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INTRODUCTION

ARE WE THERE YET?

If you grow up near Philadelphia, sooner or later you end up at Independence Hall. If you’re anything like me, you’ll end up there three or four or five times over the course of childhood. I was raised in the Philadelphia suburbs of the 1970s, when the city was busy getting ready for—and then recovering from—the national bicentennial. My parents dressed me up as a peanut (they were Jimmy Carter fans) and forced me to march in a 1976 bicentennial parade. The costume was itchy and uncomfortable. It is my first historical memory.

Today, I can see that my childhood trips to places like Independence Hall were more than get-out-of-school-free cards. They’re part of an American ritual, in which we visit the places where history happened to figure out who we are in the present. A few years ago, with the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence looming, I returned to my childhood stomping grounds for a check-in. Security is tight these days at Independence Hall, which is now protected by gates, guards, and metal detectors. Mostly, though, it was just as I remembered: the tidy brick building with its white clock tower and cupola, a vision of symmetry and order in a chaotic land.

A ranger from the National Park Service led my tour group into the first-floor courtroom, where we received a quick lesson in English common law. Then came the big reveal: the chamber where the signings of the Declaration and the Constitution took place. By today’s standards, it’s not much to look at: a gray-and-green-themed room with a dozen or so tables, each holding a quill pen for document-signing purposes. In 1776, though, it was one of the most spectacular public spaces in the thirteen colonies, and thus a fitting site for the momentous events—Declaration, Revolution, Constitution—that have served as the foundation of American history ever since.

The nicest chair in the room belonged to General George Washington, who presided over the Constitutional Convention from a raised dais up front. Our ranger instructed us to look closely at the back of the chair, an ornate mahogany creation meant to stand out in all the humdrum gray. Lo and behold, there is something special there: a half-round sun, its rays peeking out over the horizon, carved into the wood and painted in gold. As the convention drew to a close, Benjamin Franklin supposedly remarked that he had been pondering whether that sun was rising or falling on the nation that had been created. Our ranger assured us that Franklin thought the sun was rising and that the future of the United States looked bright. But, she added, it was up to the rest of us to ensure that the sun would “continue to rise” over the country we inherited.

We are once again at a moment when many Americans are wondering if the sun is rising or setting over our republic. In poll after poll, citizens express a deep sense of uncertainty, even dismay, about where we are as a country and where we might be going. For generations, Americans buoyed themselves at such moments with a story of progress, in which the future could be made better than the past. That story has been told and retold for 250 years: as a narrative of conquest and continental expansion, of innovation and economic power, of military and strategic might. In recent decades, it has often been invoked as a parable of expanding rights, in which a nation that once enslaved millions of Africans and their descendants, massacred indigenous peoples, restricted citizenship to white residents, and excluded women from the polity slowly evolved into a more egalitarian nation. In the 21st century, though, many of us are wondering how much of that is true anymore.
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Independence Hall gets a makeover in the early 1960s, anticipating the bicentennial. For the moment, George Washington’s rising sun chair sits alone.



Reasons vary. Some believe that there was once a glorious moment when the country was great and the economy was booming and individual freedom flourished; all we need to do is make the country great again. Others think that progress has been too slow or that the country is moving backward in the areas that really matter—that systemic inequalities of race, class, gender, and sexuality are baked into the nation’s DNA. American exceptionalism has always had its critics, but at its best it was aspirational. It described the United States as a place with a special mission and therefore a special set of obligations, conflicts, and duties. Today, what’s exceptional about America can seem more like a litany of miseries and embarrassments: mass incarceration, obesity, government dysfunction, gun violence, billionaires with their own space programs.

Like many Americans, I grew up on the progress story. As it was told to me, the United States was a place of real flaws but also great promise, devoted to the idea that “all men are created equal.” I was taught early on that women had become equal too, and that 1972 was the best possible moment in all of human history for a little girl to be born. American progress meant that I could be anything: an astronaut, a CEO, even president of the United States. So could millions of other people who had once been excluded from the American dream due to race, religion, or national origin. And I believed it, or at least I wanted to. Out in the brand-new suburban subdevelopment where I grew up, it was easy to think that my parents’ generation had thrown off the deadweight of history in exchange for something better.

Then I became a historian. As part of my academic training, I took a more tempered and realistic look at the United States, with all of its contradictions and injustices. I also learned to be skeptical of self-congratulatory narratives: progress, manifest destiny, shining-city-on-a-hill exceptionalism. Historians tend to be myth-busters. We love to declare that things are not as they appear, that they’re messier than you think, and that some version of what people are experiencing today has actually happened before. It’s what I’ve tried to do in most of my research and writing. In 2022, I published a biography of the longtime FBI director J. Edgar Hoover—perhaps the greatest villain of 20th-century U.S. politics—in which I argued that he was more complicated and interesting than his fearsome caricature might suggest.

