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			Introduction

			I didn’t grow up loving history. But I’ve always loved a good story, and it wasn’t until I started traveling around this country that the “story” part of “history” came alive for me.

			I’ve spent the last few years traveling to American Revolution sites for my television series Travels with Darley. From a Revolutionary-era fort hidden in plain sight in downtown Charleston to the Ivy League halls of Princeton University, to the country home of Philip Schuyler, father to Angelica, Eliza, and Peggy and father-in-law to Alexander Hamilton, I’ve been on a journey that’s taken me to surprising places.

			These travels introduced me to some amazing storytellers: the docents and descendants; the reenactors and park rangers; the history buffs spread across the thirteen original American colonies that marry a passion for history with the love of a good story. At battlefields, national parks, plantations, small museums, historic homes, and amid city streets, they are keepers of history. They passionately share a greater depth of lesser-known history and hidden gems of the American Revolution.

			Like Rick Wise, a veteran who fought in Operation Desert Storm and teaches others about the dignity of remembrance at Camden Battlefield in South Carolina. Having experienced the bonds of loyalty and devotion forged in combat, Rick frames the Revolutionary experience through his respect for sacrifice beyond oneself and his experience in the fog of war. When he shares accounts of the casualties and fear accompanying battle, it hits harder.

			Traveling to these sites and speaking with local experts like Rick, I’ve gained a true sense of place and appreciation for the complex tapestry of triumphs, emotions, sacrifices, and details that forged the founding of our nation.

			Revolutionary Road Trip is a journey to destinations, places that you can visit today to experience these stories yourself. It’s also a trip through time, traveling via the stories that surround the Revolution.

			Not every story can make it into a history book, or even a book like mine that embraces the sharing of lesser-known stories from a traveler’s journey into the Revolution. I’ve only written of places I visited myself and documented firsthand, places where I was able to record extensive interviews, most of which are in my digital archives. To say I feel a sense of duty to share these stories, to make them part of the public record, is absolutely true. I believe that if we take a closer look at the past, we can better understand each other and the potential of our future.

			You’ll learn that contributions to the founding of our nation take unexpected, lesser-known forms, like Marsh Tacky horses—who carry in their DNA resilience and fortitude. You’ll discover destinations where history is woven into the background of everyday experiences, like pumping gas or stopping by the local bank in Saratoga, New York. You’ll meet young reenactors and docents, like Will Krakower and Jane Pilato, who find inspiration in the smaller details that truly bring the human story of the Revolutionary era to life.

			In these pages I’ll take you through locations where significant events took place that shaped American history to bring an emotional and entertaining look at the past. You’ll meet Baroness Frederika von Riedesel, called the original female war correspondent, who leads us into the hearts and minds of the mothers and children of the Revolution. You’ll visit the John Dickinson Plantation in Delaware, where the discovery of an African burial ground has the community on the hunt for descendants.

			This is not a traditional guidebook, though it does have practical purpose. Part travelogue, part historical rediscovery, Revolutionary Road Trip revels in lesser-known stories, while still tipping the hat to big names of the time, like Alexander Hamilton. If you travel to these sites, you may open this book to get a better sense of place. Or you might listen to the audiobook to guide your own walking tour or road trip.

			As I’m hoping this book will be an evergreen tool, I purposely didn’t include all the great restaurants, brewpubs, wine bars, hotels, and inns where you can stay along the way. For some of those details, you can always find my TV show, videos, podcasts, and social media posts. But I did include information about a few colonial taverns where truly intrepid travelers can still enjoy a cherry bounce or Rum Bellies Vengeance.

			Above all, I hope this book sparks your curiosity and inspires you to get out there and meet the people who are safeguarding this fascinating history in the spaces and places where they continue to ensure these stories are not lost to history. When we enlist all five of our senses to experience living history, we can imprint memories and empathy that transcend any words on a page.

			Plus, travel is fun! And when you explore sites off the standard tourist map there are many hidden gems waiting to be revealed. Enjoy your trip!

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			New Jersey—Hamilton, Einstein, and a Pint in Princeton

			Princeton University’s Nassau Hall: Battles in the Halls of Learning

			Fired on by artillery officer Alexander Hamilton, commemorated in a painting by artist Charles Willson Peale, and serving briefly as the United States Capitol, Princeton University’s Nassau Hall is a historic American university icon. Simply getting to visit Nassau Hall is a privilege, but experiencing a guided tour inside the building is remarkable.

