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Dedication

For Kevin, my brother,

who saw so much that others missed.

And for Shailagh, my ballast and beacon.





Epigraph

Henceforth I whimper no more, postpone no more, need nothing,

Done with indoor complaints, libraries, querulous criticisms,

Strong and content I travel the open road.

—WALT WHITMAN, “SONG OF THE OPEN ROAD”
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Chapter 1

The Pre-Amble

Our house stands along a row of white maples nine blocks east of the U.S. Capitol, as it has since Ulysses Grant was president. Tens of thousands of times in our twenty-two years there I have opened the wrought-iron gate between the garden and the sidewalk for trips to work, dog walks, early runs, quick jaunts to the store for a clutch of bananas, or with daughters in hand on a Christmas morning.

This trip was different. On a fresh morning in late March, I stepped past the threshold of our front door, tugged the garden gate closed behind me, and set off to walk to the city of New York. A slow stroll, I liked to say, down a fast lane. An easy walk along a founding swath of the country that most travelers want to put behind them. A congested landscape usually seen as a blur, along a corridor named for a train, the Acela, whose name in turn is a faster form of accelerate. Ad + celerare, from the Latin: toward something, whatever it is, swiftly; to hasten the occurrence of a thing you want over.

No hastening anything on this trip. I wanted nothing over.

I kissed my wife, Shailagh; said goodbye to my brother Jeff; scratched my Airedale behind the ear; and turned north. I was off to talk to America, to listen to her, to examine her, to wonder over her, at what we all hoped was the end of one of the roughest patches in our history. I wanted to think about what we are, and once were, and still yearned to be. To poke among the graveyards of our past and brush the moss off forgotten things. To chew over this American project and come to some hazy conclusion over whether America was still possible or had seen its best days.

I wanted to dip into the deep pockets of our national memory, to pause with families rooted in place over centuries. To touch the aboriginal images carved in stone and hold in my hands the sacred books that speak to our beginnings. Most of all I just wanted to walk, breathe, feel the legs underneath me, and take in the days as the sun arced overhead.

I had had my own upheavals, too, after a cancer welled up and fogged my future. So I wanted to go measure my own time against the many timekeepers I would pass along the way. The homesteads gone to seed. The tottering barns. The church clock towers. The decaying edges of cities. The valleys carved by a million years of flowing water.

People looked at me askance when told of this lark. They were repelled, I think, by the mere idea of walking this stretch of ground. They saw a stooped figure skulking past the wharves of Baltimore and treading along the shoulder of Interstate 95. They saw a tall man with graying hair tossed in the lee of careening semis and grubbing for Cinnabons at the Molly Pitcher Service Area.

“And for what purpose?” they would ask.

“Purpose?” I said to one baffled inquirer over dinner one evening, a decorator of Georgetown sitting rooms. We were dining at a table for six. It was winter. Snow fell outside. “To walk until I summon forgotten thoughts. To assay the landscape and the state of mind of the citizenry. To measure distance by footfall. To take in a horizon that is impossibly far away, and then put it behind me.” Those were roughly my words, anyway.

“Oh, so you hope to clear your head” was her response.

“You could say that.”

Truth is, there was no concise encapsulation of the purpose for this walk. One could summon Buddha or Wordsworth or Thoreau’s humble paddling on the Concord and Merrimack rivers. One could note that Thoreau never once paused to explain the purpose of his paddle that later became his first gem of a book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. All that the Concord River contained—the “occasional logs and stems of trees,” the shining pebbles, the floating cranberries—“were objects of singular interest to me,” he wrote, “and at last I resolved to launch myself on its bosom and float wither it would bear me.”

To which I said, “Precisely.”

My intent, like his, was to take a singular interest in all I encountered. To turn my attentions away from the noxious chatter of Washington, the tribal feuding on television and computer screens, and care only for the particularities I found along the way. To shrink my horizons to that of a walking man and to root my views of the world in what I encountered step by step. To honor and respect what I saw.

“Attention,” the late poet Mary Oliver wrote, “is the beginning of devotion.”

I had obsessed for months over so much that seemed relevant to this walk. The remaining traces of the earliest people, the Algonquin and Lenape and all the others. The first mapping of the land. The flow here and there of the Dutch, the Swedes, the English, Germans, Scots Irish. The fleeing streams of men and women escaping slavery, and later Jim Crow. The battlefields I would pass through and the routes the soldiers took coursing this way and that. The felling of the trees, the tilling of the land and the killing of its wildlife to where barely a bird remained. How brawny men made the steel and laid the tracks for the trains to run. How the native trails turned into cart tracks, stage routes, toll roads, and finally into the highways I would skirt as I made my way north.

My walk was, in reality, its own explanation. You embark on a long solitary stroll in part so as not to explain it. You go to cast aside all such distractions. You go for the fun of it, the promise of pure serendipity, and simply because you can, as though the entire way there you should walk beneath a red banner of freedom, with trumpets tooting, like some footloose believer drawn by the lure of Jerusalem. Possum ergo faciam—I can, therefore I will.

Ahead of me now, hours and days and weeks down the road, stood the glistening monuments, the ruins, the river valleys, the proud farms, the abandoned railroad tracks, the battlefields, the grave markers. The malls, distribution warehouses, freeways, iHOPs, Taco Bells.