But a funny thing can happen when you sit alone at a desk for years, poring over the papers of one strange, long-dead man. You end up really wanting to be around some other people. Plus, you start to forget why you wanted to study history in the first place. What originally fascinated me about history was the challenge of creating human understanding across great divides of time and culture and background. My students say they study history for similar reasons: They want to meet the people of the past, and thus learn how the world we inhabit came to be. This is empathy. And there’s not much enthusiasm for it in today’s tribal politics, where we’re all encouraged to double down on who and what we already think we know. But empathy is essential if you want to understand history—and if you want to understand America.

With the country’s semiquincentennial—or 250th birthday—on the horizon, I figured it was a good time to step out of the proverbial ivory tower and check in with the past as it exists here and now, in the third decade of the 21st century. I headed not for Washington, D.C., where recent mandates to teach “patriotic education” have precious little to do with the actual past. Instead, I set off to explore the museums, historic sites, roadside attractions, monuments, living-history pageants, battlefield reenactments, and souvenir shops where Americans so often go to learn—and fight—about their history. This book is a report of my travels: thirteen chapters in thirteen American places. It’s also a guide for anyone who wants to get out there and see the American past for themselves.

Hitting the road offered the pull of gorgeous landscapes and weird little museums, plus a chance to be the student rather than the teacher for a change. But there was a push too. In recent years, I’ve been alarmed about our national historical dialogue, which tends to emphasize veneration or damnation over real understanding. Throughout the country, school boards and state legislatures have banned “divisive concepts”; in order to appreciate your country, they suggest, you have to ignore most of it. Others have insisted that the truth about the United States can be found only in its greatest sins and darkest moments, and that it is our duty, as citizens of the 21st century, to condemn those who came before. Neither analysis captures what the past was really like. And neither one accounts for the challenges and contradictions that have always been at the heart of what it means to be American.

As a citizen, I love my country, and I hate when its patriotic symbols—the flag, the national anthem, the founding—have been co-opted by narrow-minded people who claim that they, and they alone, are the true Americans. As a historian, I also know that the United States has a deep and troubling history of inequality and injustice. Though you wouldn’t necessarily realize it from the state of our political discourse, it’s possible to hold both sets of ideas—to know your history and still love your country. Americans can be patriots and critics, citizens and dissenters, all at once.

Nowhere is that more evident than at our country’s historic sites, which are so often tasked with making collective narratives out of our imperfect past. Despite recent pressures to downplay the “negative” parts of American history, public sites do not have the luxury of talking to only one audience, or of seeing only what they want to see. Their doors are open to any traveler with the time, courage, and curiosity to walk in and start asking questions.

This book is for everyone who wants to find American history—to experience it and confront it, to celebrate it and condemn it—in the places where it happened. The title, This Land Is Your Land, comes from the famous 1940s folk song by Woody Guthrie, who composed it as both a tribute to and a critique of America at a moment of national soul-searching and crisis. The book’s format is inspired by the many history-themed road trips I have taken with friends and family over the years. My son Nick, now all grown up, jokes that most of what he knows about American history came from family trips to such glamorous places as the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and William Henry Harrison’s tomb. Parents, if you choose to follow in my footsteps, feel free to tell your children that all the reenactments and museums and living-history pageants are part of an epic assignment from a history teacher. They’ll appreciate it someday.

This Land Is Your Land is arranged to cover the major debates, conflicts, and transformations of the American past, beginning in 1776 and ending in the present. Think of it as a U.S. history survey course, only more fun and interesting, because it’s happening out on the road. Each chapter describes a road trip unto itself, a five-to-tenday journey by car through some significant place—a city, a state, a region—where the key questions of American history intensified at a certain moment, and where Americans today are wrestling with how to understand and interpret what happened. Twenty twenty-six marks the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence, a document that proclaimed the liberty and equality of all human beings but yielded a country whose citizens often failed to agree upon—or live up to—those ideals. This Land Is Your Land is an attempt to explore, if not reconcile, the greatest tensions of American history—to understand where we are as a nation by traveling through the past rather than looking away.