			It was a humid, overcast mid-summer day in July when I arrived at Nassau Hall. I took a deep breath as I stepped through the imposing wrought-iron FitzRandolph Gate. Topped with eagles carved out of stone, the FitzRandolph Gate marks the official entrance to the Princeton campus. If you’re standing outside, the gates also neatly frame historic Nassau Hall, which was constructed beginning in 1754. Named after Nathaniel and Rebeckah FitzRandolph, who donated the 4.5 acres on which Nassau Hall was built, the gates were gifted to the university in 1905. They were designed by the prestigious architectural firm McKim, Mead & White, making for a fittingly impressive welcome to Princeton.

			The sounds of traffic on Route 27, also known as Nassau Street—the main thoroughfare in Princeton—drowned out the sounds of birds as I walked along the granite sidewalk onto the campus of the one of the oldest institutions of higher education in the United States. Founded as the College of New Jersey in 1746, the university was one of nine colonial colleges chartered before the American Revolution. The College moved to its current location in Princeton in 1756 and later changed its name to Princeton University. Just before eight o’clock on a Tuesday morning, the campus was relatively quiet with only a few students passing by and an older man shuffling through the grass with his Pomeranian in tow, a much different scene than if I’d been walking here in July of 1783. At that time, the university had witnessed battles and plundering during the Revolutionary War. Princeton’s small, war-ravaged village consisted of a few hundred people amid farmland, with the College of New Jersey housed in Nassau Hall.

			During the Revolution, Princeton was a popular stagecoach layover town between Philadelphia and New York City. About halfway between the two cities, it was an ideal place for travelers and mail carriers to rest their horses. The college was also a gathering location for students who opposed British rule to foster new ideas under the leadership of the college president, John Witherspoon. That angst against Great Britain had been developed over previous decades, including in 1765 when students protested the Stamp Act and later, following the Boston Tea Party in 1773, when they staged their own tea burning.

			Many people walking onto Princeton University’s campus today may not know that the university grounds were once a Revolutionary War battleground and that events here would mark a pivotal turning point in the war. On Princeton’s campus and at the nearby Princeton Battlefield State Park, the chaotic Battle of Princeton in 1777 saw American forces firing on Nassau Hall. Priceless art depicting George Washington and stone walls dented by cannonballs would today be part of my campus investigation into events of the past.

			My goal was to uncover lesser-known stories of the American Revolution to share a more rich and personal history of the founding of America that’s not always presented in textbooks. It was exciting to be at Princeton, a place that has often served as the backdrop for Hollywood films like A Beautiful Mind with Russell Crowe and I.Q. starring Meg Ryan. Though this was my first in-person visit to campus, I had seen Princeton on the big screen, which made it feel familiar and even glamourous. I didn’t attend an Ivy League school, even though the college where I did study was named after one of the founders. Still, something about stepping onto Princeton’s campus made the day already feel quite significant.

			Some of the biggest names from the American Revolution, including Alexander Hamilton and George Washington, fought here on a frigid day in January 1777. My July visit was steamy, much as it would have been when Nassau Hall served as the United States Capitol in July of 1783. That summer was so hot that stagecoach service was impacted, and horses died from heat exhaustion on their way into Princeton village.

			New Jersey is known as “The Garden State,” but those who know American history may also consider it to be at the crossroads of the Revolutionary War. General George Washington and the Continental Army spent more time in New Jersey during the six years of conflict than any other state; the battles that took place in New Jersey would help direct the course of the American Revolution.

			From Washington’s heroic crossing of the Delaware, now preserved as a state park, to the brutally cold winter encampment at Morristown, now a national historical park, there are many sites that travelers can visit in New Jersey to relive the past. While many of these sites are preserved as parks and public spaces, others consist of taverns, homes, and university campuses, like Princeton and Rutgers, that continue to be in use today. Some have been bulldozed or gutted and refurbished into modern restaurants, homes, and shopping centers. You’d never know that history occurred at many of these locations, except for a historical marker if the location is lucky enough to have one.