In medieval times the pilgrims who walked to Rome or Jerusalem would turn a ring or a badge or a necklace into a contact relic by touching it to some holy cloth or the whitened shank of a saint. Some would chip a flake of marble from a shrine or abscond with the fingernail of a prophet. My version of that, which I rubbed between finger and thumb, was a silver tetradrachm from Periclean Athens, a coin with the profile of Athena on one side and an owl on the other, given to me by a friend. A worn piece of silver that had traveled the Mediterranean in 400 B.C., my own pilgrim’s badge, was going now on another journey.

* * *

There was a backstory, as with everything. Years earlier I had joked about walking to New York, back when I was in the full thick of life and the two weeks or so needed for such a journey seemed a laughable indulgence. Exactly how would one walk through a landscape hostile to the pedestrian? I plotted on old maps the routes I might take, the crossings over water, the cutting through woods in darkest New Jersey, and it all seemed as exotic as the Congo did to Stanley. The years slipped by.

Then I suffered a jolt. Cells gone rogue unleashed an enemy inside, a cancer in my esophagus that I tried to defeat over two long attempts. Specialists in fluorescent rooms infused me with chemicals, week after week for an entire fall. Day after day huge machines whirred and groaned as they radiated my insides. I was brought low to be built back up, went the thinking. A surgeon—she of the deft hands and steady knife—cut away portions of me and remade my insides during ten hours of darkness.

The odds of being around a few years hence gyrated from absurdly low to tolerably decent, then back again when I had a recurrence. The whole of it, beginning the very day of my diagnosis, devoured four years. The experience scrubbed my eyes and gave the days much greater vibrancy. Grief found a way of blending with joy and deepening it. Sorrow, I learned, is the shadow of love, because what is sorrow but the fear and pain of losing what you love?

Simple things—the sight of children playing in a park, wind blowing through trees—assumed an otherworldly radiance and stopped me in my tracks. A slice of lemon cake, a sip of turmeric tea, a dab of spicy hummus on a cracker: familiar foods took on new flavor and exploded in my mouth. The scrambling of the calendar, the whiting out of all presumed years beyond the one at hand, gave me an urgent clarity and rendered me freer than at any point in my life. I felt weightless like a dry sponge ready to absorb. Were there an algorithm to gauge a soul’s freedom, I told friends before setting out, mine would come back stamped “fully unburdened.”

My aim now was to be as footloose at sixty-one as many of us are at twenty, but minus the angst of figuring out who I was to become. “I can’t squander what time I have on pettiness,” I scribbled in a notebook amid the worst of it, “unless it is the pettiness of forests and the tedium of rivers and streams.” I beat back the recurrence—a flare-up in my lymph nodes and yet another fall of chemo and radiation—and then tiptoed into a meadow broad enough to see no trees on the other side. I was not in the clear but in a wide clearing with the sun pouring down.

As the year began, I wrote a tally of my good fortunes, a practice I highly recommend. If you start small and build out, it can clarify the magnitude of your blessings. You start with elemental things, like: A heart that beats. Eyes that see. Blood that flows. Lungs that breathe unimpeded by gunk. A mental windshield not too splattered with bugs.

Failing to note the absences will cut any proper list of good fortunes in half. The bones that aren’t broken, the illnesses or hates you don’t have, the aches you don’t feel. Like many things that are unswervingly good—oxygen, say, and water—health is likewise transparent and easy to miss when you have it. Then you get to the meaty stuff. A wife you love. A house that isn’t falling down.

About a month before my departure, the whirring machine that scanned my insides saw no malignancies or gathering clouds. “See you in six months,” my oncologist said with a goodbye wave in early March. Magic words, those. I was ready to go.

* * *

This walk had first been set for March a year earlier until we all began muttering about a pandemic. A weirdly named virus raged around the globe and began sickening and killing thousands, then hundreds of thousands, then millions worldwide. The virus cast all plans asunder, and worse. For me, in just weeks, it rendered the very act of walking block to block, county to county, foolish and forbidden. No one wanted to see a stranger coming up the drive. When the library that holds the books for the Mystic Order of the Solitary in Ephrata, Pennsylvania, told me the archives were closing and that I could no longer page through the 361-year-old illustrated saga of Christian martyrdoms, the famous Martyrs Mirror, I knew the game was up.

In the year in between, the nation’s mood grew sour, aggrieved, vindictive. We had an election, the worst in living memory for creating new wounds and worsening old ones. We were fighting over statues, over which of our national dead to honor and which to cast aside. We were fighting over our origins and the stories we tell our children about our past. What we include, and what we leave out. We were fighting even over the origins of the virus and whether to take the shots meant to protect us from it. We were fighting over whether our very election had been honest or not. All that, too, gave added grist to the walk.

My path, roughly sketched in my mind but also on pages torn from an old Rand McNally, carved a shallow arc through the founding territory of our nation, its original heartland. I would cut up through Maryland, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey—along Underground Railroad trails, through woods along the Mason-Dixon Line, over the Susquehanna, past Mennonite and Amish farms, through battlefields and cemeteries, along lanes and streambeds at Valley Forge and on to Philadelphia.

From there I would duck north to a cave where a hunchbacked Quaker once lived, then to Doylestown where Henry Mercer packed his museum with the forgotten shards of early America. I aimed to cross the Delaware when the shad were running, then cut through a corner of New Jersey, dip into Princeton, and hike to the top of a trash mound with a view of airports, rivers, and islands before entering New York Harbor by boat as Henry Hudson had. My destination for this ramble was The Ramble, where those great Central Park designers Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux brilliantly spoofed the parallel streets and avenues of the emerging Manhattan with a wondrous tangle of pathways designed to discombobulate. To take a curved arc to a twisted path, listening to the people and places along the way.