Because this is a book about the particular nation-state known as the United States of America at a particular historical juncture—the nation’s semiquincentennial—the journey begins where the nation did: in Philadelphia in 1776. A different book might have started somewhere else, at some other moment in time. The possibilities are rich: the Cahokia Mounds in Illinois, the largest pre-Columbian historic site north of Mexico; Plymouth, Massachusetts, where the Pilgrims disembarked from the Mayflower in 1620; St. Augustine, Florida, founded by the Spanish fifty-five years before Plymouth; Jamestown in Virginia, where English settlers arrived in 1607 and the first Africans arrived twelve years later. The book could even have started outside the continental United States, in England or Spain or Ghana. Each of these beginnings would have revealed something different—that there were millions of people in North America before Europeans arrived, for instance, or that many people who crossed the Atlantic came in bondage rather than freedom. I often tell my students that the first challenge of writing history entails figuring out a beginning and an ending. Where you start and where you intend to finish shapes much of what happens in between.

The 1619 Project, one of the most successful and controversial historical salvos of recent years, understood this problem of national beginnings—of how starting in a certain place at a certain time shapes the direction of our gaze. Created by New York Times journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones, the project engaged in a thought experiment: What if we took 1619, the year the first Africans arrived at Jamestown, as the origin point for a retelling of American history? From that perspective, Hannah-Jones argued, we might better understand the persistence of slavery and racism as structuring forces in American society. In response, her critics doubled down on 1776 as the only possible date for an American founding. “The United States begins on a certain day, July 4, 1776, with a statement of the meaning of the nation and its purposes,” declares the “1776 Curriculum” produced by Hillsdale College.

Like much of our current politics, the debate over the one true date of our national founding seems to reflect the country’s high level of polarization. But on some level it is not polarization at all. Even as the MAGA movement has claimed 1776, its critics have often ceded the ground, giving up not only the date but the other great symbols of the founding era. What a mistake. As the political theorist Danielle Allen has noted, “no more important sentence has ever been written” on the subject of equality than the Declaration’s assertion that “all men are created equal.” For anyone who aspires to make good on that idea, despite all the flaws of the founding generation, the revolutionary moment of 1776 is still worth revisiting.

What’s strange about our own moment is not that we can’t agree on our history—that’s always been the case—but that so many people seem to object to the idea that Americans have a common history at all. Hit the road, though, and you’ll find that engagement with the country’s past seems to be alive and well, even in some unlikely places. It’s not a single or monochrome history, with everyone jammed into one tired old narrative. But it is a shared history, in which people of different religions, races, backgrounds, and aspirations have shaped what was possible for their neighbors and fellow citizens, even for people living halfway around the world. That history has been forged through generosity and oppression, through good will and bad, through acts of heroism and acts of betrayal, and through common engagement with a few persistent ideas. Among them is the fading notion that the United States ought to at least try to live up to the better angels of its nature.

Despite my reputation for strong-arming family members into road trips, most of the journeys described here were undertaken as solo endeavors during 2023 and the first half of 2024, for the express purpose of writing this book. However much I might have enjoyed the attempt, I did not visit every historic site currently in operation. Instead, I set out to find some interesting places where the past once mattered and where it matters still. Many will be familiar: Independence Hall, the Alamo, Mount Rushmore. Others will be places and attractions you might never have heard of—the Eugene V. Debs House in Terre Haute, Indiana, or the historic black town of Mound Bayou, Mississippi—especially if you weren’t raised nearby. In all, I visited approximately three hundred historic sites, museums, battlefields, parks, monuments, and roadside attractions. Along the way, I slept in a nuclear missile silo and a 19th-century sex commune, attended Confederate Memorial Day, and, yes, went to Disneyland.

It’s all gathered here in thirteen chapters, each one not only about a place but also a moment in time. The book is arranged chronologically rather than geographically, and thus zigzags around the country rather than moving seamlessly from coast to coast. It begins in revolutionary Philadelphia and ends in the mid-century California dream. In between, I bounce around. The chapters on the 19th century start in Virginia, Tennessee, and Texas, then hop up to central New York, down to South Carolina, out west to the Dakotas, and back east again to Gilded Age Chicago. The 20th-century chapters include visits to New South Atlanta and Deep South Alabama but also to New Deal Detroit and the Cold War Southwest. While I hit many history-saturated places, I skipped some others, including a few we tend to think of as especially “historic.” There is no Boston, no New York City, no New Orleans, no Washington, D.C. Because this is a road trip, and therefore bounded by the viability of car travel, I restricted my explorations to the continental United States (no Alaska, no Hawaii).

For me, as for the country, there were some bumps along the way. While writing this book, I went through cancer treatment and (unrelatedly) broke my collarbone, in addition to managing a chronic immune system disorder that periodically causes my limbs to swell up for no good reason. My car broke down twice, there were two bouts of stomach flu, and one each of Covid and RSV. I sprained my ankle and I discovered, after a few climbs to hilltop monuments, that I am definitively middle-aged. Somehow that all seemed appropriate to the project, since the United States, as a nation, is not so young and spry itself anymore.

