridge.

“Hey, babe. Come have a look at this.”

I picked my way through a wall of briars and found her standing halfway along a narrow metal maintenance footbridge running above the base of the bridge. She was looking down at an even larger mass of matted vegetation. As I joined her, she smiled and pointed.

“There.”

It took me a moment to see what she saw. But suddenly, I saw it too—a deep cut in the earth, a narrow channel lined with perfectly smooth stones, unmistakably a water source of some sort made by long-forgotten men, perhaps the millrace or a feeder stream leading to the mill’s waterwheel, buried by a century’s worth of mud and overgrowth.

“How about that,” I said.

Blessed with the intuitive wisdom of her own immigrant Irish grandmother, who found her way to rural Ohio in the early nineteenth century, my Yankee wife, familiar with a boyhood notion that had gripped my inner eighth grader for at least half a century, knew exactly the right words to say.

“I do believe I hear that old wagon road calling your name.”

I simply nodded. Not for the first time, I heard it too.







PART ONE BEGINNINGS








ONE GOD AND GOOD BEER


IF THERE’S ANY TRUTH TO the ancient idea that a good journey begins with a single step—even one delayed many decades—perhaps it’s only fitting that a journey I’ve dreamed of making since I was knee high to a historic road marker begins with an excellent colonial beer and a surprise wedding toast.

Four fine colonial-era-inspired beers sit at my fingertips on a late-August evening, a sampling board of brews that includes Alexander Hamilton’s Federalist Ale, Thomas Jefferson Tavern Ale, George Washington’s full-bodied porter, plus a spruce beer called Poor Richard’s, made from Ben Franklin’s own house recipe. While I await delivery of my period-correct supper, savoring the thought of the long and unknown road ahead, I nibble delicious cinnamon-and-pecan biscuits from Tom Jefferson’s own Monticello recipe book and polish off all four mini-glasses of beer, promptly ordering a full pint of Franklin’s best.

Three hours after my arrival in Philadelphia, I am a party of one but hardly alone in the noisy, candlelit second-floor dining room of historic City Tavern, a place that claims to be the birthplace of American cuisine.

A few feet from where I sit, awaiting delivery of their own suppers, is a table with three young couples who seem to be having a lively celebration of friendship and matrimony, offering rowdy toasts to a blushing couple while a ginger-haired woman struggles to keep their trivia game on the rails.

“Where and what year,” she calls out over her boisterous tablemates, reading from a game card, “were the Articles of Confederation, the nation’s first constitution, created?”

My ear rises to the question like a trout to a mayfly. Nobody but me, however, is paying the slightest attention.

“Earth to people,” the frustrated moderator declares, “are we playing pub trivia or not?”

The big fellow seated next to her at the table, his Penn State ball cap reversed, makes a comment that produces a burst of laughter and touched pewter mugs. She glances my way and shrugs.

“Sorry for the noise,” she apologizes. “We’re celebrating a surprise engagement. You probably can’t even enjoy your book because of us.” She nods toward the paperback resting at my elbow.

I assure her that reading by eighteenth-century candlelight isn’t my thing.

“Tony and Elise—they’re the two cuties at the end of the table—surprised us this afternoon with news of their engagement.”

She adds that they are the last of her college crowd to marry, having met on trivia night at a bar at Penn State thirteen years ago. “The boys played club lacrosse together. We do this every few years in the cities where we now live.” They’ve convened from Nashville to San Francisco. This year it’s Philadelphia, so American history and the birth of democracy is their chosen topic. My new friend sips her white wine and gently slurs her words. “Every time we get together, I’m afraid, we seem less interested in trivia and more interested in just being silly tourists.”

For an instant, I’m tempted to make a plea for more silliness in a world that seems to be fracturing by the minute. But there’s a response more relevant. “I believe it’s York, Pennsylvania. November 1777. By the way, the Articles of Confederation contained the first use of the phrase ‘United States of America.’ ”

She checks her game card and her freckled face lights up, evidently pleased that the lonely old dude in the dark corner of the room knows the answer off the top of his graying head.

“Correct! How’d you know that?”

“Because it happened on the Great Wagon Road.”

Her eyebrows arch. She scooches her chair closer to mine and tilts forward, so we don’t have to shout as her mates launch into some sort of fraternal fight song. “So, what is the Great Wagon Road?”

She is far from alone in asking. The Great Wagon Road is probably the least known historic road in America. So, I give her the brief elevator speech I’ve prepared for just such moments: “It’s the eighteenth century’s backcountry road that tens of thousands of European settlers traveled to find their place in the wilderness of North America, our original immigrant highway.”

She gulps her chardonnay, surprised and grinning. “Seriously? That is so cool!” A firm hand comes at me in the candlelight. Gina Sparrow, I learn, hails from Grand Rapids.

“As it happens,” I add, taking her hand, “I’m setting off tomorrow to travel it.”

She wonders how long the trip will take. I admit that I have no clue. The road stretches more than eight hundred miles, beginning on Market Street in Philadelphia and ending in Augusta, Georgia, crossing six contiguous states and some of the most historic and hallowed landscapes, battlefields, and burying grounds of eastern America, not to mention village squares where democracy first took root and bloomed. During its peak years of use in the 1750s, I explain, a determined traveler on horseback could sometimes make it from Philly to Virginia or the Carolinas in a matter of weeks, though most traveled by wagon and in groups for safety and often took two or three months to arrive (provided decent weather and no unexpected problems like flooded river fords, wrong turns, sudden illness, or hostile encounters with man or beast). Many travelers stopped along the way to rest and resupply for lengthy periods of time, sometimes taking years to reach their final destinations. My hope is to split the difference and complete the road in just three or four weeks, I tell Gina, though in truth I have no idea if this time frame is reasonable or a romantic pipe dream.

“In that case,” she says with a laugh, “I sure hope you have a good horse and wagon!”

“As a matter of fact, I do. My wagon has three hundred and fifty horses.”

She gives a charming goose honk when I explain that I’m traveling in a vintage 1994 Buick Roadmaster Estate station wagon with a 350-horsepower V-8 engine, acquired ten years ago from an elderly retiree in North Carolina with this very trip in mind. The Pearl, as I call it, is like many things in America: a symbol of a bygone era, one of the last true iconic station wagons that rolled off the line before General Motors switched to building SUVs.

“Is that the one with, like, the seat facing backward and fake wood paneling and stuff?” she asks.

“That’s it.”

“Oh, wow! We had one like that when I was little. My younger brother and I fought to the death over that third seat every time we went on a vacation.”

Just then a pair of waiters in colonial livery and brass-buckled shoes swoops down on us holding six suppers on large trays for Gina’s table. Quickly but carefully, they place steaming dishes in front of each member of her party.

“Well,” she says, “I guess I should get back to my friends. Sorry to interrupt your reading. What’s your book about, if I may ask? The Great Wagon Road, I suppose?”