			I was already sweating at 8:00 a.m. in my muted silk palazzo pants and vibrant Princeton-orange sleeveless top, worn especially for the day on campus. I walked at a good clip towards Nassau Hall and spotted Dan Linke, my expert for the morning. I waved and picked up my pace to greet him at the entrance to the oldest building on the campus.

			University archivist and deputy head of special collections, Dan looked very academic, wearing a light purplish-blue button-down, bowtie, and black blazer with denim jeans and black patent dress shoes. Tall and lean with a full head of graying hair and rectangular tortoiseshell glasses, I noticed his genuinely warm smile as I strode over to shake his hand.

			“So, important question…the bow tie straight?” Dan gave a chuckle.

			“Ha! Yes. You’re good,” I replied with a smile as Dan fidgeted with the keys in his pockets to make them less bulky.

			I could already tell he’d be a great guide. He had an air of thoughtful ease. Having interviewed many experts, historians, and academics over the years, however, I preferred the less-is-more approach to their relaying of history. Some historians tend to send you down a rabbit hole of information. Sometimes I don’t even know what the point is at the end of a conversation and ask them to please summarize in three to five sentences. This can be difficult to do when you know the full breadth of the history of any one topic but is a helpful exercise for those who want to translate history to those of us who are not experts.

			I confessed to Dan that I was not an expert on the Battle of Princeton or the university’s history related to the Revolutionary War, which seemed to put him even more at ease. Often, when I’m traveling, because of my busy schedule, I don’t have time to do much preliminary preparation. While I strive to be prepared, I also like to let the conversation flow naturally and guide the story.

			“Nassau Hall is the original campus main building opened in 1756,” Dan started. “And it was everything—dormitory, classroom, chapel, library, and refectory, which is a fancy word for a commons or dining hall. And the president’s house was the other original campus building,” Dan pointed towards the yellow Maclean House, which was completed the same year, and is located adjacent to Nassau Hall and abutting the main road.

			Today, the Maclean House serves as the home of the Alumni Association of Princeton University, but more than two hundred years ago John Witherspoon lived there while serving as a delegate to the Continental Congress. He also signed the Declaration of Independence. During the Battle of Princeton, George Washington occupied the home in 1777 and again in 1783. It was also the home to enslaved people during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. At least sixteen men, women, and children were once owned by the Presbyterian ministers who served as presidents of the college. A memorial plaque to the enslaved people is today displayed outside of the black iron gate in front of the Maclean House and along Nassau Street.

			Dan and I walked slowly up Nassau Hall’s stairs, flanked by two bronze tigers. Sculpted by Alexander Phimister Proctor, a cowboy artist who used to go big-game hunting with President Theodore Roosevelt, the tigers replaced earlier lions. They seemed a fitting greeting not only because of the Princeton Tigers team and school spirit, but also because of the rugged, enduring nature of Nassau Hall over the years.

			“I wore my Princeton colors for you today, Dan,” I said, as we passed the regal tigers and entered Nassau Hall through a large gray door.

			The air conditioning inside the cavernous marble walled Memorial Atrium hit me like a cold bucket of water. Lined with the names of alumni who died in various American wars, Memorial Atrium was dedicated shortly after World War I and would go on to add the names of other Princeton graduates who fought in later American wars.

			Like many historic buildings, the Nassau Hall we were entering today had evolved over time. Opened officially in 1756, the Georgian-Colonial style sandstone building was originally 176 feet long, which at the time, made it the largest academic building in colonial America.

			Nassau Hall was designed by Robert Smith, a carpenter-architect who enlisted the help of Dr. William Shippen of Philadelphia and William Worth, a local stonemason. They started work in 1754 on the acres of land donated by Nathaniel and Rebeckah FitzRandolph. Nassau Hall was named in honor of King William III, who was a member of the House of Nassau. Like many names in the Princeton area, including Princeton itself, Nassau Hall shares a relationship to Great Britain.

			Nassau Hall opened on November 28, 1756. It was constructed to house the College of New Jersey, led by the college’s president, Aaron Burr, father of Aaron Burr, Jr., the third vice president of the United States and perhaps most famous for his 1804 duel with Alexander Hamilton. The building was constructed to accommodate up to 147 students who would live and study inside. Brick floors and twenty-six-inch walls would keep the three stories and basement cool in the summer and warm in the winter. It was meant to be fireproof, something that would be proven in the nineteenth century, when Nassau Hall survived two devastating fires.