There were, of course, pilgrimages within the greater pilgrimage. Way stations that were their own little Romes and Canterburys. A dot on the map in northern Maryland called Young Man’s Fancy. Some mysteries, if I could find them, along the Mason-Dixon Line. A train depot south of York. Two sacred rocks in the Susquehanna. A seventeenth-century leather holy book at a place called Muddy Creek Farm. A stone farmhouse where the ninth generation of the same family lived. A bone cave, now buried, on the edge of Valley Forge. A prison in Philadelphia that brought Alexis de Tocqueville to America.

All of that felt right. From the first falls of the Potomac to the bedrock schist of New York, around 330 miles. The largest town along the way, other than Philly, would be York, Pennsylvania. Such was the plan, the tracings drawn with a pencil, easily altered and erased if other ideas arose as I went.

Attached to my rucksack was a collapsible fly rod, just in case any rivers tempted. Inside were shorts for hot days and wading in water. A laptop, two notebooks, toiletries, two shirts, a rain jacket, an extra pair of pants, a flask for carrying water. Just the shoes I had on, springy and light and perfect for walking. The barest of essentials.

Infantry men in 1776 tromped off to fight the British with four pounds of gunpowder and sixteen pounds of lead. A single muzzle-loaded long gun weighed eight pounds, easy. On the other hand, the anonymous Russian mystic who wrote The Way of a Pilgrim—dear to the heart of J. D. Salinger’s Franny Glass—set off with far less: “My worldly goods are a knapsack with some dried bread in it on my back, and in my breast-pocket a Bible. And that is all.”

The explorer and author John Muir was of a similar mind. He wandered off into the California woods with what he had in his pockets. The great Adirondack waif of a grizzled wanderer George Washington Sears, aka Nessmuk, managed to stick to under twenty-six pounds in gear when he crisscrossed New England by canoe in the 1870s. And that included “extra clothing, blanket-bag, two days’ rations, pocket-axe, rod and knapsack” along with his sturdy watercraft, the Sairy Gamp, made of white cedar with elm ribs, which weighed in at just over ten pounds. “Go light; the lighter the better, so that you have the simplest material for health, comfort and enjoyment,” he wrote in his invaluable Woodcraft. I was still too burdened at eighteen pounds.

There was something joyous all the same in the essential simplicity of that little bundle on my back. An hour before setting out I made a quick inventory of my house, walking room to room and floor to floor, and counted thirty-eight chairs, six beds, four sofas, at least a thousand books, and the better part of a container load of other sundries: lamps, blankets, spoons. I don’t know for sure, but I bet John Adams owned, maybe, five pairs of pants when he died in 1826. I owned four times that number. My will, if we still wrote wills as they did in colonial times, would have run to hundreds of pages. “And to my nephew John I bequeath my brass candlesticks.”

Like the whole of our species, there was a time I moved much lighter on the earth. I used to crisscross the country hitching rides. I went around the world at twenty-two with little money and a backpack, picking my way job to job. One summer in college, I quit my job as a New York City cab driver, gave up my rented room, and set off for a long summer in Central America aboard a Greyhound bus from New York’s Port Authority. Stuffed into a bicycle messenger bag were a tangle of clothes, a pair of cowboy boots, and the selected poems of García Lorca. When the Greyhound clerk asked where I was going, I said, “Give me a one-way ticket to Laredo, please.”

* * *

There’s nothing heroic about walking to New York. It is a humdrum feat by any measure, unworthy of mention on the morning news. It is no trail through Appalachia to the peaks of Maine. No Everest looms along the way to surmount. No Grand Canyon to get across. No Cyclops to gobble me while sailing home from Troy. No Amazon requiring a machete in the belt for vines or snakes. No warlords or highwaymen along the way to loot one’s knapsack. The gravest peril was a driver looking at his phone.

Other men and women have followed roughly my same web of roads and paths on similar journeys, hundreds of millions of them, whether by foot or horse or carriage, train or car. George Washington, to name one, traced a route a bit more direct when he departed by carriage from Mount Vernon, fifteen miles downriver from my house, for his inauguration in Lower Manhattan in April 1789. “About ten o’clock I bade adieu to Mount Vernon, to private life, and to domestic felicity; and with a mind oppressed with more anxious and painful sensations than I have words to express, set out for New York,” he wrote in his diary. I set out with a lighter mind and better teeth but would encounter Washington’s ghost many times as I went north.

“Don’t go too early,” friends warned. “It will snow on you. It will be too cold.”

“You can’t go now, not with the virus still raging.”

“You had better get your shots first, both of them.”

“If you were younger and I was your mother, I would lock you in the closet,” said my doctor, who called me Forrest. Through my illness, she had delivered the most resonate advice. “Just walk through it,” she said. “No matter what it is, just keep walking and fighting and searching for something else.”

Her counsel on the eve of the walk was more prosaic. Stay hydrated, she said. Check yourself nightly for ticks. “And don’t get run over.”

We know, from our Middle English, that April is the month for such a sally. Chaucer said so in the opening lines of his Canterbury Tales, lines that made me thrill with recognition and bend over in joy when I read them while walking weeks later along a suburban street in Staten Island. “When in April the sweet showers fall . . . / Then people long to go on pilgrimages.” All winter I longed to do just that, and now my house, wife, and dog were receding behind me. I waved to a neighbor, who gave a hearty “Godspeed.” Another trotted down his front steps to hand me a raisin bagel for the road.