“Indirectly.” I show her Susan Cheever’s addictively readable Drinking in America: Our Secret History, one of several histories, biographies, and works of favorite poets I’ve packed for the road.

Gina tilts forward and asks if I can give her a “juicy tidbit” about drinking for the group’s next trivia night, since drinking now seems to be their favorite group activity.

I mention that the Pilgrims were probably legally drunk when they landed at Plymouth Harbor in 1620, missing their target area of Virginia by hundreds of miles, and only put to Cape Cod Bay’s cold November shore because they’d run out of beer.

She looks surprised. “I thought the Pilgrims were religious!”

“Very much so. But theirs is a story of God and good beer.”

Ignoring her supper, she asks to hear more. I briefly mention that fermentation made beer safe to drink from the Middle Ages to the Age of Enlightenment, even suitable for small children. As a result, according to Cheever, every man, woman, child, and ship’s mate on the Mayflower was provisioned a full gallon of beer per day for their grueling ocean crossing.

The big fellow next to Gina suddenly leans our way, tuning in as I mention that after three terrible months at sea, one of the first things the pious Pilgrims did was construct a brewhouse for making fresh beer, followed by a tavern and a house of worship, a pattern of settlement that established itself across New England and the rest of colonial America.

“That’s why Ben Franklin said beer is proof that God loves us, hon,” he contributes with a mouth full of something.

“This is Jerry. My husband,” Gina says, stopping just shy of a wifely eye roll. “We got married in April. I don’t think Ben Franklin really said that, Jerry. You just saw it on a T-shirt at Penn’s Landing.”

Jerry grins. “True, babe. But everyone knows Ben Franklin really said it.”

“He’s going down the Great Wagon Road,” Gina declares matter-of-factly, nodding at me. “All the way to Georgia.”

Jerry, chewing slowly, considers this news. “Never heard of it.”

Gina shakes her head. “It’s only the most historic road in America, Jerry.”

He nods. “Yeah? So why you doin’ that?”

The simplest explanation is that I am finally yielding to my inner eighth grader, hoping to find the flame tenders of a forgotten American highway before time runs out, though I don’t feel the slightest inclination to share this with Jerry, or anyone else for that matter. Six months ago, two weeks before my planned starting date, a mysterious pain in my side sent me to see Doc Morris for a checkup that led to a surprise double surgery to remove both a dodgy gallbladder and a carrot-sized tumor from my lower intestines, the first serious medical crisis of my life. Time waits for no man. All that matters now, following several months of slow recovery, is that I’ve been cleared by Doc Morris to hit the road, and not a minute too soon.

Fortunately, Jerry’s plucky bride rises to my rescue.

“Because, Jerry, his people came down the Wagon Road and family history is totally freaking hot right now. Even you should know that much.”

In truth, Jerry is far more interested in his platter of ale-braised sausage, garlic mash, and seasoned German sauerkraut. And who can blame him? His supper smells divine. I ordered the same dish, as it happens, with a side of chestnut fritters and corn-fried oysters from Martha Washington’s personal cookbook.

Gina gives me a second firm handshake. “Well, golly, it’s been so much fun to talk with you. I hope you find lots of cool things on the Great Wagon Road.”

I thank her for the kind words and wish she and her merry band of trivial pursuers a long and prosperous journey of their own.



My choice of City Tavern as a starting point is no accident.

Not only does it sit just two short blocks from the original Great Philadelphia Wagon Road, but it opened for business in January 1773, just past the peak years of the Wagon Road’s use. At the time, Philadelphia was the second-largest and most prosperous town in North America, the third largest in all of the British empire, and the center of colonial art, culture, and commerce, boasting twenty thousand citizens, brick streets illuminated by whale oil lamps, a college, three libraries, and the first hospital in the New World. Twenty ships a week arrived at its busy ports on the Delaware River, releasing hundreds of European immigrants into Philly’s bustling streets, where wagons teeming with produce cultivated by German immigrant farmers south and west of the city arrived daily through the summer months.

Funded by fifty-three prominent Philadelphians who paid twenty-five pounds sterling to be chartered members and investors, among them a future governor of Pennsylvania and several future signers of the Declaration of Independence, the tavern was considered the finest dining experience in the British colonies. Its grand opening was accompanied by glowing notice by the ambitious publisher of the Pennsylvania Gazette, a sociable polymath named Benjamin Franklin, who noted that the five-story brick building featured the best equipped kitchen in the city, a well-stocked bar, two coffee rooms ideal for private conversations, three dining rooms, and the second-largest ballroom in the New World. There were also five lodging rooms and a servants’ quarters for hire.

It became a weekly gathering spot for foreign dignitaries and members of the First and Second Continental Congresses. Regulars included Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Sam Adams, Dr. Benjamin Rush, George Washington, and Patrick Henry. It was here, as talk of revolution crackled in the steamy summer air of 1776, that George Washington supposedly met John Adams for the first time, following Adams’s wearying ride down the King’s Highway from Boston. Adams was particularly impressed with City Tavern’s quality of fare. (“A fresh welcome,” he committed to his diary afterward. “As elegant as was ever laid upon a table.”) And even after the British army took possession of the city in 1777 and the Congress fled town, it remained the place to be for Philadelphia’s elites. Its popularity lasted well into the early nineteenth century, declining only after the surrounding neighborhood fell into disrepute, causing the once proud establishment to eventually shut its doors. The building was used as a mercantile exchange until fire gutted the structure in 1834, only to sit as a vacant hulk until the building was razed twenty years later.

Its seeds of rebirth were sown in 1948 when the Truman administration authorized the US Department of the Interior to create an Independence National Historical Park, which would include several original structures in the oldest part of the city. Following twenty-five years of painstaking research and urban archaeology, City Tavern was reproduced brick-for-brick in time to celebrate the nation’s bicentennial in 1976, becoming a popular tourist stop for almost two decades until it closed doors for a second time in 1992.

Two years later, it was resurrected again by an enterprising German immigrant named Walter Staib, an award-winning chef who hailed from a family of celebrated cooks and bakers. With an exclusive contract to serve as the sole proprietor of historic City Tavern, Staib researched and developed a revolutionary culinary concept based on the authenticity of colonial-era cooking. An award-winning cooking show on PBS called A Taste of History soon followed.

“You had two irresistible subjects—cooking and American history,” Chef Staib told me over the phone. “No nation on earth can match the cultural diversity of America, a fact beautifully reflected in the astonishing diversity of our early American cuisine. We talk about farm to table today—ha! Everything then was fresh, local, and far more creative than people of today can even imagine. The more I traveled and researched, the more I became convinced that we had the opportunity to tell the story of America through colonial cooking, a melting pot of blended traditions and tastes from everywhere beyond our shores. That’s what made City Tavern the first great restaurant in America.”