			Looking back at the first known image of Nassau Hall from a 1760 publication, New American Magazine, the exterior looked much then as it does today, with its narrow rows of windows and clock tower, except that today there’s a lot more ivy growing on the exterior walls. A tradition began in 1866 among graduating students to plant ivy at the base of Nassau Hall. Students also commemorated their graduation by mounting plaques on Nassau Hall and more recently along the sidewalk in front of the building.

			Dan and I continued through Nassau Hall towards the main attraction of our visit. Dan unlocked the Faculty Room, a space generally not open to the public. He unlocked the large richly colored wooden double doors, revealing a stately room lined with dark wooden walls and long wooden benches. The large room’s white ceiling was accented with grand chandeliers. At the front of the room on the right was a grand portrait of King George II with a long gray curly wig of hair dragging over his velvet cloak, his hand resting beside his royal orb and scepter.

			A large window separated an equally sized portrait of George Washington at the Battle of Princeton to the left, painted by Charles Willson Peale, one of the most recognized artists of the American Revolution. Peale served in the Continental Army and painted George Washington from life seven times. Between the two paintings was a glass case atop a large desk holding Princeton’s ceremonial mace, symbolizing the school’s interdependence and good relations between town and gown.

			Modeled after the British House of Commons, the Faculty Room that we see today was conceived in 1906 by then–university President Woodrow Wilson. Wilson would go on to become the twenty-eighth president of the United States and have his name attached to many buildings and spaces at Princeton, including, until 2020, the School of Public and International Affairs. Amid a reckoning of the University’s history, the board of trustees voted to remove Wilson’s name from the school in light of his racist beliefs and actions.

			Past university presidents’ portraits line the walls of the Faculty Room, alongside paintings of George Washington and King George II of England. Prior to it being the formal Faculty Room, the two-story space was a prayer room, library, and museum for over a century. During the American Revolution and leading up to the Battle of Princeton, both British and American troops occupied Nassau Hall at various times. It served as a hospital during the war.

			As we walked across the expansive checkered-tile floor towards the monumental oil paintings of George II and George Washington, Dan explained that the Battle of Princeton was fought about a mile from where we were standing.

			Dan described the events immediately after the victory by American troops. Fresh from their triumph on the battlefield, American forces marched into town to confront a group of British soldiers occupying Nassau Hall and keeping American prisoners in the basement. Alexander Hamilton set up his artillery on a hill near what is now Blair Arch and fired on Nassau Hall to force the troops out.

			“The story goes that a cannonball flew through a window in the chapel, which is what this space was previously, and decapitates the head of George II. This is sort of where history and myths start to mix,” Dan said with a wry smile.

			“That’s our favorite,” I exclaimed, the student in me coming out full force.

			We walked over towards the eight-foot-tall portrait of Washington. The portrait showed Washington after the Battle of Princeton, looking confident following the victory with one hand on his right hip and the other resting on the muzzle of a cannon. Looking at the painting, George Washington looked massive.

			“This is one of the replica pieces, which is not quite as ornate, but still quite lovely and valuable, which is why the door is locked,” Dan said. “The original painting is normally on view to the public in the Princeton Art Museum.”

			Valuable was an understatement. In 2006, one of the replicas of Charles Willson Peale’s portrait of George Washington at the Battle of Princeton set a record for the most expensive sale of an American portrait at an auction when Christie’s sold it for $21.3 million.

			Dan further explained that the battle took place in January 1777. When the trustees met in 1783, George Washington gave them fifty guineas in appreciation for the college’s service during the Revolution, which essentially funded the cost of Washington’s portrait. The trustees then asked Charles Willson Peale to paint Washington at the Battle of Princeton. The trustees’ meeting minutes state that Washington’s portrait will hang in the frame that the King George portrait formerly held and that had been destroyed by American artillery or torn away by American artillery during the Battle of Princeton.