Spring held back, as though reluctant to declare itself, so by the time I departed, the forsythia were just preparing to flare. The days had lengthened. Syringes had deposited into my left shoulder two chilly doses of liquid freedom. Some establishments were opening from the long pandemic freeze. People would now walk with their mask dangling from one ear instead of firmly covering nose and mouth. Baseball’s Opening Day was four days off. All the elements were in my favor. The moon, propitiously, was in Waxing Gibbous.

I set out that Monday morning, nine days into spring, north up Ninth Street, eager to see if anything of interest might crop up along the way. As I turned to wave to Shailagh, the Marine Corps barracks five blocks away broke out in a recorded rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner” through the loudspeakers of the commandant’s mansion, as they did every morning at 8:00 sharp. It was a brassy version in the style of Sousa, and to those strains I padded the first blocks of an arcing path over rivers and freeways and farmlands to where the Hudson spills into that big harbor with Lady Liberty and her torch. The sun hung warm over my shoulder. There was birdsong in the trees. I had a skip in my step and a satchel on my back, and could feel within blocks a little bliss seeping in.
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Chapter 2

Time and the River

There is no single now but a multitude of nows, an infinite number. So philosophers and scientists say. Just as there is no single past, or one continuum that leads from then to now, but an endless multitude of continuums. The Greeks intuited that. Heraclitus with his river you could never step in twice. Aristotle did not believe in absolute time but saw time as a measure of change. In a world without change, there is no time.

I could tell within blocks that my walk would bend time, that for the body in motion time moves more slowly. The walk would make the present more expansive but also open layers of the past to my inspection.

Through the bare limbs you could see the milky marble of the Capitol dome as I turned left up East Capitol Street. The midpoint of that dome divides Washington into unequal quadrants. The bronze eagle feathers on the crest of the Statue of Freedom, 288 feet above the East Front Plaza, mark the axis around which the city turns. My destination for the day was due north of the city; heading west first was one way to get there. After walking the length of the National Mall to stand before Abe Lincoln in his mighty chair, I would head north up Rock Creek. Up that way, first north and then bending northeast, weeks down the road, was New York City.

Crowds had gathered thick on the Capitol’s grounds on December 2, 1863, to see the workers lower that head onto the Statue of Freedom and bolt it into place. Others peered through opera glasses from the open windows of the buildings nearby. “Immediately that the head was adjusted, the hoisting of a flag signaled to all below that the statue was complete, and cheer after cheer filled the air from the throats of the large concourse present,” said the Evening Star.

Often, when out walking and catching sight of that dome and statue, I would think again about how Lincoln had pushed to complete and then ornament that dome in the thick of the war as proof of our persistence and a show of faith in the country’s continuance.

Years earlier, the man in charge of approving the precise design for the Statue of Freedom was none other than Jefferson Davis, then secretary of war and the future president of the Confederate States of America. Davis quibbled when the sculptor proposed crowning the figure with a liberty cap, a traditional symbol of freedom derived from freed Roman slaves and popularized during both the French and American revolutions. The history of that cap, Davis wrote, “renders it inappropriate to a people who were born free and should not be enslaved.” That firm enforcer of slavery was also, in his own mind, a committed defender of liberty.

As I approached the Capitol, the grounds remained blocked by the detritus of our most recent insurrection. A mob had stormed the building with notions of overturning an election. One man had roamed the halls with a large Confederate flag over his shoulder. Many similar flags had waved from the scaffolding outside, erected there for the inauguration of the new president. I had walked to the Capitol that afternoon to see the riot unfold, just as I had crisscrossed the Mall in the days before to watch as the crowds filtered in from across the country. Today, the high fence put up after the siege still ringed the grounds, but workers had just taken away the much broader perimeter barrier laced with razor wire. A cluster of National Guard troops stood behind the high fence eating donuts in a patch of sunlight. One of them offered a soldierly wave as I walked by.

If some Cassandra had come before me at the start of 2020 and said, “You will cast your vote for president in Nationals Park and will enter that park for the first time all year, because the team will have played no games there before a live audience,” I would have said, “Yeah, right.” And if she had said, “In the meantime, 550,000 of your fellow Americans will have been felled by a virus you’ve never heard of, including the parents of many of your closest friends,” I would have scoffed and said, “That’s ludicrous. No way.” And if she had said, “Through the summer your city and many others will be wracked with riots and clouded with tear gas after a policeman kills a Black man in Minneapolis,” I would have recoiled in astonishment. And if she had then said, “When you depart on that walk of yours to New York, a year later than first planned, you will have to detour around a Capitol compound completely encircled by seven-foot-high fencing, and manned inside by troops with automatic weapons, after a mob, believing the election had been stolen, ransacks the building at the beginning of the year,” I would have blanched and said, “Please, stop. This is all too much.”

We absorb the unimaginable with astonishing ease and move on.

I thought of my own time around that dome as I walked down the western slope of the Capitol grounds. How immense and fleeting the Washington years felt, bordering soon on half my life. My wife and I had met as aspiring journalists in Chicago in 1989, just as the Iron Curtain fell. We’d spent a few years in Florida before the drama in Eastern Europe became too strong to resist. Shailagh and I went overseas childless and unmarried in 1992, with the mere suggestion of work on arrival and no more luggage than we could carry aboard a Prague-bound train from Paris. We arrived in Washington in 1999 as staff writers for the Wall Street Journal, married with two young daughters, Lillian and Frances, solid résumés as foreign correspondents who had roved the whole of Europe, and a seagoing containerload of furniture and other household effects.