Trooping downstairs for a nightcap in the tavern bar, I find myself thinking about Staib’s mission, and how it mirrors my own. I, too, had come to this odyssey through researching frontier American life. The source that rekindled my long-dormant fantasy of finding and traveling the Wagon Road of my ancestors had been a folksy, dog-eared, long-out-of-print gem from 1973 called The Great Wagon Road: From Philadelphia to the South by the late Williamsburg historian Parke Rouse, Jr. that I’d found in a used bookshop in Roanoke in 2006 while serving as writer-in-residence at Hollins University. Packed with information and a schematic drawing that showed the approximate path of the road from Philadelphia to Georgia, it quickly became my inspiration, and my bible.



Owing to poor or nonexistent early recordkeeping, historians have never fully settled on the precise numbers of America’s first mass migration movement. But most generally agree that well north of one hundred thousand immigrant travelers made the arduous trek down the Great Wagon Road between the close of the seventeenth century and the start of the American Revolution—hearty dreamers who arrived from all corners of western Europe in successive waves large and small: German Lutherans, English Quakers, Saxony Moravians, and Swiss Mennonites; Scots-Irish Presbyterians and Wesley Methodists; French Huguenots and Dutch adventurers, foundational generations of the world’s first immigrant nation.

Not unlike refugees from our own time, the road’s original travelers were life-hardened souls willing to brave a perilous ocean crossing to escape a continent ravaged by a thirty-year religious war. Fleeing their fractured native lands, some arrived hoping to build a New Jerusalem in the southern American wilderness. Others came in search of a mythic land of milk and honey they’d heard awaited in the untamed vastness of the North American backcountry.

Many sold everything they owned to fund the journey, or traveled as indentured servants committed to work their way into a New World life, most arriving on the busy docks of Philadelphia or nearby Delaware shore fueled by blind faith and a willingness to endure whatever hardships of disease or danger they might encounter for the chance of a fresh start. Others left behind hard-earned lives as prosperous farmers and skilled artisans, answering an ageless call to seek greater prosperity in a place they’d only heard wondrous tales about.

Undeterred by uncertainty, they claimed land and carved out farms, planted crops, formed communities and militias, built taverns and raised churches, created log schools and trading posts that grew into crossroad settlements as southbound traffic increased across the turbulent decades of the eighteenth century. Many put down roots while others moved on, restless to find even more land, fewer people, more freedom, and better soil. In time, a dozen towns populated the great fertile valleys that lay between the Blue Ridge and the Allegheny Mountains, an Appalachian wilderness stretching from Western Pennsylvania to Georgia, seeding a fledgling nation’s first tender shoots of commerce, politics, religion, education, and industry—providing both a gateway and a staging ground for an even broader opening of the lands beyond the Appalachian range, into the Golden West itself.

A longtime friend named Tom Sears, an expert on Southern colonial architecture and furniture, once described the Great Wagon Road to me as “America’s first technology highway and Fertile Crescent of American democracy—essentially the road that made America.” Everything from the Conestoga wagon to early computer processing was developed along it. As the nation grew, villages and towns and cities of the Wagon Road became, in effect, the first incubators of America’s early industrial age.

By my rough count, more than a dozen colleges and universities had their beginnings on or near the Great Wagon Road, simple affairs typically begun by Presbyterian preachers who maintained that Christian education was next to godliness. Equally important to the evolving culture, technology, and commerce was the flood of German artisans and farmers who brought refined farming techniques and Old World craftsmanship to the beating heart of a wild frontier, resulting in revolutionary agriculture and some of the world’s finest furniture, decorative arts, and metal craftsmanship. Along with their advanced farming skills, Wagon Road Germans also imported their love of communal sacred hymns and the music of Haydn and Bach, while their feisty independent Scots-Irish counterparts brought Old World balladry and narrative folk song, dance, and poetry, and a God-given skill for fighting and making excellent corn whiskey.

In time, their soulful fiddle music took permanent root in the shaded hollers of Appalachia, blending with African slave songs to give birth to the original American musical forms of Southern gospel, bluegrass, and country music; Johnny Cash’s and June Carter’s ancestors were travelers of the Great Wagon Road. So were the forebears of Bill Monroe, the Father of Bluegrass, and Nashville songbirds Patsy Cline, Dolly Parton, Willie Nelson, and a thousand other sons and daughters of today’s country music scene.

And they were not the only ones: Joe Wilson, America’s leading roots-music historian, observed that “a quarter of Americans today have an ancestor who traveled the Great Wagon Road. You can still see traces of it, a track across high ridges, a trough through piney woods, guarded by wild turkey and chipmunks, a road that was in use for a century—the most important road in American history.”

Given the road’s strategic importance on the edge of the contested western frontier, it’s no mystery why three major North American wars happened on or near it, including the early days of the bloody French and Indian conflict and pivotal Revolutionary War encounters at Camden, Kings Mountain, Cowpens, and Guilford Courthouse.

Eighty years on, the Confederacy’s doomed Valley of Virginia campaigns followed the road north to the pivotal bloodbaths of Antietam and Gettysburg, bold strikes meant to force an end to the war in the South’s favor; instead, they became killing fields that turned the tide in favor of the Union. In November 1863, Abraham Lincoln—whose grandfather settled on a homestead just off the Wagon Road north of Harrisonburg, Virginia—gave his Gettysburg Address from the Soldiers’ National Cemetery overlooking an early branch of the Great Wagon Road.

Half a dozen of America’s presidents, in fact, grew up on or near it, including a young George Washington, who began his military service as an Indian scout along the road and later lost—then won—his first elected office in the settlement of Winchester. Thomas Jefferson, whose daddy, Peter Jefferson, helped William & Mary mathematician Joshua Fry survey and officially name the “Great Waggon Road” on a map from Philadelphia to North Carolina’s Yadkin River in 1753, traveled the road extensively throughout his life, and even owned the spectacular Natural Bridge that the Great Wagon Road traversed.

Fellow Virginian James Madison, Andrew Jackson, James Polk, and Woodrow Wilson each had birthright connections, while Zachary Taylor and Andrew Johnson traveled it extensively throughout their early careers in service to war and government.

Equally important to the evolving narrative of a young nation were legendary folk figures like Daniel Boone, who at age sixteen followed the Wagon Road with his family to North Carolina’s fertile Yadkin Valley, and later took the road back to Big Lick (today’s Roanoke) before blazing the Wilderness Road through the Cumberland Gap to the unsettled territories of Kentucky and Ohio; likewise, icons Meriwether Lewis, David Crockett, Molly Pitcher, Susanna Wright, General Daniel Morgan, General Nathanael Greene, Francis Marion, Sam Houston, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, “Light-Horse” Harry Lee, and his son Robert E. Lee were part of the romantic saga of the Great Wagon Road.



From the outset of my adventure, the leading question—echoing the one I put to my father by the Haw River in 1966—was whether the original path of the road of my ancestors could somehow be determined after the Great Road effectively accomplished its own vanishing act with the coming of the railroads and ever-expanding towns that created new and improved highways for a nation on the move.