I did not go into my road trips in the style of the writer John Steinbeck, who set off to see America in a ginned-up RV with a poodle riding shotgun. Nor did I attempt in most cases to gain special access or secure behind-the-scenes tours. The road-trip genre tends to feature swaggering male protagonists, eager to show off their stamina or charisma or ability to do what others cannot. I tried to conduct my trips as any ordinary tourist would: rental cars, hotel rooms of varying quality, obedient strolls behind tour guides. My only special qualification was my background as a historian, which I hope allowed me to see and understand some things that others might miss. Aside from that, I was just another curious traveler, ready to get out of the house and see my country.

Some of what I found surprised me. I knew I wanted to write about the conflicts and tensions of U.S. history, beginning with the codification of freedom and slavery side by side. What I did not expect was how intensely local so much of that history would be. Each chapter of the book describes a small group of people who happened to live in a certain place at a certain time—and who, for that fleeting moment, came to stand in for the nation at large. Often they lived in places undergoing rapid economic change, whether along the Erie Canal in the 1830s or in the city of Detroit a century later. Some were beneficiaries of those changes, championing new ways of doing business and organizing society. Others were dissenters and resisters, determined to push back against the emerging order and promote alternative visions.

While this book is about those thirteen different places, it is also about the ways those places came to be connected to each other, whether they liked it or not. Each chapter begins with a historical traveler—someone who started out in one place and ended up in another, bringing along plenty of baggage in the form of ideas and experiences and culture. Today’s red-blue political maps tend to depict the United States as a starkly divided country, each state one color or the other. But that’s not how most people live their lives, stuck in one place, with only one set of ideas.

Not everyone had access to the freedom and resources that made movement possible. One thing that’s striking about U.S. history, though, is just how often people from all walks of life picked up and moved somewhere else. This book puts them in conversation and in struggle with each other as they sort out what it means to be American. In the spirit of Woody Guthrie, This Land Is Your Land describes fights over the great symbols of national identity—the flag, the Declaration of Independence, the Liberty Bell, the Founding Fathers—and shows how each generation has adopted and rejected and remade those symbols anew. It describes how those battles have played out at historic sites, in the past as well as the present. For better or worse, public interest in history tends to peak at moments like ours, full of political debate, anxiety, and division.

Many of the sites I visited focus on the usual suspects of History-with-a-Capital-H: presidents and powerful men, along with the wars they like to start. Such places still dominate the historical landscape. They also pose interesting challenges of interpretation in an age when dead white men are no longer assumed to be the chief protagonists of history. You can’t understand Thomas Jefferson without thinking about the people he enslaved, or Andrew Jackson without addressing what the Cherokee experienced on the Trail of Tears. That’s not just because of what these men did in office but how they lived day to day, embedded in the contradictions that made the nation.

One achievement of recent decades has been to expand the usual cast of characters and experiences to ensure that all Americans, of all backgrounds, can be represented in monuments, sites, and museums. That project now seems to be in peril, for all the wrong reasons. To study everyone together is not to distort the past or to disparage otherwise venerable historical figures. It’s to describe things as they really happened. Embracing new ways of thinking about history doesn’t mean we need to expunge or ignore the stories and legends that have lingered from generation to generation, as part of an American historical vernacular. Those have ongoing value in our national conversation, across place and time. During the 19th century, any political movement worth its salt tried to claim the Declaration, the Revolution, and the Constitution as its rightful inheritance. As the country got more history under its belt, new touchstones emerged: Seneca Falls, Fort Sumter, Little Bighorn, Haymarket, the March on Washington.

This book tries to make sense of them all through a trip into the past—a bit of time travel, through the best method I know. In my journeys, I thought often of Theodore Roosevelt’s early-20thcentury admonition to “do what you can, with what you’ve got, where you are.” This Land Is Your Land is an attempt to face U.S. history as it is and was in the hopes that we do what we can with it. I hope you’ll join me. It’s your land too.
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CHAPTER 1

THE GREAT EXPERIMENT

In April 1789, George Washington set off to see America. He had a good reason—maybe, in fact, the best reason anyone has ever had. The Electoral College had just chosen him unanimously as the first president of the United States. He needed to get from Virginia to New York City, the nation’s capital, in time for his inauguration. To do that, he traveled through the states of Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey, all recently transformed from British colonies into the building blocks of a new republic. In the course of his travels, he found something interesting: He could learn things on the road that he could not discover any other way.