			Dan further explained, “Some historians think that maybe artillery destroyed it, or even American soldiers damaged it coming into the building. We don’t really know. But we do know it was destroyed then. And I think it’s important in the greater context of what was happening. Six months earlier the Declaration of Independence was adopted, and a month after that, the British land troops in New York and push Washington out of the city and then across and out of New Jersey. But then Washington counterattacks and ends that string of losses, ultimately winning the Battle of Princeton. That turns the tide. The British thought they would come in and put down this rebellion pretty quickly, and that battle showed that they were not invincible. So, no matter what destroyed the portrait, it’s portentous of what was to come.”

			“It’s interesting that King George II is replaced by George Washington,” I said, thinking about the changing tide of what would become the United States.

			“Yes. Yes. And that, too, is emblematic,” Dan replied. “It is really the sort of the turning point in the Revolution in the sense of the British having to rethink their strategy, and four years later, we are granted our independence. The peace treaty is signed while Congress is sitting here in Nassau Hall. That’s the other piece of the story that ties into all of this, that in 1783, Congress leaves Philadelphia, and they meet here in Princeton for about four months. And Princeton becomes a capital. It is indeed, in fact, because the peace treaty is signed while they’re here. Some people like to claim this hall as the first Capitol of the United States.”

			“So neat! So, I’m standing right now in a historic US Capitol,” I reply, thinking about the irony of the 1906 renovations to make the room resemble the British House of Commons.

			Tongue-in-cheek, too, that it was here that American freedom began to take hold, with young artillery officer Alexander Hamilton steps away, potentially firing on America’s Nassau Hall. The dark wooden room today seems so stagnant and formal, but so many tumultuous events had occurred inside to change the course of America.

			During the summer of 1783, Nassau Hall became the seat of the American government. Though many important decisions would be made during those few months, the conditions were not ideal at either Nassau Hall or in Princeton. Members of the Continental Congress used Nassau Hall as their capitol from July to October. Delegates began to arrive in June, leaving Philadelphia, then the most cosmopolitan city in the newly independent nation. They were unprepared for the conditions in the backwater village that had been ravaged by war. Further, the numerous delegates faced a lack of housing. James Madison had to share a matchbook-sized room and wrote that he was “obliged to write in a position that scarcely admits the use of any of my limbs.” At just 5’4” and the smallest president on record to date, Madison’s writing puts into context how truly tiny his room must have been.

			It was also extremely hot that summer and food and drink were scarcer in Princeton. The town lacked the choice of better taverns found in Philadelphia. The delegates wrote home about their plight, sharing news of their suffering.

			Nevertheless, despite the challenges they faced, the delegates remained in Princeton to see the end of the American Revolution. The Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783. Other significant events occurred while the Continental Congress was using Nassau Hall as their ad hoc capitol. Congress also opened diplomatic relations with the first neutral European country willing to recognize the United States: Sweden. George Washington paid a visit to Princeton, riding up Nassau Street to the cheers of citizens thanking him for his service during the war. While in Princeton, Congress also set the precedent that future states would be admitted to the Union on an equal footing with the original thirteen colonies.

			If not for the Battle of Princeton, would any of these events  have taken place?

			The victory at Princeton had followed a set of smaller American victories over British and Hessian forces. Just eight days earlier, General Washington had crossed the Delaware on the night of December 25–26, marching on to surround the Hessian troops at Trenton in a surprise attack on the morning of December 26, capturing two-thirds of the Hessian troops. On January 2 at the Battle of the Assunpink Creek, a second battle in Trenton, the Americans would also secure a win. This helped to boost their morale in the lead-up to Princeton. Though the British thought the defeat to be minor, for the Americans, it was a pivotal win.

			I asked Dan about John Witherspoon, the college president during the American Revolution, whose portrait also hangs in the Faculty Room. Dan relayed that in November of 1776, Witherspoon sent students away because the British were marching towards Princeton, which led to the college closing its doors. The fact that the college survived through these tumultuous events is remarkable.

			Since Nassau Hall wasn’t spared from the cannons and artillery during the battle, I asked Dan if there are any marks on the building where the cannonball may have hit.

			“Yeah. This is, again, myth and history. There is allegedly a spot that’s covered in ivy. We could go try and peek,” Dan offered.

			“Let’s investigate,” the Nancy Drew in me replied with a smile.

			This is what I love about looking at the history of the American Revolution. At sites across the thirteen colonies, we’re still uncovering information about the past through research, archaeology, and oral histories. What we understand about the past is constantly evolving. It only proves that what we often have read in textbooks is not always the complete or final story. So much gets left out. Storytellers and experts have the opportunity to do this. I wondered if today Dan and I might uncover something new or perhaps see the past in a new light.