During the early days of my physical recovery, this question was answered by a pair of sources from my own backyard.

The first was an old friend and distinguished Southern historian and expert on North Carolina’s historic backcountry roads named Charles Rodenbough, who invited me to lunch after hearing from a mutual friend about my planned Wagon Road odyssey.

It was Charlie who pointed out that interest in the Great Wagon Road had grown dramatically in recent years thanks to the work of a small army of colonial historians, state archaeologists, Southern genealogists, state and local historical associations, preservationists, museum curators, and even everyday history nuts like me. “As a result,” said he, “the original path of the road has been pretty well determined and you can follow it. It’s probably the most important—but least known—old road in America, one that shaped the values and culture of this country. There are people along the road today who are keeping its stories alive. How exciting that you plan to find them and listen to those stories.”

But he had one caveat: “Keep in mind that the Great Wagon Road didn’t travel in a straight line. It also had several branches, which might be confusing. Don’t be surprised if you get lost just like many of the road’s original travelers undoubtedly did. That will probably be half the fun.”

It was Charlie who also showed me a copy of the 1753 Frye-Jefferson map that delineated the original path of the road to upper North Carolina, and explained that if I started my “pilgrimage”—his word—by venturing up Sandy Ridge Road just west of Greensboro to the Virginia line, I would eventually come to a small meadow by the South Mayo River where, as he put it, “you will see the spot where your Scottish ancestors crossed into North Carolina.”

A few days later, as winter slipped into spring, on a cold afternoon threatening snow, my dog Mulligan and I drove up Sandy Ridge Road to the Virginia state line and found the spot Charlie had described. Ice glittered in the South Mayo River’s shallows. Wading ahead of me across a slippery shelf of submerged rock, Mully, my aging flat-haired retriever, dropped her nose and charged up the far bank, while I found myself staring at a wide gully ascending the bare winter woods, clearly the sunken remains of a forgotten road. A shiver ran through me that had little to do with the cold of the afternoon. In my imagination, I almost heard the creaking hinges and grinding complaints of farm wagons inching across the shallow fording spot.

I followed Mully a quarter of a mile up that darkened leaf-strewn gully before turning back in a sudden downpour of sleet, feeling the road’s gravitational pull like never before.

Several weeks later, my colleague on the staff of O.Henry magazine, senior editor Nancy Oakley, walked into my office and placed an item from the magazine’s events calendar on my desk. “Talk about the hand of providence,” she said with a grin.

It was an announcement from the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts (MESDA) in Old Salem of an upcoming one-day seminar on the furniture and decorative arts of the Great Wagon Road.

Nancy promptly put me in touch with her friend Robert Leath, MESDA’s director of collections, who graciously invited me to sit in on the seminar with a half dozen experts on Southern furniture and decorative arts, several of whom proved to be incomparable sources up and down the Wagon Road, including Alexandra Kirtley of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, who gave me her card and invited me to come see her when I arrived in Philly to start my journey down the road.

Without a doubt, these generous folks, who appeared serendipitously during my summer-long recovery, fired up my imagination and set me on the road of my ancestors with high expectations.






TWO SIX HUNDRED MILES NEARER THE SUN


THE MORNING AFTER MY NIGHT at City Tavern, I set off in the heavy Philadelphia mist to visit Penn’s Landing and Penn Treaty Park on the waterfront, places where, according to lore, province founder William Penn made his famous peace treaty with the Delaware Indians in 1683.

Without William Penn, after all, the “Forgotten Founding Father” as he’s been called by historians of his era, there would be no Philadelphia Great Wagon Road, not to mention Philly cheesesteaks, Hall & Oates, and possibly American democracy as we know it today.

While boning up on Penn’s life and legacy, a man Thomas Jefferson hailed as “the world’s most important lawgiver,” I came across a portrait of the colony’s lord proprietor by muralist Violet Oakley that hangs in the commonwealth’s state capitol in Harrisburg. Oakley was the first female artist in America to be granted a commission to produce a mural for a public building. Her soulful Penn’s First Sight of the Shores of Pennsylvania depicts the moment young William Penn, the new owner of the infant colony of Pennsylvania, stands at the rail of the good ship Welcome, chin resting reflectively in hand, all silk ruffles and velvet cape, soberly contemplating the heavily forested shore and monumental task before him.

Penn’s haunting stare at his new domain was understandable. Behind him stretched a decade of intense struggle as he—a rebellious Oxford dropout with basic legal training—defended fellow Quakers from being persecuted by the English Crown for their unorthodox religious beliefs, including George Fox, the pacifist founder of the Society of Friends. These actions, underscored by an early rejection of his family’s powerful connection to the ruling Anglican Church and startling conversion (via ecstatic awakening at age twenty-three) to the “inner light” of Quaker doctrine, placed the young idealist directly at odds with his own father, a celebrated admiral who had helped Charles II, the so-called Merry Monarch, return to the throne from exile in France by loaning the monarch considerable sums of his own fortune.

These conflicts led to the younger Penn being jailed for alleged treasonous advocacy and briefly tossed into the Tower of London. There he developed a skillful pen and an audacious plan to create a permanent Quaker settlement in the wilds of North America, a scheme he called his “Holy Vision” of a New Jerusalem. It would be open to religious dissenters of every kind.

Like many New World dreamers, however, the only thing the young Quaker firebrand lacked was sufficient funding for his plan. To that end, not long after his father’s passing, Penn boldly approached Charles II with the idea of settling his lordship’s debt of sixteen thousand pounds to the family Penn by granting him extensive land holdings in North America. In March 1681, to the astonishment of the king’s advisers (and even Penn’s own family), the young man—then just thirty-five years old—was granted a royal charter to vast holdings of land wedged between the colonies of Maryland, New Jersey, and New York, roughly forty-five thousand square miles, that made Penn, for one shining moment, the largest private landowner in the British Empire. The only condition King Charles included was that the new colony bear “Penn” in its formal name, a tribute to the family’s late patriarch. For reasons unknown, young William had initially hoped to call his North American creation “New Wales,” but settled on “Sylvania,” Latin for “forest land,” and was persuaded to add the family name. Thus “Penn-Sylvania” was born. As he wrote to an Irish cloth merchant and close friend named Robert Turner sometime later, he hoped God would make Pennsylvania the “seed of a nation.”

Key to establishing the first Quaker colony in North America was a governing set of principles called the Concessions and Agreements. This early document guaranteed freedom of speech and impartial justice for every citizen under British law, but more important, granted Penn sweeping powers to create a basic legal framework upon which the basic principles of American democracy would, in time, take root and grow. Among the new ideas he advanced was a scheme to welcome people of all nationalities and faiths to his new colony, as well as the promise of self-government and religious freedom.