The inauguration went off well enough and Washington settled into life in lower Manhattan, where he was attended in lavish style by enslaved men and women transported north from his Virginia plantation. But the pull of the road remained. He worried that his cosseted life in New York made him too detached from the American people. Indeed, he worried that there was no such thing as the American people at all. Washington understood that the presidency was the one office supposed to represent the nation at large. The nation, though, barely existed. Americans had fought a war under his leadership, but not even half of the colonies’ residents actively supported the rebellion. They had passed a constitution, too, but the votes for ratification had been terrifyingly close. When Washington took the oath of office, two states—Rhode Island and North Carolina—still had not approved the document. Was he their president or not? For that matter, what was the presidency? No one had ever done it before.

Washington had some ideas. One involved getting to know the country—not as an abstraction (“We the people” and all that) but as it actually existed out there on the ground, where real people lived. So in October, six months into office, he left New York for another great American journey, this time into the states of New England. Travel was not much fun in those days. Hitting the road meant assembling a team of attendants and horses for his stagecoach, then slogging along on rutted dirt roads, alternately full of dust or mud. Washington made his travel harder than it needed to be. He decided to stay in public inns and taverns rather than in the houses of rich patrons. He wanted to present himself as an American citizen, not a king or nobleman or tyrant. He also wanted to commune with ordinary Americans.

They greeted him with fireworks and parades, declamations and songs composed just for the occasion. Sometimes, their pageantry took place in the pouring rain, with Washington astride his great white charger, trying to look dignified. Though he traveled by coach, he paused near the entrance to each town so he could make a grand entrance on horseback. In addition to being a president and general, Washington was a famed equestrian; portrait painters loved to depict him on his steed. Intensely aware that politics was also theater, he tried to give his audiences what they wanted.

When he set out for New England, Washington was in his late fifties, convinced that he was likely to die sooner rather than later. He had spent the first summer of his presidency bedridden and deathly ill from an infection, a casualty of life in pestiferous New York. But he was committed to his see-America idea, so he kept going. In 1790, he made a quick jaunt up to Rhode Island, which had finally gotten around to ratifying the Constitution. He also ventured east to Long Island, which was technically part of New York but, even then, seemed to be a world unto itself. In 1791, he embarked on the biggest, longest trip of all: a tour through the sprawling lower states of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia.
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George Washington astride his steed: an early symbol of American patriotism. William Clarke, oil on canvas, 1800.



The South was Washington’s home turf. When he was not busy running a war or a constitutional convention or a would-be country, he presided over Mount Vernon, his imposing plantation on the banks of the Potomac. Still, he thought he had some things to learn about the region as a whole. First among them was whether or not the South had enough in common with the North for the country to hang together. Washington recognized that most Americans identified far more with their town or state or region than with the cobbled-together entity known as the United States. He thought that was fine, but that these United States were going to need a national sensibility too. He figured maybe he was the one thing everyone could agree upon: the great living symbol of America.

Despite all the dust and mud and wretched road cuisine, he came away heartened about the country he had been chosen to lead. He found Americans, on the whole, to be an industrious and aspirational lot, ready to take on the new role of citizen. He was not especially concerned that full citizenship and voting rights were restricted to a small sliver of the population: free, propertied, white men. That was revolutionary for its moment. Like many of his contemporaries, he worried that “faction”—differences of culture, interest, priorities—would someday pose a real problem. For now, though, he declared the nation a “great experiment”—and, thus far, a successful one. Having seen the country firsthand, he decided to settle back in at the nation’s capital, which itself had been doing some moving around. In between Washington’s trips, the seat of government had moved south from New York to the city of Philadelphia, where the United States of America had first been imagined into being.

I grew up just southwest of Philadelphia in Delaware County, known among locals as Delco. If you’ve ever changed flights at the Philadelphia airport, that’s us. Delco comes up in national news every four years as one of the old swing suburbs outside Philadelphia: mostly red when I was a kid, now mostly blue. Other than that, it’s known for its distinctive local accent and its concentration of malls. People in Delco say “wooder” instead of “water,” or “deeown the shoo-er” instead of “down at the beach” (which, by the way, refers exclusively to the Jersey Shore). It’s a lot like the Philly accent, but not quite the same. The actress Kate Winslet had to master the Delco version for the 2021 HBO police series Mare of Easttown, which was set in an especially bleak version of Delaware County. “I love doing accents,” she told Vanity Fair, “but this one did drive me crazy.”

For better or worse, I don’t have much of a Delco accent. That’s because my parents, like so many of our neighbors out in the suburbs, came from somewhere else. My mother grew up in Washing-ton, D.C. My father came from New York, where he was raised in a sprawling extended family of Eastern European Jews. Had history gone a different way, my last name would be Goldberger. My father changed his name in the 1930s, worried about the tide of anti-Semitism sweeping the globe. He wanted the WASPiest name he could find without changing his initials. For reasons never entirely explained, he settled on Gage, the surname of the British general who almost crushed the American Revolution in its infancy.