			I took my last breath of cool air inside the hallowed Faculty Room and walked with Dan back out of the front door of Nassau Hall. We turned left towards the back of Nassau Hall, rounding the corner as Dan pointed to scaffolding about a football field away.

			“That’s Blair Hall, and that’s allegedly, I should say allegedly, where Hamilton is reported to have set up his artillery. So, you can see its close range. What you can’t see is if that building wasn’t there, it’s a hill. That archway is actually a staircase going down about thirty plus feet. So that would be an appropriate place to set up cannon. You want to be able to fire downhill,” Dan said.

			We had arrived early in the morning when the campus was just waking up. Once back outside, students and professors were moving at different speeds from class to class. I wondered how many of them had ever stopped to examine the outside of Nassau Hall to try to find where the cannonball may have dented the sandstone walls during the Battle of Princeton. How many students even knew there was once a key battle for American freedom fought right here?

			We rounded the western side of Nassau Hall and moved towards the south side of the building, passing a large, abstract bronze sculpture titled Oval with Points by Henry Moore, which originally was created from a series of sketches of an elephant skull.

			“You see the cannon sticking out of the ground ahead?” Dan asked.

			“Oh,” I said, looking to the center of the quadrangle known as Cannon Green to see a large cannon planted into the ground, muzzle first.

			It’s known as the “Big Cannon.” There’s a second Little Cannon on campus, too. The Big Cannon became the subject of a rivalry in the nineteenth century between Princeton and Rutgers. It traded ownership a few times, but Princeton ultimately stuck it in the ground, and it hasn’t been moved since. Both were used in the American Revolution.

			We stepped off the sidewalk and onto soft, wet grass. The leather on my sandals got wet and my toes squinched and slid. We moved closer to examine the ivy-covered walls on the backside of Nassau Hall, searching for any battle scars. During the battle, three cannonballs were launched at the building. One is thought to have flown through the window and taken out the head on the portrait of George II. Another was launched or directed to be fired by Alexander Hamilton. That cannonball is thought to have bounced off the south side of the building, chipping the stone.

			“But now you see the ivy and why it’s a challenge to see where the damage might be,” Dan said, as my eyes darted around searching for pockmarks or fractures.

			“I mean, if I were just guessing, I would say it was that open space right there. The first one. The first column of ivy to the left from the gutter wall,” I said pointing up to the second tier of windows to an area where the ivy looked like it had been cut away. It was round and about the size of a cannonball.

			“Yes, that is the alleged spot,” Dan confirmed. “The myth is that the cannonball hit there and dented the wall. I wonder. You know, I would have sworn the ivy was intact when I came by a couple of weeks ago. I wonder if someone got tipped off that you were coming.”

			We both laughed, thinking about a groundskeeper on a ladder trimming the ivy like a topiary cannonball. Whether they did or not, for those searching for a picture of the past, this painted a clear one.

			“How did we come up with this story? Is there a written account?” I asked, referring to Alexander Hamilton and the cannonball and the “off with his head” decapitation of George II. It did all seem a bit theatrical.

			“There are written accounts of the cannonball,” Dan said. “The first one is in a book that talks about the Battle of Princeton, but it’s published in 1898. So, you know, one hundred twenty-some years after the actual events. But the trustees’ minutes clearly show that the portrait was damaged, and they say torn away by American artillery. So, there’s a basis to the myth, whether the cannonball actually did the deed or whether it was other things.”

			“So even if you can’t get into Princeton, you can still come here and relive the past and be a part of it, part of our collective story,” I replied.

			Dan nodded. “Yes. You can. Princeton was integral to the founding of America, both in terms of ideology and soldiers and location.”

			“What got you interested in history?” I asked. “I always think it’s interesting because everyone has a different story. Some people like history from the beginning. Some people turn the tides and get into it as we as we get wiser and older.”