In a letter to Quakers already residing in Pennsylvania, Penn assured his future fellow citizens, “You shall be governed by laws of your own making,” and offered a newly enhanced document called a Frame of Government that established a representative form of government highlighted by a council and general assembly, including upper and lower houses of delegates to be elected annually. “Given his own personal austerity,” writes Andrew Murphy in his splendid, comprehensive 2019 biography William Penn: A Life, “Penn also insisted that Pennsylvania was to have no taverns or alehouses, ‘nor any playhouses, nor Morris dances, nor games of dice, cards, board tables, lotteries, bowling greens, horse races, bear baitings, bull baitings, and such like sports, which only tend to idleness and looseness.’ ”

(Given that by the end of Penn’s lifetime there were probably as many taverns as there were churches in cosmopolitan Philadelphia, as Murphy makes clear, much of the groundbreaking Frame of Government was more theoretical than practical. But a century later, it would become, at least in part, inspiration for the writing of the Constitution of the newly created United States of America.)

According to his own diary, Penn placed feet to soil of his new colony on the morning of October 28, 1682, four days after his thirty-eighth birthday. Upon his arrival, he took possession of the village of New Castle and its surrounding territory before heading upriver to the village of Upland, where he disembarked a second time to meet settlers and members of the local Lenape tribe, officially renaming the village Chester.

A short time later, he made an even more significant visit to the Lenape village of tribal chief Shackamaxon to sign the Great Treaty. Pennsylvania lore holds that he also met Turtle Clan chief Tamanend beneath an ancient elm at river’s edge, unarmed and in accord with Quaker custom, reportedly declaring, in the Algonquin language he’d taken pains to learn: “We meet on the broad pathway of good faith and good-will; no advantage will be taken on either side, but all shall be openness and love. We are one flesh and one blood,” to which the chief famously replied: “We will live in love with William Penn and his children as long as the creeks and rivers run, and while the sun, moon and stars endure.” Remarkably, given the European penchant for violent colonization, the treaty the two men made by mere handshake would survive for the next seventy years—“The only [American] treaty sworn to and never broken,” as Voltaire dryly pointed out.

By this time, work crews had already started to bring together Penn’s plans for the idealized city he imagined years before laying eyes on the forested shore of Pennsylvania. His forward-thinking design called for a buffer zone stretching one-quarter of a mile inland from the waterfront (thereby avoiding rats and diseases that often accompanied arriving ships) highlighted by a pair of wide, tree-lined streets, one called High, the other named Broad, with a large park at their intersection to promote healthy living and open spaces. This stood in stark contrast to the narrow, congested lanes of most English towns and villages, where disease, vermin, and sickness flourished in confined spaces, not to mention elevated dangers of fire and crime. Planned around these main arteries was a grid of smaller streets with well-spaced houses situated in the center of designated lots. Every quarter of his visionary city featured its own park or garden area, laid out over the remaining mile and a half between the banks of the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers. “For gardens or orchards, or fields,” Penn recorded in his diary, “that it may be a great green country town which will never be burned, and [its] spirit always be wholesome.” For a name, he chose Philadelphia, which is Greek for “brotherly love,” a message he intended to profitably send out to the world.

For at the end of the day, though his soul may have shone with the inner light of Quaker benevolence, William Penn’s pragmatic mind was all about the business of colonization—i.e., finding the right mix of European refugees and immigrants who could make him wealthy. During his earlier travels over the Low Countries of Europe promoting Quaker doctrine among dissenting Protestant separatist groups, Penn had flooded Holland, Germany, and France with pamphlets written in their native languages, extolling life and unbounded opportunity awaiting in his new American paradise.

Arguably the New World’s first great real estate marketer, initially identifying the location of his welcoming new colony as “Six Hundred Miles Nearer the Sun than England,” Penn followed with a florid exegesis titled A Brief Account of the Province of Pennsylvania, which promoted the superiority of everything from the fine quality of Delaware River fish to the “unrivaled fertility” of Pennsylvania farmland. A confirmed abstainer from alcohol, Penn also rhapsodized about “virtuous” grape vines and grains that were better suited for making wine and beer than any found in Europe; bounteous midsummer hay that rivaled that of England’s midlands; glorious fruit trees and abundant game meats all winter. “Mighty Whales roll upon the Coast,” he evangelized, “near the mouth of the Bay of Deleware [sic]…” and on it went.

He even helpfully advised potential colonists on what to bring for the long journey over the salt and suggested the most favorable times to depart—either late winter or early autumn months to avoid the worst of Atlantic storms—helpfully prescribing natural remedies to bring along to prevent seasickness, scurvy, and “foul smells.”

“All in all,” he modestly summed up, “as we read over this scheme of colonization, it appears to our hearts and better natures as the wisest as well as most generous that has ever appeared among men. Plato’s Republic, and Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, present nothing with all their wealth of ideal beneficence more striking than this practical, everyday humanitarianism of William Penn.”

His most promising clients were prosperous German farmers who were weary of decades of religious-fueled violence, persecution, and social instability resulting from three decades of warfare that wiped out an estimated seven million Europeans, believing they would jump at the chance to pull up stakes and make a fresh start in North America.

To potential settlers, he offered to provide new farm tools and seed free of charge for their first-year harvests, along with a sliding scale for land purchase beginning at fifteen pounds per acre, with “easy terms upon which payment may be made by various plans.” Underscoring his sales pitch, he promised fine weather, productive soil, abundant rain, and excellent relations with local native populations, all of it governed by an enlightened municipality whose laws were shaped by “Brotherly Love.”

All this history feels at once very close and very distant as I walk around misty Penn Treaty Park, where the inveterate tree hugger in me holds out the impossible hope of finding traces of the famous Treaty Elm beneath which William Penn met and befriended the Delaware Indians.

Unfortunately, the elm was already 155 years old when Penn and Chief Tamanend met beneath it in 1683, and became such an attraction it’s unlikely that it survived much longer. Benjamin West’s painting of the mythical encounter was so significant and well-known across Europe that John Graves Simcoe, the ruthless commander of the Queen’s Rangers, allegedly posted guards to protect the aging elm during the British occupation of the city in 1777. The Treaty Elm also made a cameo in some of the paintings in Edward Hicks’s famous Peaceable Kingdom series, which depicts Penn and his new friends making peace beneath its arching limbs in the golden-lit distance. On my walk through the swirling morning mist to the park, I manage to learn from my brand-new smartphone that the great elm finally toppled over in 1810 at the ripe old age of 283, but lived on in the form of commemorative boxes made from surviving pieces of its wood. One such box reportedly graced the desk of Abraham Lincoln. Seedlings from shoots of the Treaty Elm were propagated and distributed across Pennsylvania and the commonwealth.

“You lost, buddy?”

As rain begins falling, I glance up through misted eyeglasses to find a grizzled fisherman standing in front of me with a small brown beagle leashed at his sodden sneakered feet. We appear to be the only idiots out before official hours in Penn Treaty Park. Beneath his yellow slicker and a gray hoodie, my questioner wears a vintage Phillies ball cap and unshaven grin, and he’s holding a small spinning rod and can of Yuengling beer.