I figured we might stay in the nation’s capital for a decade or so before heading somewhere else. On six bracing Januarys since then, each of them four years apart, I watched presidents on those very Capitol steps raise their right hand and swear to protect the Constitution of the United States. I’d run down and back up that hill hundreds, maybe thousands of times. I’d watched my kids sled on its west-facing slope and had stood at its top to see the national fireworks on innumerable Independence Days. On the morning I strolled by with a pack on my shoulders, we’d been in that one house and called this our neighborhood for three years shy of a quarter of a century. That, like all the recent horrors, was hard to fathom.

* * *

“Brisk sunshine” is how the weather folks described my first day out, and that fit the morning well as I cut down the Mall with the sun at my back. Gusts blew brisk from the south, and the sun poured down warm. You could see the cherry trees in full pink flower around the Tidal Basin, like the smudge from an impressionist’s brush. Just past the Smithsonian Castle in the middle of the grassy Mall, a thin blanket fluttered over a subway grate and when I got closer, the wind revealed the dark matted hair of a half-naked man sleeping there. I knew he was alive only by the rise and fall of his chest.

At the foot of the Capitol I had stopped to take in Ulysses Grant, placid in his battered field hat atop a Tennessee Thoroughbred, peering over the reflecting pool. The sculptor Henry Merwin Shrady devoted twenty years of his life to that monument—the bronze lions, the meticulous cavalry and artillery units in the thick of battle—then collapsed and died two weeks before its unveiling on April 27, 1922. A month later, a sea of dignitaries arrived to present the Lincoln Memorial to the nation. In a single spring fifty-seven years after the end of the Civil War, the president and his general assumed their places, one at each end of the National Mall, together keeping an eye on the whole of the city.

If you looked just right, you could see Grant on his horse from the top steps of Abe’s Doric mansion. You could see, too, the subtle shift in the color of the stone midway up the Washington Monument, a fault line that spoke to the decades it sat unfinished, when its construction was interrupted by political feuds, war, and indecision. On the morning of every presidential election since 2008 I had come to the top of the Lincoln Memorial steps to sit and watch the sun rise over the Capitol and to say a silent prayer for the country, that it might act wisely and choose the best one. These steps and the man inside are among the most-visited places in all America. Pick any two of us at random and we likely have those steps in common. There may be none holier in all the land.

The memorial is a temple to Lincoln in his huge marble chair, but even more, it is a temple to his words. I went to the north wall, as always, to read what he said at his second inaugural, forty-two days before his death. No president has packed more into each sentence. “Until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword.”

Grant and Lincoln got their marble and bronze remembrances that same spring at a time of seething racial tension in the land. Tens of thousands of Black soldiers had returned a few years before from fighting in Europe, changed beings, more worldly and confident. They had gone across an ocean to defend democracy and wanted it more strongly upon returning home. Jim Crow was in full swing. Lynchings and racial violence soared.

“This country of ours, despite all its better souls have done and dreamed, is yet a shameful land,” wrote W. E. B. Du Bois in his trumpet blast of a manifesto, “Returning Soldiers.” He wrote those lines in May 1919, during that year’s brutal spate of lynchings and mass killings, later called the Red Summer. KKK membership spiked, above all in the North. White rioters torched Tulsa’s Greenwood District two years later. At the Lincoln Memorial dedication, a year after that, ushers led a contingent of prominent Black invited guests to a segregated section cordoned off by Marine guards.

From Lincoln’s house I turned north and saw swoop before me the shadow of a large bird. For the whole of the walk my most constant aerial companion would be the Cathartes aura, as it’s called, the “cathartic breeze” of the turkey vulture, with its spreading feathered fingers and black-and-white underwings, America’s most common raptor. When walking or fishing, when sitting on the wall of a bridge or standing outside a barn talking, time after time I smiled or laughed to see its shadow pass at my feet. I have always envied those birds their soaring powers, no matter what they eat for supper. They are ghastly up close but regal in flight. Masters of the rising thermal.

I cut northeast to walk along the foot of that glistening black granite wall where the names of all the Americans who died in Vietnam are engraved. You walk and run your fingers along the wall and feel the imprint of all those names and see your fleeting reflection as you go.

I wanted to stand before another seated man, my last before leaving the city. Albert Einstein sat there sprawled with his famous formula in his lap. There a plaque reminded me that our sun is just one of two hundred billion other stars that make up our galaxy. Our sun and all other suns are situated within a vast flattened disk of stars that orbit the galaxy’s center. Even traveling at 514,000 miles per hour, it takes our sun at least 220 million years to orbit that center, so it will have barely budged in its rounds during the whole of our lifetimes. Our galaxy, with its center beyond all human reckoning, is but one of billions upon billions of other galaxies, each with its plethora of stars, thousands of which still twinkle though they are long dead. When you look into the sky at night—made as we are of our own form of stardust—you are looking deep into the past. There is no common now.

“No, not all the way up there. That’s too dangerous,” a mother said. Her young son had grabbed a bronze chunk of Einstein’s wild hair and was trying to climb atop his head. The boy groaned as she eased him down and took a picture of him sitting atop the formula in Einstein’s enormous lap.