			I think of myself in that realm. I didn’t think, until recently, that I was interested in history. During the pandemic, I worked on two half-hour travel documentaries taking viewers along the Civil Rights Trail in Alabama. I interviewed women who were children during the movement, including Doris Crenshaw, a protégée of Rosa Parks, who slept on Ms. Parks’s couch as a child. I spoke with Joanne Bland at the foot of the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma. I’m normally quite composed during my filming, but Joanne’s story of how she, at eleven years old, along with her sister Linda, walked in the Selma to Montgomery March brought me to tears. It was heart wrenching. Both Joanne and Linda were badly beaten days before on “Bloody Sunday,” yet they gathered the courage to march. I was blown away by their bravery, but also how personal the history seemed when someone shared it firsthand, as a story. It was powerful.

			Dan went on to share how he, being the youngest child of older parents, grew up with older, wiser parents and siblings. Once in college, a professor got him interested in history and the deeper side of the past.

			“It’s not just facts and figures. It’s about the who and what and, maybe most importantly, why things are the way they are. Because when I’m talking to undergrads and showing them things in the archives, what I always say is where we are now is not predetermined. There have been decisions made going back centuries that led us to this point. And what decisions are we making now that are going to shape our future?”

			“Looking at the past helps us have a better future,” I said.

			“Yes. Or at least understand how we got here and where we may have gone right or wrong as well, but that’s a very personal answer,” Dan said. “I personally think that if you study the revolutions, ideals, and where we are today, that will lead you to a certain conclusion about our government and our state as a people.”

			It was exactly the type of answer I was hoping for. I like it when history is personal. I believe that we all absorb and understand history better when it is relatable. I wondered if my next trip to Princeton should be on a winter day in January, so that if I stepped out on the lawn by Nassau Hall and closed my eyes, I could imagine Alexander Hamilton firing that cannon. Perhaps I’d hear the thunderous sounds and get a whiff of smoke in the air. Traveling to a place and using all our senses helps imprint it as a memory. That’s why it’s so important to visit places like this and hear the stories. The sacrifices made by so many before for us mean a lot, and they mean even more through the power of place.

			Yankee Doodle Tap Room: Norman Rockwell, Patriotism, and a Pint

			I left Dan Linke to take a walking and e-biking tour of the university and greater Princeton with Mimi Omiecinski of Princeton Tour Company. She shares the history of the area starting with the Lenni-Lenape people through the American Revolution and Hollywood. Mimi has an infectious energy and passion for history and all things Princeton.

			Mimi sort of bounced as she walked along Princeton’s streets in her wide-brimmed straw hat accented by a black ribbon, with her short blonde hair tucked behind her ears sticking out from the back of her floppy hat. She wore a dusty blue button-down shirt tied at the waist with ankle-length black trousers and black ballet flats. With her high-pitched voice, she spoke quickly about the history of the land and why so many Princeton names harken back to Great Britain.

			We mounted our e-bikes and whizzed through Princeton’s posh neighborhoods, where trees line Colonial, Tudor, Victorian, Gothic, and New England–style clapboard houses and mansions. Mimi pointed out the simple white two-story L-shaped home of physicist Albert Einstein at 112 Mercer Street, once inhabited also by Nobel laureate Frank Wilczek and author Betsy Devine. We careened by leafy acre-sized yards where lawn keepers mowed lush green grass. We passed the former residences of Woodrow Wilson and Grover Cleveland, whose six-bedroom estate, complete with a swimming pool, recently sold for almost $6 million.

			Mimi shared additional tidbits, too, about industry titans, the heads of banks and tech millionaires who lived or had second homes in Princeton. We tried not to stop too long in front of any one mansion, as after all, these homes with history were in private hands today. Our tour ended, as any good tour should, with a beer. Back in downtown Princeton, we arrived at Palmer Square’s Colonial Revival-style buildings, housing shops, and restaurants. Palmer Square is located just across the street from Princeton University.

			We had our sights set on a Palmer Square institution. A nod to the Revolutionary War was once again found through art at the Yankee Doodle Tap Room at the Nassau Inn. It’s in this historic richly wood-paneled inn where you can belly up to the bar in the shadow of a famous Norman Rockwell painting depicting Yankee Doodle, for whom the tap room is named. Edgar Palmer, who originally built Palmer Square in the 1930s, was friends with Norman Rockwell. He commissioned Rockwell to paint the thirteen-foot mural on the wall of the taproom in 1937.