I explain that I’m looking for the exact spot where the Great Treaty Elm once stood—or, at a minimum, where one of the tree’s great-grandchildren might be today.

“Can’t be sure, but I think we might be standing near the spot,” he says, glancing around. “Or maybe it was over there near that monument.” He nods toward the river where a gray stone rises in the foreground. In the background, a grimy tug is churning past the slate-gray Jersey shore, pushing a barge loaded with garbage toward the Ben Franklin Bridge. The lights of the bridge shine through the gloomy morning like a gilded necklace.

“How’s the fishing?” I ask, rather pointlessly, bending to scratch his dog’s soggy head, feeling a predictable pang for Mully.

He sips his beer. “Evidently you can’t fish here now, but you could when I was a kid. Or at least I remember it that way.” He explains that he’d come here to fish off the park’s rocks one summer morning with his late grandfather, a foreman with the city water department who told him that shad from the Delaware fed the Founding Fathers.

“Mostly, I think he just wanted to show off the view of the bridge and city. He thought Philly was Emerald City.”

With that, the fisherman frees up a hand and introduces himself as Fred Boone from Tennessee. He and his daughter, Emily, are staying at his cousin’s place across the street in Fishtown. They’re making a late-summer tour of colleges in eastern Pennsylvania, scheduled to visit Swarthmore this noon before heading out to see Lehigh and Moravian University in Bethlehem tomorrow.

“As in Dan’l?”

Fred Boone smiles. “Could be. Most of my family came from North Carolina originally, and some of them claim there’s a connection. I don’t discourage the impression with my students, even if I have my doubts. There’s only a couple thousand Boones in that neck of the woods.”

I learn that Fred teaches eighth-grade social studies and driver’s ed back home.

“How about you? Chasing the ghost of William Penn?”

I give him my second Wagon Road elevator speech of the trip, casually mentioning that I also hail from the Old North State, as the pace of the rain picks up.

“Fantastic,” says Fred. “Maybe you can come talk to my social studies class when you finish your trip. My kids think American history began with the invention of MTV.” He tells me about a recent study by the Institute for Citizens & Scholars that found only one in three Americans could pass a citizenship test today. Seventy-two percent couldn’t name the original thirteen colonies. Only a quarter could name something Benjamin Franklin invented. “Forty percent believed it was the light bulb.”

I share his concerns about the nation’s declining knowledge of its own history, adding I’m making this road trip to shore up my own understanding of America’s formative years at a moment when our democracy is tearing itself apart from the inside out.

Fred nods in agreement, reaching into his slicker to offer me a lukewarm Yuengling as a tiny consolation prize for the heavy rain and no Treaty Elm. “It’s a little early for beer,” he says with an embarrassed grin, “but this is all my cousin had for breakfast beverages.”

I accept his gift, pop it open, and ask about his grandfather, the proud Philly waterman.

“He took me to my first major league ball game, Phillies versus the Reds. He even bought me a beer. I was fifteen. Can you believe that?”

“Yes, I can.”

Since we’re swapping crazy uncle stories in the rain, I tell him about my uncle Carson Jewell from Baltimore who took me to my first Orioles game at Memorial Stadium when I was eleven. A mountainous Irishman and leather-lunged Kelly Tires factory foreman who spent the entire pregame warm-ups yelling obscenities at the visiting Yankees, in particular Roger Maris and Mickey Mantle, he bought me a cup of National Bohemian beer and promised to introduce me to Brooks Robinson so I could get my new fielder’s glove autographed on condition that I not mention anything about our day at the ballpark to his wife, my sainted Aunt Leona.

“He was as good as his word. I still have the glove.”

“Only in America,” agrees Fred Boone. We touch cans in tribute to baseball, long-gone grandfathers, and leather-lunged uncles. “Good luck on the Wagon Road. I’m serious, come over to Tennessee and talk to my kids when you finish. I’ll take you to my favorite trout stream.”

Being a fly fisherman myself, I promise to do that and bid him and Emily good college hunting, recalling a similar journey I made with my own daughter, Maggie, just ten minutes ago, or so it seems.



With a warm beer in hand, I head for Penn’s Landing in the steady rain, thinking about the Treaty Elm and this virgin land, how wild and possibly forbidding it must have looked and felt to Penn and his followers as they stepped off the good ship Welcome. The teeming modern city I see now as I approach Penn’s Landing would have been beyond imaginable to the new arrivals, a trickle of hopeful settlers that would soon become a flood.

It started when French monarch Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685, a treaty that assured freedom of religion to France’s sizable Huguenot population, prompting half a million French and Swiss Huguenots to flee their native lands for sanctuary in England, Northern Ireland, and ultimately the American colonies.

Thirteen German families settled on the outskirts of Philadelphia proper under the care of one Francis Daniel Pistorius, a broad-minded writer and poet who had purchased fifteen thousand acres from William Penn and founded a prosperous settlement called Germantown. It became the prime welcoming spot for various religious sects of German settlers—Lutherans, Mennonites, Moravians, Anabaptists, Amish people, and Dunkers—before they set off to claim farmland that Penn’s agents made available in the fertile country south and west of Philadelphia. Among other things, Pistorius became an early outspoken opponent of human slavery and passionate voice for religious freedom, not to mention the first public servant elected to Penn’s visionary general assembly.

Even more German immigrants reached Philadelphia’s docks in three major phases from 1683 to 1709; 1709 to 1714; and 1717 to 1760. By the outbreak of the American Revolution, when immigration briefly slowed for the duration of hostilities, an estimated forty thousand German immigrants had successfully made the trip. One early historian places their numbers at well over fifty thousand German settlers by the end of the century.

With such growth came a thorny problem: Where to put them? By culture and temperament German immigrants were remarkably stable people, tending to travel in groups and form close-knit communities in order to preserve their faith and culture in every aspect of daily life. Many were fairly well-off, while others traveled as indentured servants determined to pay off their passage before pushing on to find farms of their own. As these newcomers poured into Philadelphia and adjacent Delaware ports, many English Quakers began to question the cultural and political impacts of this mass migration on the unsettled frontier.

Hoping to find more space to accommodate the influx of well-behaved German families, Penn persuaded Charles II’s brother the Duke of York (soon to be crowned James II) to grant him title to three counties on the Delaware coast lying south of Penn’s original grant, lands that would provide a direct outlet to the sea. The duke allowed the transfer to Pennsylvania’s lord proprietor, but the counties had originally belonged to England’s flinty Lord Baltimore, and he soon made a claim in the high courts of England to restore them to his own fledgling colony of Maryland. The legal wrangling would drag on miserably for decades, draining William Penn of time, fortune, health, and, ultimately, family holdings in Pennsylvania.