With a borrowed last name and suburban upbringing, I never had much sense of rootedness in a family history or identity. It didn’t help that my parents were only children who married late in life; I had no first cousins, no aunts or uncles, and just one living grandparent. Our family wasn’t Jewish, exactly, but we weren’t Christian either. We were white; but we lived in a mostly white suburb, so that was hardly a point of distinction in the little world I could see as a kid. My father taught accounting, my mother stayed at home, and my sister and I served as the requisite two children. We lived in a brand-new house, surrounded by other brand-new houses, with their modern appliances, aluminum siding, and basement rec rooms. The street names around us were conjured up by developers to sound pastoral and appealing. We lived on Brookview Lane—and there was in fact a brook across the street, behind the neighbors’ houses, but you couldn’t see it from where we were.

And yet if I had known where to look, I could have found deep historical roots all around me—including the sort of Revolution-era history that Philadelphia gets so excited about. My public high school, Strath Haven, was named for the Scottish hometown of an 18th-century entrepreneur who was friends with Thomas Jefferson. The grand stone house at the top of the hill where I went sledding was built in 1787 (it was the one old estate in the neighborhood) in a burst of optimism about America’s future. The mall where I bought my prom dress was named after an 18th-century tavern, which was in turn named after Frederick the Great, the Prussian monarch much admired by Washington and his contemporaries. As a kid, I never questioned why the King of Prussia Mall had such a funny name. (In Delco, we pronounced it “King-a-Prussia.”)

As a historian, I now recognize that even my out-of-time childhood was rooted in a set of historical experiences: suburbanization, segregation, Jewish assimilation, the mid-century middle class. Most of all, it was a product of living in the United States at a particular moment in time—one that is itself fast becoming part of the bygone past. To start my tour of America, I returned to Delco in search of the history I never knew, but also the history that I lived without quite knowing it.

From the vantage point of Delaware County, the American Revolution does not look so great. Philadelphia got all the good stuff: the convening of the Continental Congress in 1775; the publication of Tom Paine’s Common Sense in early 1776, sparking the fires of independence; the writing, signing, and reading of the Declaration of Independence that summer, along with the ringing of the Pennsylvania State House bell; the fancy parade in the summer of 1777, to show off the persistence of Washington’s scrappy Continental Army. By the time the army made its way out to Delco, things were starting to head downhill. In the fall of 1777, the British decided to march on Philadelphia by way of the Chesapeake, in hopes of occupying the colonies’ biggest and richest city. Washington tried to stop them along the Brandywine Creek, which runs right into today’s Delaware County.

As a kid, I used to go tubing down the Brandywine, which I only dimly registered as having something to do with the Revolutionary War. Brandywine was once set deep in the Pennsylvania countryside, with its rolling hills and in-your-face greenery. But even fifty years ago, strip malls were starting to encroach on the farmlands and rural estates. Today, they dominate the drive to Brandywine along the latest version of the Baltimore Pike (formerly known as the Great Road to Nottingham, back when Nottingham, Pennsylvania, believed it was headed for greatness). In my childhood suburb, a trip to the Wawa convenience store—a regional chain—was a special treat. Now Wawas are everywhere. Meanwhile, other local enterprises have closed, including the Franklin Mint, which, despite its august name, had nothing to do with Benjamin Franklin or the federal treasury. Located east of the Brandywine battlefield, it used to pump out an extraordinary array of souvenir plates, toys, collectibles, and memorial coins, including a pewter figurine line known as the “Parade of American People.”

One American person, dressed in an 18th-century Continental Army officer’s uniform, was already on the march as I pulled into the Brandywine Battlefield parking lot. I approached to ask about the day’s tours, and he heartily introduced himself as “George.” I shook his hand and said that I was “Beverly” before thinking, d’oh, George—as in George Washington. His real name is Fred Magner, and he’s a former army doctor who now volunteers to dress up like Washington and talk about the Revolution. He said he’d be giving a tour of the Ring House, where Washington had his battlefield headquarters, in about an hour.

I proceeded into the visitor center, where I watched an introductory movie alongside a small boy in a tricorne hat. At the exhibit gallery, more costumed 18th-century gents and ladies were busy readying themselves not for battle, but for an upcoming English country-dancing competition. They asked if I wanted to join and I figured, “Why not?”—since George wasn’t ready for me yet. We spent the next forty-five minutes spinning and bowing and elegantly casting off. I was wearing jeans and a hoodie and I kept turning the wrong way, but everyone said I had a lot of potential.