			If you’re sitting at the bar, this epic painting with the famous Revolutionary War song’s words, “Yankee Doodle came to town, riding on a pony,” is just behind a protective pane of glass and framed on the bottom by a shelf lined with bottles of liquor. The colorful mural depicts nineteen people, two dogs, one pony, and one goose frolicking along with Rockwell’s signature flair for whimsical expressions. The largest work he ever painted, it was recently discovered that it’s permanently attached to the plaster masonry wall.

			The university owns the painting, and during renovations a few years back, they wanted to remove it to preserve it. They found they couldn’t. Rockwell had painted a canvas that was attached to plaster, covering the masonry. Removing the painting would have required taking down the whole weight-bearing wall. Thus, it stays for all patrons of the tap room to enjoy.

			Mimi and I grabbed an aptly named Yankee Doodle beer and perused the gastropub menu complete with Wagyu burgers and cheesy sourdough bread.

			“So, Einstein came here?” I asked.

			“He frequented here,” Mimi said. “He had tea upstairs, where he would also be with members of the Institute for Advanced Study.”

			At the age of forty-two, Einstein gave a lecture at Princeton University on his theory of relativity on May 9, 1921, the same day the famous scientist was awarded an honorary degree from the university. In the 1930s, he would join the Institute for Advanced Study as faculty member and would work from an office in Princeton University’s mathematics building.

			“When Edgar Palmer brought the tap room here, the boys would skip class, and they’d carve their little names [on the booths]. Local folks like to say that Albert Einstein actually carved his name right there,” Mimi said, pointing over to a booth across the room.

			We walked over to the second booth from the left wall, located under an old black-and-white framed photograph of a Princeton basketball league from 1950. It was a dark and cozy wooden booth illuminated with a small sconce of lights under lampshades that were affixed to the back of the booth. The light helped me examine the oak-top table where loads of names were jaggedly carved into the wood. I moved back and forth to prevent reflection from the lights on the pane of protective glass from obstructing the names below, searching the table for Einstein’s name.

			“Okay, so I’m seeing it. I found it. It took me a second,” I said.

			“There are a lot of names carved in here…Dr. Einstein,” Mimi said, pointing to the block-letter signature.

			“So, while we don’t know if this was legitimately carved by Albert Einstein, we do know that Einstein was here. Sort of feeling like this beer is making me smarter,” I winked.

			“Cheers,” Mimi said, clinking pint glasses with me, the caramel-colored lager spilling over the rim just slightly.

			It was another instance where fact and myth may have combined in Princeton, and I thought it was just grand. I took a sip of beer, starring at Dr. Einstein’s name.

			The Nassau Inn also hosted members of the Continental Congress when they were meeting at Nassau Hall and has been popular with students over the decades. I took some time to pick out famous faces of Princeton alumni lining the walls in old black-and-white yearbook photos and spotted Brooke Shields, Michelle Obama, and Steve Forbes.

			This was all in preparation for my next adventure with Princeton University. We were invited to see Peale’s original oil painting George Washington at the Battle of Princeton.

			Princeton University’s Grand Art Collection: Art of a New Nation

			Normally on display in the Princeton University Art Museum, because of renovations, Peale’s original painting George Washington at the Battle of Princeton was being stored at an offsite facility. We were given rare insight into the famous painting with Princeton University Art Museum Director James Steward. We arrived at a sort of series of warehouse buildings. A staff member met us at our vehicle outside and directed us to a large empty all-white art-storage room.

			The interior reminded me of the Library of Congress’s Packard Campus in Culpeper, Virginia, a state-of-the-art facility where audio and visual works that are copyrighted are stored, including priceless films from the silent era and beyond. The larger-than-life Charles Willson Peale painting George Washington at the Battle of Princeton was set on a substantial gray dolly on wheels in a large, chilly, white room.

			Wearing light khaki pants, a seersucker blazer, striped bowtie, and glasses, James Steward looked the part of a Princeton academic and scholar. Steward specializes in eighteenth-century art, with a focus on the art and culture of Britain, France, and Italy from 1700 to 1830. Originally from outside of Charlottesville, Virginia, the land of Washington and Jefferson, Steward’s first “museum” job was as a summer tour guide at Monticello. James Steward’s tenacity has led him to great things in the museum and art world, including managing the vast collections at Princeton University.
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