By 1717, according to Great Wagon Road historian Parke Rouse Jr., so many Germans had arrived in the colony of Pennsylvania that authorities began requiring them to formally register before seeking work as indentured laborers or moving on to purchase farmland. Though they brought essential skills to the new colony as mechanics, gunsmiths, shoemakers, blacksmiths, and ironmongers, poorer and less skilled German immigrants raised the ire of Philadelphia’s Quaker elite. In 1727, William Penn’s loyal secretary, Scotsman James Logan, complained to Penn’s son John of having “many thousands of foreigners, most Palatines… of whom 1500 came last summer; many of them are a surly people, divers Papists among them, and ye men generally well arm’d.”

Even the normally measured Benjamin Franklin complained via Poor Richard’s Almanack: “Why should the Palatine boors be suffered to swarm into our settlement, and by herding together, establish their language and manners, to the exclusion of ours? Why should Pennsylvania, funded by the English, become a colony of aliens, who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanize us, instead of us Anglifying them, and will never adopt our language or customs any more than they can acquire our complexion?”

Waves of German settlers, however, were only half the story of America’s first great immigrant boom. An even larger and more influential mass migration was already underway.

The saga of the Great Migration of the Scots-Irish (sometimes called “Scotch Irish” or simply “Ulster Scots”) began when hundreds of highly educated Presbyterian ministers led a mass exodus out of Ulster for the new promised land of America, sons of Calvinism wooed by William Penn’s Holy Experiment: the promising freedom of worship, good land, and representative government. After decades of discrimination and violent persecution by the English Crown and Anglican Church, the first Presbyterian ministers showed up in America a decade after William Penn began laying out the city of Philadelphia. By 1706, they had organized the first American Presbytery, officially establishing the church’s North American synod just one decade later.

Successive years of punishing drought and crop failures in Ulster contributed to a flow estimated at five to ten thousand settlers a year and growing. By the summer of 1718, there were reports of a dozen ships a month arriving in Philadelphia from Belfast and other Northern Ireland ports. In 1729, Secretary James Logan lamented in a letter to Penn, “It looks as if Ireland is to send all its inhabitants hither, for last week no less than six ships arrived, and every day, two or three arrive also.” Logan presciently added, “The Indian themselves are alarmed at the swarms of strangers, and we are afraid of a breech between them—for the Irish are very rough to them.”

A third wave came during the infamous Irish famine of 1740–41, prompting Penn’s government to push them beyond the outer edges of Philadelphia into the wilderness that lay past the first (future) inland village of Lancaster. Enticements from Lord Baltimore’s Maryland and favorable reports of cheap land available in the largely unexplored Valley of Virginia and the Carolinas also compelled many late-coming Germans and Scots-Irish to continue their migration west toward the Southern wilderness.

With their legacy of unyielding disregard for any ruling authority and insatiable hunger for personal freedom, the Scots-Irish would become the Great Wagon Road’s greatest—and most restless—travelers, the vanguard of a fledgling nation’s frontier exploration, not only defining the backbone of American democracy as they pushed across the continent, but in time producing more than a dozen presidents and a majority of America’s citizen warriors and top military leaders who would fight the nation’s wars for the next two and a half centuries.



In rain-swept Penn’s Landing, I come upon a moving tribute to Irish tenacity and immigrant spirit in the form of a memorial statue.

Dedicated in October 2003, standing twelve feet high and thirty feet long, the extraordinary Irish memorial titled An Gorta Mor, by artist Glenna Goodacre, best known for her tribute on the Washington Mall to women who served in Vietnam, graphically depicts thirty-five life-sized figures who tell a sweeping story of suffering and hope. The lower end of the statue, aimed due east, memorializes the potato famine and Great Hunger of 1845–1850, during which a million men, women, and children perished in their homeland, while the statue’s opposite end, directed to the west, depicts figures anxiously disembarking from a ship carrying infants and their meager possessions, faces lit by hope and anticipation.

A few minutes later, in an adjoining vest-pocket park, I discover a smaller but no less impressive monument to Scottish immigration by Philadelphia sculptor Terry Jones, dedicated in 2011, depicting a proud Scottish family (and their dog!) on the march into the American backcountry. A standing stone near the memorial marks the site of Tun Tavern, the historic waterfront tavern where the St. Andrews Society of Philadelphia was born, in part to help waves of poor but proud Scottish emigrants who began disembarking at Philadelphia’s docks around 1707. Tilting up the last of my lukewarm Yuengling, I decide that Tun Tavern was where my own weary arriving Scottish ancestors, the brothers George and William Tate, must have hoisted their first brews in the land of the free.

As a descendant of these Scottish travelers (not to mention a member of the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews), I feel obliged to jot down a few lines from the memorial’s plaque:


The Scots adapted quickly to the American way of life and were soon accepted as an asset to the United States. They left an enduring mark on their new homes. As educators and writers, they influenced the founding constitutional documents of the USA and established many schools and some of America’s most prestigious universities…. They were much to the fore as hardy pioneers, Ulster Scots in particular migrating to the lands of the west… never among the largest immigrant groups in the USA but the evidence leaves little doubt that they punched well above their weight in the history of our nation.



And what of the man whose extraordinary holy vision created this mass birthing of an immigrant nation—a promised land of unlimited milk and honey that lay, as he evangelized, “Six hundred miles nearer the sun”?

In October 1682, Penn began construction of his family estate, Pennsbury Manor, twenty miles up the Delaware River, anticipating the planned arrival of his wife and family in the future. Family lore holds that the lord proprietor quickly learned to fluently speak the Lenape language in order to converse directly with tribal leaders and took great pleasure, corroborated by his own diary, in participating in their sporting games, earning the affectionate nickname of “Onus” from his Indian friends. Penn’s respect and fair dealings with the Delaware people established a baseline for friendship that averted the disaster of an Indian war in Pennsylvania for more than half a century.

He also opened the first provincial court in New Castle and gaveled a representative assembly into session, passing laws that, according to Penn’s biographers, “embodied the humanitarian and tolerant spirit of Penn and his fellow Quakers,” even granting protection to unpopular Christian sects that had escaped their Old World oppressors.

By late summer of 1684, however, the dispute with Lord Baltimore over his claim on the southern counties had escalated to the King and the Privy Council, and Penn reluctantly returned to England hoping to peaceably resolve the matter.

As he prepared to leave Pennsylvania for the first time, Penn gave instructions to his gardener Ralph Smyth to begin laying out the gardens around Pennsbury Manor and build a gravel road with steps at the water’s edge for the impending arrival of Penn’s wife and family. He departed fully expecting to return within months.

But William Penn did not return to his Holy Experiment for more than fifteen years.

During this time, his primary benefactor, the Duke of York, became James II and ran afoul of Parliament and the Church of England and fled to France, allowing William and Mary to assume the throne. Under suspicion of treason for supporting his family friend, Penn was forced to live in hiding for six years in England until he was captured and—once more—tossed into prison. Moreover, in 1694, his wife Gulielma died, leaving him with three children and a mountain of debts. Two years later, his name finally cleared of treason, he married Hannah Callowhill, an attractive Quaker lady twenty-five years his junior.