* * *

It is one of the city’s many wonders that you can exit Washington to the north entirely by river, along the winding shores of Rock Creek, and see barely a house the entire way. I descended to the creek from the high span of Wisconsin Avenue and followed the water north toward its source. I was barely an hour from my house and already, in spirit, well out of town.

Rivers derive their power over the human mind by being both a symbol of constancy and a symbol of perpetual change. Carving the land, forever in motion. They are the most fixed and immutable aspect of any topography, but never for a minute what they were before. Keep walking until you get to the river. It is just past the river. After you cross three rivers you will be there, changed for having crossed them.

I sat on a log and ate lunch along a bend in the river just above Boulder Bridge, thinking about how we apportion and allot our time and how nature knows no stickier force than inertia. Interrupting our rounds to break away, even for a month on a lark like this, can seem like diving off a high cliff. When taking such a plunge, every molecule in your body prefers the calm and tells you not to do it.

As I got up to leave, I stood to watch the river flow and bend around the rocks and thought about how any of us manage to seize our more magical stretches, our extended periods of maximum freedom. Fishermen work seams—seams between slow water and fast, between deep water and shallow, between sunlight and shadow. The eddies around rocks, the bubble lines along banks. That’s where the fish are.

Grabbing long moments like this walk is also a matter of playing the seams. It’s a matter of timing. All of us have little fissures in our lives that provide us greater than normal moments of freedom. You play the seams when you identify those moments and seize them. That window between high school and college. Immediately after college. Coming out of the army. Moving between houses or states or continents. Changing jobs. After a breakup or divorce. Having your kids move out of the house. Recovering from an illness that realigns your bearings.

Events or moments that cause a break in the regular order and open fissures through which we can slip into a different place. We talk about freedom of choice, but we don’t talk enough about how freedom itself is a choice. We have enormous powers, powers beyond our day-to-day reckoning, to create our own reality. Americans have it wrong when it comes to what Emerson or others meant when they talked about self-reliance. It wasn’t the ability to live deep in the woods and eat what you kill. It was about the faith to rely on your own instincts and live by your own lights. That is the truest form of self-reliance. If only for a moment I had broken the inertial bonds, and as I kept going upriver, every inch of me was glad for the movement.

After my surgery I had sent my pathology reports to a cancer doctor in Chicago I’d never met and pressed him to give me a blunt sense of my odds. What did he care? He was never going to talk to me again. “C’mon, doc, give it to me straight,” I said to him over the phone.

“Half of everyone in your condition won’t be alive two years from now, and even fewer a year after that,” he told me, sparing the spoonful of sugar. “Yours is an aggressive cancer, and once the cancer cells are loose in the highways of the lymphatic system, they are very hard to track down and obliterate.”

I pictured ten men on a wall, with five gone after two years, and two more gone a year later, and another a year after that. That phrase alone—“the highways of the lymphatic system”—opened a seam in my mind.

A couple of months later I sat with a financial planner, neat in his office in crisp shirt and tie. Unaware of any doctor’s findings, he laid out charts showing how my wife and I would have this much in five years and maybe even more when I died after eighty-five. How nifty it all looked when put into lines sloping this way and that, how you deplete your life account as you build up the financial one.

* * *

All walks have their inspiration, however long ago. In my early twenties, I spent a month at a Buddhist monastery in the mountains outside Kandy, Sri Lanka, midway through a slow trip around the world. The head monk assigned me a simple hut on a hill with windows overlooking lush valleys. It had a wooden bed inside with a woven mat for sleeping. Outside, running the length of the hut, was a path for pacing while meditating, maybe ten yards long and two yards wide. The head monk advised against long walks as that would be idle sightseeing, the seeking after beauty and distraction. The walking path was meant for confined movement, to focus on the motion and not on the ground being crossed.

Over time I succumbed to the lure of the valleys and took long strolls through the rice paddies. The longer I walked, the more taken in I was by the sight of the farmers harvesting rice and the buffalo up to their nostrils in the water. The more those things captivated me, the more I was failing at being a monk. The more I failed at being a monk, the more I wanted to walk through the rice farms.

The whole world beyond beckoned, and I left that little hut and its ten-foot walking path to continue with my travels, casting aside my monkish ambitions.

“I will come back,” I told the head monk, but I didn’t.

Forty years later, I was on this long walk to see what peace it might bring and what crevasses of understanding it might pry open. It was, even if the good monk might not agree, its own form of meditation.

A dozen miles or more upriver, huffing now and my pack feeling heavier, I emerged into the neighborhoods and watched as the houses got much smaller and the parked cars outside more numerous and more utilitarian. I had left D.C. and was in Maryland now. There were vans parked along the curbs with multiple ladders on their roofs and pickup trucks with bins in the back. This is where the working people lived who built the patios and the houses and tended to the gardens of the people who lived closer in.

These first few days would be tough, each more than twenty miles with an unfamiliar burden on my back. I had front-loaded the pain, knowing I would get stronger as I went. I kept shifting the straps on my pack and tightening and loosening the belt. My calves complained through the last few miles.

As the shadows lengthened, I left the ticktock of little houses and entered an expanse of roads and big-box stores where the pedestrian became an oddity and afterthought. Sidewalks would emerge and then vanish. Orphan walks, I came to call them. You would have a place to put your feet and then you’d have to find your own way along a grassy shoulder. A few miles south of Olney, Maryland, I came upon a cluster of men on their knees tossing tiny dice and passing around tens and twenties in a Home Depot parking lot. Men for hire who had taken journeys far longer and more arduous than mine to be there. They looked up astonished to see me watching them.