When the time came, I headed over to the Ring House, a reconstruction of a stone farmhouse once owned by the Quaker miller Benjamin Ring. There, George filled me in on the Battle of Brandywine, which the state of Pennsylvania proudly advertises as the largest single-day military engagement of the Revolution. Long story short: Washington thought he had the Brandywine Creek blocked, but there was another way across, so the British forded the creek, vanquished the Americans, and continued on to Philadelphia. More than a thousand Continental Army soldiers ended up wounded, killed, or captured, out of an original force of about fifteen thousand.

All in all, I could see why this particular story hadn’t played a larger, more heroic role in my childhood history curriculum. Indeed, the problem of Brandywine is in some ways the problem of the American Revolution writ large. As the historian Alan Taylor has written, the Revolution was mostly a “war of attrition”; Washington just needed to stay alive and keep his army going until the British decided the war was more trouble than it was worth. The Revolution’s battles tend to lack the epic grandeur and mythic resonance of, say, Gettysburg or D-Day. Even at the time, residents of the thirteen colonies were not at all sure they wanted to fight a war on behalf of the as-yet-to-be-determined government of the United States. “The colonists were reluctant nationalists,” Taylor writes, “and the revolution began, rather than culminated, a long, slow, and incomplete process of creating an American identity and nation.”

George persuaded me that not all was doom and gloom at Brandywine, though. One fun fact: The twenty-year-old Marquis de Lafayette, fresh off the boat from France, fought his first battle there. He was wounded in the leg but showed enough spirit to impress General Washington. A beautiful friendship ensued. And another: According to modern forensic science, Casimir Pulaski, the legendary Polish cavalryman who fought alongside the Americans, may have been intersex. George had many such tidbits about the lesser-known side of the Brandywine debacle. He also had vivid descriptions of the battle itself, which involved some “tremendous outflanking.”

From Brandywine, the Continental Army pressed toward Paoli, where the British killed several dozen American soldiers in a midnight raid. Then it was on to Germantown, where a last-ditch effort to save Philadelphia from British occupation resulted in American retreat. By that point, winter was setting in and Washington figured his men needed someplace to hunker down and regroup. He chose Valley Forge, over in what’s now mostly Montgomery County, for its appealing combination of high ground and access to water. Plus Valley Forge was nicely situated between Philadelphia, where the British planned to spend the winter in high style, and western Pennsylvania, where the Continental Congress had fled to escape the occupation.

Today’s Valley Forge is one of hundreds of historical parks, sites, monuments, and battlefields run by the National Park Service, which is part of the federal government’s Department of the Interior. Despite recent budget cuts and political attacks, there is no traveling the country’s historic sites without encountering the Park Service’s fleet of good-hearted, army-green-clad, campaign-hat-wearing rangers. The Park Service even has its own corps of itinerant superfans. At a site in Jackson, Mississippi, I joined in a ceremony for a visitor who was putting the final stamp in her Park Service “passport,” proving that she had visited every single site under its jurisdiction.

After my day at Brandywine and a chilly night in a nearby 1790s-farmhouse-turned-Airbnb, I headed out to Valley Forge to meet with Ken Gavin, who has been offering private tours there for almost two decades. Born and raised in Conshohocken, an old industrial borough just outside Philadelphia, Gavin works a day job as a communications officer for the local archdiocese. He spends most of his free time in the 1770s. Though he arrived in modern dress—jeans, fleece, a baseball cap—he considers himself part of the Revolutionary War’s “living history” community and bows to no man in getting 18th-century buttons and fabrics and insignias just right. Gavin uses words like interp (for historical interpretation) and revwar (you can probably guess that one). He also dresses up as needed for period-based movies and reenactments. In Determined to Persevere, Valley Forge’s somewhat morose introductory film, he plays an American officer trying to drill sense into his amateur soldiers. At a recent iteration of Occupied Philadelphia, a downtown event recreating the 1777 British occupation, he portrayed a Catholic loyalist who thought the whole Revolution thing was a big mistake.

I didn’t have to say much on our two-and-a-half-hour tour, because Gavin talks really fast and knows almost everything there is to know about Valley Forge. As a winter encampment, not a battlefield, Valley Forge is a somewhat unlikely candidate to have become the nation’s most popular Revolutionary War site. Yet it gets almost two million visitors each year. (Proximity to Philadelphia and its 26 million annual tourists explains a lot.) Valley Forge first became a place that people wanted to visit around 1876, when Philadelphia held a blowout exposition to mark the national centennial. After that, a group of history-minded private citizens began to buy up land and surviving structures in the area. The state of Pennsylvania joined the effort in the 1890s, then the Park Service took over in 1976, for the bicentennial. A sloping cement marker outside the visitor center notes the park’s 1976 origins, though that date in itself does not make Valley Forge especially unusual. According to a study by the American Association for State and Local History, at least a quarter of all historic sites, museums, battlefields, and attractions operating in the United States by the mid-1980s were created during the bicentennial years.