Finally, in December 1699, William Penn returned to his beloved colony accompanied by wife Hannah and a daughter from his first marriage, Letitia. He was, according to his own writings, delighted to find Philadelphia a thriving city that was now second in size only to Boston in North America. During the visit, he successfully negotiated a deed with the powerful Iroquois leaders of the Five Nations for additional lands adjoining the Susquehanna River, promising never to cross to the mountains beyond. This expanded the footprint of his colony through a series of peace treaties that survived for decades.

Briefly, Penn enjoyed an interlude of domestic tranquility at Pennsbury, and it was during this relatively peaceful time that he achieved his most enduring legacy by promoting a revised charter for the city of Philadelphia that broadened municipal authority. He proposed expansion of the rights for landowners and also legislation that regulated the colony’s judiciary by providing for fairer treatment of prisoners—a cause close to Penn’s heart and another “first” in all of the world.

This new Charter of Privileges, as it was known, sometimes also called the Charter of Liberties, was enacted into law on October 28, 1701, a major step toward legitimate self-government that lasted until the outbreak of the American Revolution. Shaped by the Age of Enlightenment and Penn’s own Quaker beliefs, the charter would become one of the foundation stones of America’s constitutional democracy, a “document [that] guaranteed religious freedom, strengthened the separation of church and state, granted popularly-elected officials the ability to enact laws, and balanced the powers between the offices of the governor, legislature and judiciary,” as commonwealth historian Linda Ries summarizes.

Just weeks after the passing of this groundbreaking document, however, news reached Penn that his enemies in the British government had introduced legislation designed to strip him of his ownership of the colony and place its governance directly under control of the Crown. He set off with Hannah to appear before England’s Privy Council not only to defend his property but also to address old claims by a former secretary named Ford that Penn owed more than eleven thousand pounds for unpaid services.

England’s latest outbreak of war with France only complicated matters. Penn correctly calculated that Europe’s rising hostilities might spill across the salt to his fragile colony, which prompted him, before leaving Philly, to authorize his Scots-Irish secretary, James Logan, to run his personal affairs and keep a firm eye on Pennsylvania’s evolving interests and political intrigues in his absence.

Though Logan artfully enriched himself from private deals struck with fur traders and Indian groups in the western portions of the colony, he was a generally faithful steward of Pennsylvania’s legal affairs and kept his aging boss more or less apprised of changing political and social developments. Unfortunately, the balance of Penn’s life in England soon devolved into a protracted struggle against mounting debt and renewed religious persecution.

One Sunday in 1708, during services at the Quaker church he and Hannah attended, bailiffs acting on behalf of his aggrieved former secretary’s family burst through the doors and arrested the sixty-year-old Penn, tossing him into debtor’s prison. Outraged, nine of his Quaker friends petitioned the high court demanding to examine the accusing secretary’s books. The court agreed, and an investigation determined that Ford—recently deceased—had, in fact, spent years swindling his former employer. Queen Anne ultimately dismissed the claims of the Ford family and Penn’s friends paid off his arbitrated debt of 7,600 pounds. Penn showed his gratitude by granting them generous mortgages on much of his remaining Pennsylvania property.

After years of disappointment and upheaval, with the help of friends and James Logan’s management of revenues from holdings in Pennsylvania, the old Quaker and his family found a large house in a wooded vale in the village of Ruscombe, halfway between London and Oxford. For a brief and hopeful time, Penn began negotiating with the British government to sell his remaining interests in Pennsylvania for twenty thousand pounds, a sum that would have finally cleared his debts and provided the family a means to live life in relative peace and comfort. To his many friends and admirers, it appeared that William Penn’s troubles had finally reached their end.

During a visit to Hannah’s family in Bristol on October 4, 1712, Penn suffered a stroke that left him partially paralyzed while writing a letter to James Logan. Though he briefly rallied, he was never able to resume work and suffered a second stroke that affected his focus and memory. As a result of this infirmity, his negotiated deal with the Crown was suspended and never brought to fruition, allowing the Penn family to keep its ownership of Pennsbury Manor and a few other significant holdings in Pennsylvania. As her husband’s health and mental faculties failed, Hannah Penn took over governing the colony in her husband’s name.

Ironically, the man whose holy vision of a nation where newcomers would feel welcome and protected by fair-minded laws mentally drifted away from a troubled world he had dreamed of improving, reportedly in good spirits even as all memory ebbed and even his ability to speak finally vanished.

William Penn died peacefully on July 30, 1718, at home in Ruscombe, and was buried in the graveyard adjacent to a Friends meetinghouse in Buckinghamshire, beside his first wife and several of his children.

In his will, he granted Hannah Callowhill Penn full control of his remaining lands in the colony of Pennsylvania and surviving financial assets. Despite a legal effort by Penn’s first son, William, a dissolute youth who failed in his subsequent attempt to claim his father’s legacy and estate, Hannah Penn remained in charge of the colony until her death at age fifty-five at her son Thomas’s house in London, in 1726.



As rain comes off the river in billowy gusts, I cross the footbridge over I-95’s gridlocked morning traffic to lower Chestnut Street, pausing to read a historic marker that displays all 272 words of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. Then I move on hoping to be among the first to visit the recently opened Museum of the American Revolution.

Unfortunately, a long line of folks already waits in the rain outside the museum for the ten o’clock opening, now only moments away.

“We were fortunate to get our tickets two months ago online,” a pretty young woman holding a pink umbrella informs me at the end of the line.

“My wife is a serial planner,” the young man standing beside her says with a beaming smile. “She’s got our whole vacation planned out down to the minute.”

“We only have three days. There’s so much to see,” she points out.

Their names are Selie and Hector, recent graduates from a small college in Maryland. Selie already has a bank job waiting in suburban Washington, DC, and Hector is scheduled to enter graduate school in Baltimore. They hail from South Africa. Both have green cards and hope to eventually become US citizens.

I’m tempted to ask their views on America’s eternally raging immigration crisis, but why spoil their brief summer getaway. Instead, I inquire about their favorite things to do in America’s solitary World Heritage site.

“The Liberty Bell and jolly big statue of Benjamin Franklin at the institute were my favorites,” Selie provides. “The parks and buildings are also quite lovely. I’d like to someday move here, I think. Next visit, it will be a full day in the Museum of Art for me.”

Hector laughs. “The food! I’ve had the famous Philly cheesesteak… twice!”

“Gracious noooo, love,” Selie corrects him, taking her husband’s arm, “you’ve had at least five famous Philadelphia cheesesteaks in just three days!”

As the line begins to move forward, I wish them Godspeed and good luck in their quest to become American citizens, hoping that somewhere six hundred miles nearer the sun, even William Penn might be smiling upon them through the gloom.
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