I secured a turkey club wrapped in white paper from a sandwich shop in the old Higgins Tavern, built in 1823 and owned and operated for nearly a century by two women. I stuffed the sandwich in my pack as dinner for the night and kept on for another mile or so, past houses with neat curving yards and shiny cars in the drive, toward the former country estate of Franklin Roosevelt’s long-serving interior secretary, Harold Ickes.

* * *

Ickes bought the house and its 230 acres in 1938, when the country was still at loose ends and before the war jolted the economy back to life. Houses with little gazebos and swing sets in back had since gobbled up every foot of the farm, so that you wondered how the big house could still be there until it emerged suddenly at the top of a cul-de-sac, its six Doric columns reaching two stories high. The sun dipped behind the house as I dragged myself up the front drive, twenty-two miles and ten hours after latching my gate. It was known now as the Olney Inn.

Ickes was a righteous curmudgeon, a stocky man with wire-rimmed glasses. When the Daughters of the American Revolution barred the great Black contralto singer Marian Anderson from performing at Constitution Hall in 1939, Ickes arranged for her to sing on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. The crowd, seventy-five thousand strong, stretched all the way up the slopes of the Washington Monument. Ickes introduced Anderson in the Midwestern twang of his native Chicago. “In this great auditorium under the sky, all of us are free. Genius, like justice, is blind. Genius draws no color lines.”

Sue and Nancy, my hosts, hadn’t had a guest for weeks, so my arrival at the inn stirred palpable excitement. COVID stole the Christmas season, the weekend getaways, the weddings. Asked if they had any drink about, Nancy said they had a bottle or two left over from last year and handed me a tall glass of ice and a magnum of warm rosé. I felt like a king sitting alone in Ickes’s old parlor eating my club sandwich with pink wine on the rocks. When I stood, my legs and back reminded me of all the miles we had crossed.

My room, just behind me, was where FDR stayed during his many nights there. I imagined him reading in the wing chair with his long cigarette holder. The sink in my bathroom was a little lower, the tub easy to get in and out of. I thought of FDR moving around in his wheelchair. Hefty tomes packed the bookcases in the study, among them multiple bound copies of Ickes’s Secret Diary. I selected Volume 2, The Inside Struggle, 1936–1939, and took my rosé to read beside the darkened fireplace.

I turned to a page that described when Ickes and FDR and a few others had played poker well past midnight exactly where I sat, reading about their game that night. Ickes noted how he served Virgin Island rum cocktails before dinner and then sparkling Burgundy during the meal. “Ruth gave us a very good dinner,” he wrote, speaking of the cook. After, Ickes opened a bottle of 152-year-old Scotch whisky—“as well as some 1811 Napoleon brandy.” On top of that, FDR drank four bottles of beer.

“It was a lively game and money changed hands pretty rapidly,” Ickes noted the next day. Of the liveliness of all that liquor and the game that followed, I had no doubt. I sprawled in FDR’s tub until all the achiness leached from my legs.
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Chapter 3

The Parables

Morning brought tight tendons and joints, a balky back and shoulders, but within a mile the legs limbered, and the soreness ebbed. After the long COVID lull, Sue and Nancy came to see me off beside a breakfast table heaped with eggs and toast and hot coffee for the road. My arrival had suggested better times to come.

As the city’s outskirts gave way, the stretch of asphalt I’d walked since the afternoon before—Georgia Avenue, which shoots north from near the White House—narrowed from six lanes to four and then finally to two with scant room for a walker on its shoulder. A city avenue was now a country lane. Here and there you would encounter the gnarled carcass of a deer or a fox and see the rare footprint of a previous human that made you wonder why anyone had come this way before.

What had once been a deer path, an Indian trail, a lane to haul carts by, was now a road strictly for cars. The neighborhoods had entryways with flowerbeds and ornamental trees and carved signs named for groves and villages that never existed. There was Old This and Old That, but the roads were all new and the asphalt still black and shimmery. I went on in mounting excitement for the sight of the first farm, first grain silo, first whiff of manure.

I came into Brookeville, my first intact hamlet, where President James Madison sought a bed for the night in August 1814 as the British attacked Washington and burned the White House. The president and his retinue arrived by horseback and spent all of one night in a nearby house. My first country cemetery emerged on the edge of town. It was established by Methodists in the 1830s. The morning shadows fell long across the cemetery grass. The earliest markers were illegible under the layers of lichen. We think of stone as enduring and a reliable place to lodge memories, but wind and rain had smeared the names.

You enter a different time when you step into a cemetery. That mix of finality with our attempts at eternity faintly amuses, seeing how the older the place, the clearer it is that finality wins. I smiled at the toppled marker that boasted how the beloved buried there would never be forgotten.

Neat brick and stone houses, better kept than the tombstones, lined the road through town. Brookeville was a Quaker settlement, tidy and prosperous, and you could feel its tidiness still. The blacksmiths, millwrights, tanners, farmers, they all did well. They traded what they grew or made in lieu of money. Alongside the old Brookeville Academy, a forsythia was in early bloom, a flaming yellow that would follow me all the way to New York.