Valley Forge does what it can with what it has. The park consists mainly of wooded ravines and open lawn, with a handful of recreated encampment cabins and monuments to break up the drive. As we wound our way through the grounds, Gavin told the story of Valley Forge, which entailed a lot of misery, starvation, cold, dysentery, and shoelessness. About twelve thousand soldiers spent the winter of 1777–78 there, along with several hundred women and children known as “camp followers,” who cooked and cleaned and provided familial support. Two thousand of those soldiers did not live to see summer come around again. In an effort to stem the tide of disease coursing through the camp, Washington mandated smallpox inoculations. He also insisted that his men use their downtime to practice being actual soldiers. If Valley Forge matters in a military sense, it’s primarily because the Continental Army managed to survive rather than give up. Gavin gives much of the credit for professionalizing the army to Inspector General Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, a German mercenary whose statue stands high on a hill overlooking what was once the grassy parade grounds. With Washington’s encouragement, Steuben drilled and drilled and drilled the young Americans, until they knew how to march properly and obey orders.

Gavin’s main theme is that Valley Forge is where a bunch of citizen soldiers became something resembling an army, united by a national purpose. When the men first showed up, they often could not understand each other, either literally or figuratively. They spoke different languages (German, French, Polish, English), and even the English speakers came with distinct regional accents. Their ranks included at least seven hundred “Patriots of African Descent,” in the language of the Valley Forge museum—some of them free citizens, others enslaved men pressed into service.

When the spring thaw came, the British decamped from Philadelphia and headed north to secure New York. The Continental Army followed and managed not to get clobbered—though not really to win, either—at the Battle of Fort Monmouth in New Jersey. From there, Washington’s strategy of attrition started to do its work—though, as Gavin points out, there were several more winter encampments ahead, some far more miserable than Valley Forge. The French allied with the Americans in 1778, sending along vital money and arms and supplies. That alliance helped turn attention away from Pennsylvania as the British scrambled to protect their wealthy slave-labor colonies in the Caribbean, and much of the fighting moved south. But it wasn’t until 1781, at the Battle of Yorktown in Virginia, that the tide really turned for the Americans.

Even that battle lacks some of the heroic qualities one might want in a national origin story, though, since it was really French ships and arms that finally defeated the British. In any case, once the Treaty of Paris was signed and the last imperial troops sent packing, Washington announced that he planned to leave military service and return to Virginia. He felt he had done his part to set the United States on the road to “becoming a respectable Nation.” As it turned out, though, Philadelphia kept calling.

When I was growing up, you could cover most of Philadelphia’s historic district in a day or two. Now, I’d recommend about a week. The 21st-century version of Philadelphia offers a dizzying array of historic enticements: the National Constitution Center and the Weitzman National Museum of American Jewish History, the Franklin Court “ghost house” and the African American Museum and a certain cracked bell. I spent one afternoon exploring the American Bible Society’s Faith and Liberty Discovery Center, devoted to a retelling of American history as a parable of religious seeking. The exhibits culminated in a high-tech rendering of William Penn’s journey across the Atlantic to found the City of Brotherly Love—but you’ll have to take my word for it. The center closed in early 2024, just three years after it opened, one of the fastest comings-and-goings in downtown history.

The area around Independence Hall became a national historic district just after World War II, when anxieties about the country’s meaning and mission seemed to have life-and-death stakes. Today, it covers more than fifty urban acres anchored by Independence Mall, a grassy plaza beloved by exhausted tourists. The Liberty Bell and Independence Hall have always been the city’s can’t-miss attractions. When I was growing up, I also made dutiful visits to the Betsy Ross House, an old tavern converted into a historic site by an 1890s entrepreneur. Today the museum admits there isn’t definitive evidence that Ross, a local upholsterer, actually stitched the first American flag there (or anywhere)—though she certainly did stitch many stars-and-stripes flags on contract with the U.S. government. According to one display, the idea of Ross as a national icon emerged not during the Revolution but in the 20th century, when concerns over “American patriotism” amid “heavy immigration, social change, and economic upheaval” led to an outpouring of Betsy Ross–themed kitsch.

Philadelphia is not just about the history that happened there; it’s about
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