Outside town a man stopped in his pickup and rolled down the window. “Want a ride?” Another man dressed head to foot in reflective yellow nodded as I scurried past his road crew. I came upon my first barn, a red faded structure with an old cow chute coming up one side, long out of use. A stone manor house stood beside it where some eminence once lived, his time now lengthened by a bronze plaque at the entryway:

IN

MEMORY

OF

THOMAS DAVIS

PATRIOT

Poor Tom, whoever he was, died in 1749, years before the French and Indian War and decades before the colonials actively bristled against the British. I was curious as to what sort of patriot Tom was. Ben Franklin used the word “patriot” as early as 1730, but it didn’t pop up often in early America until the 1770s. The word doesn’t appear in Washington’s papers at all until October 1775 and then again on August 1, 1776, when the general issued an order against regional fractiousness and jealousies among the ranks of his army. A patriot, in Washington’s eyes, was a soldier who didn’t bicker and threaten to return home unless given proper pay.

* * *

In the twenty-six miles since the previous morning, I had gone through the inner ring of the well-off town burghers, and then through the outer ring of the itinerant workers, and then through the ring of the office managers and junior account executives. Finally, I was breaking into the open, and into the land of the horse farm people.

The houses of the long-ago rich were welcoming, with long tree-lined lanes leading up to shady porches. You thought you might receive a glass of lemonade there. The houses of the new rich were menacing, with spiked fences and black Suburbans in the drive that looked like they might have gunmen inside. You imagined tripping alarms if you walked their way.

I had left what I decided to call Greater Capitolia, the broad blotch of towns and burgs that revolved around Washington. It was a land inhabited largely by people from anywhere, few of whom work with their hands. People with signs in their yards expressing wholesome thoughts like: LOVE IS LOVE. NO HUMAN IS ILLEGAL. I was going north into a more Southern scape now, toward a line that had long ago divided the slave states from the free ones. I saw the first of several Confederate flags that morning flapping from a high pole in someone’s yard. I would be walking through many micro nations along the way to Manhattan, clusters of custom and belonging and attitude that went back, often, to the earliest days, even as the people drifted in and out. A residue that remained like fingerprints. I would try to catch the faint outlines of each as I went.

* * *

The day brought two parables reminiscent of Chaucer or the Gospels of Luke or Matthew. When you walk, I soon realized, parables happen as they have for walkers since earliest times. One was bright, the other dark.

The first I will call the Parable of the Two Bridges.

I was on the road to Woodstock, Maryland, barely half a day’s walk from the outer reaches of Washington, when I came to a bridge over a river with no space for a pedestrian to cross. The highway that had once been Georgia Avenue bent into woods just past the bridge, providing no warning of oncoming cars. There were two lanes, two white stripes, two guard rails, and not an inch for a human to squeeze past the racing cars and trucks.

The pilgrim was not going to risk that, so I went down a narrow lane that happened to shoot off to the left and cut across a small meadow where I tried to cross the river by foot. It was too wide and too deep, and no stones or fallen trees offered any other way over.

Coming back up to the road I saw an older couple approaching, just out for a morning stroll, as jolly and unexpected as could be. It was like the past was walking toward me, so I just stood and waited for it to arrive. They greeted me warmly and without suspicion. The man had a neat, perfectly white beard and wore a flannel shirt and khaki pants with both knees worn through. The woman wore a scarf tied around her hair and a sweater she probably knit herself. Her faded denim skirt went nearly to the leather sandals on her feet, held tight with little buckles.

“Beautiful morning,” the man said. His name was John Herder. His wife’s name was Susan. I told them about the bridge, and how I couldn’t cross it, and how I was looking for another way over. “This is the way the old highway went,” John explained. “Down the road a bit you will come to an old bridge, and that will take you back to the main road.”

He then asked where I was going and I said, “To New York via York County and Lancaster County and then across to Philadelphia.”

“Lancaster County?” John said. “We used to live in Lancaster County.”

I told them I was going to the town of Lancaster and then up to Ephrata because there were things I wanted to see there—a cloister, a copy of the Martyrs Mirror—and Susan’s eyes widened in astonishment. “We used to live in Ephrata with some plain folk people on a farm there, but we left twenty years ago and haven’t been back for years,” she said.

Mennonites, Amish, sometimes even Quakers still call themselves plain folk or plain people. They do not believe in ostentation or vanity. Simple clothing. Churches without pomp or no churches at all. Much of America, particularly north of Washington, was settled by people who called themselves plain, including the Puritans and the Methodists.

Susan began describing their friends’ farm, where it sat on a short road called Crooked Lane along the banks of the Conestoga River. How they used to live in the house right next door. How they hadn’t been in touch with their friends, the Hoovers, for many years, but assumed they were still alive and still doing well. “They are getting on now, as we all are, but I have to imagine they haven’t passed,” she said.

A thought occurred to me. I said to them, “Look, when I get to Ephrata, I will find the Hoovers’ farm on Crooked Lane and inquire as to how they are, and I will let them know that you are well and fine.”

They both brightened at the idea. Susan brimmed with excitement as she gave me their information, which I jotted in my notebook. I took a photo of the two of them looking frankly and earnestly my way, no attempt at a smile. Only later did I notice that John had his finger wedged between the pages of a book, which he must have been reading to her when they saw me on the road.

We said goodbye and they wished me luck. When I got to the other bridge on the little road, vines and trees and other vegetation were slowly devouring it, so the bridge was impassable to cars but was the perfect pathway for a pedestrian. One bridge I couldn’t cross led me to a bridge no car could cross. I found that fact, and the whole of the past ten minutes, so marvelous that I laughed out loud.

When I crossed that little bridge over Cattail Creek, I was amazed that by avoiding one bridge and taking
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