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E X E CU TI V E  S U M M A R Y

Thought Action P aper:  " C elebrating The Declaration O f I ndependence- -
K ey Lessons F rom The B ig F our I n 1 8 26 , 1 8 7 6 , 1 9 26 , And 1 9 7 6 "

The m aj or f our celeb rations of  the anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence had  a clear im p rint. The 50 th anniv ersary  in 18 2 6  w as ab out 
the p eop le f rom  the R ev olutionary  era, som e still liv ing . The 10 0 th  
anniv ersary  in 18 7 6  elev ated  Philad elp hia as a p lac e f or celeb rating  
ind ep end ence and  p rog ress. The 150 th anniv ersary  in 19 2 6  w as a re- p lac e,  
tak ing  the celeb ration b ack  to Philad elp hia and  w ith a national- g lob al 
them e. 19 7 6 ' s 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration w as a rev ers e to an 
em p hasis on p eop le, inv olv ing  and  includ ing  m en, w om en, and  child ren of  
d aily  lif e f rom  all asp ects of  the A m erican nation.   

Strateg ic Lessons To Help  The 2 50 th A nniv ersary  I n 2 0 2 6 :

F irst— The celeb rations are A T a p articular tim e.
The current y ear' s p ub lic ev ents af f ect com m em oration. 

Second — The celeb rations are O F  a p articular tim e.
A  p ub lic m ood  f rom  the p rior 3 - 6  y ears creates channels of  
p ub lic action f or the Declaration' s rem em b rance.

Third — The celeb rations look  B A CK W A R D. 
The m ost d ef ining  asp ects of the story  of  the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence and  the A m erican R ev olution w ill b e f ound .

F ourth— The celeb rations w ill look  F O R W A R D.
The f uture w ill b e f ram ed  f rom  the Declaration' s current state 
of  und erstand ing . 

F if th— The celeb rations w ill turn I N W A R D.
The nation' s d om estic cond ition w ill b e ex am ined  in new  lig ht.

Six th— The celeb rations w ill turn O U TW A R D.
The nation' s p lace in the w orld  w ill b e re- ex p lored . 
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Thoug ht A c tion P ap er:  
" Celebrating  The D ec laration O f I nd ep end enc e- -

K ey  L es s ons  For 2026 From  The B ig  Four I n 18 26,  18 76,  1926,  A nd  
1976"

W elc om e and  I ntrod uc tion

I t' s of ten said  that w e should  learn f rom  history . I t' s also of ten said  that w e 
f ail to learn f rom  history . W ith b oth p oints in m ind  as w e ap p roach the 
2 50 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence in 2 0 2 6 , I  hav e 
soug ht to f ind  history ' s k ey  lessons and  tak eaw ay s in how  A m ericans hav e 
und erstood  the Declaration at f our m aj or j unctures in the A m erican p ast—
the 50 th anniv ersary  in 18 2 6 ;  the 10 0 th anniv ersary  in 18 7 6 ;  the 150 th

anniv ersary  in 19 2 6 ;  and  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  in 19 7 6 .

B elow  are the B ig  F our. 

Celebration O ne: The 5 0th of 18 26

To celeb rate the 50 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence in 
18 2 6  w as to look  at a f ace y ou k new , to hear a v oice y ou recog niz ed , to b e 
in the p resence of  a real p erson. The f ace, the v oice, and  the p resence all 
b elong ed  to a liv ing  surv iv or of  the orig inal strug g le of  17 7 5- 17 7 6  and  the 
b road er R ev olutionary  W ar that end ed  in 17 8 3 . I n their late 7 0 s, 8 0 s, or 
early  9 0 s b y  18 2 6 , a sm all num b er of  these p eop le w ere still aliv e and , if  
not, a larg er num b er of  p eop le had  k now n som eone f rom  that g eneration 
w ho had  only  recently  d ied . 

The 50 th celeb ration w as ab out p eop le f irst and  f orem ost. I t w as ab out 
em b od ied  m em ories that could  w alk and  talk  and  share real stories f rom  
their y outh. They  had  liv ed  it:  f oug ht in a f am ous b attle, b een in the sp ace 
w here a crucial sp eech w as m ad e or had  g iv en the sp eech them selv es, or 
p itched  in to m ak e som e other contrib ution at a p iv otal m om ent in tim e. 
W hether k now n across the nation or k now n across their com m unity , they  
w ere the F ound ers and  they  d id  the F ound ing . 

This f act em erg ed  in ev ery  corner of  the celeb ration.
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The celeb ration lasted , essentially , f or m ore than tw o y ears. A  uniq ue 
b eg inning  m ark ed  the 50 th w ith its unof f icial launch tw o y ears early  in 
18 2 4 . N earing  the end  of  his lif e, the Marq uis d e Laf ay ette arriv ed  in f all 
18 2 4  to tour the U nited  States. Laf ay ette w as k now n as an intim ate of  
G eorg e W ashing ton' s, hav ing  j oined  the R ev olutionary  W ar f rom  F rance at 
ag e 19  and  launching  a son- lik e relationship  w ith the nation' s F ather w ho 
no sons. I t w as Laf ay ette' s f irst return to the U nited  States since the end  of  
the R ev olutionary  W ar. The tour of  Laf ay ette took  him  to all tw enty - f our 
states of  the union, starting  in the northeast, p roceed ing  d ow n the east 
coast, inland  tow ard  the Tennessee R iv er v alley , and  b ack  north and  east 
throug h the O hio v alley . I n an era w here trav el w as b oth slow  and  
p hy sically  d ang erous, Laf ay ette' s national tour w as a stunning  trib ute to 
the p ow er of  the 50 th celeb ration. I n a v ery  real w ay , he w as Tocq uev ille 
b ef ore there w as Tocq uev ille.

A t ev ery  stop  along  the w ay , in larg e cities b y  the hund red s and  in sm all 
tow ns b y  the score, A m ericans turned  out to attend  sp ecial d inners, d ances, 
and  w elcom ing  ev ents in honor of  Laf ay ette. E m otions w ere raw  as w ell;  
Laf ay ette and  the p eop le he m et cheered  and  w ep t and  p ray ed , clasp ed  
hand s and  w av ed , b ow ed  head s and  saluted . Som b erness m ark ed  each 
celeb ration, seriousness m ark ed  each occasion.

A t the ev ents m em b ers of  the crow d s b roug ht relics to Laf ay ette. These 
relics w ere g uns, unif orm s, f lag s, and  sw ord s f rom  the w ar. They  w anted  
him  to see the item s, each hold ing  a story  and  a m eaning . They  also 
w anted  him  to hold  the item s, a sort of  seculariz ed  sham an or w ise m an 
of f ering  santif ication throug h touch and  ack now led g em ent. W hen he 
hand ed  the item s b ack  to their ow ners, they  lef t in silent contem p lation. 
The sp ecial article they  p ossessed  had  g ained  ev en g reater m eaning .

Crow d s w atched  Laf ay ette f rom  a shared  p ersp ectiv e. They  saw  his ag ing , 
f rail cond ition and  recog niz ed  that the nation' s y outhf ulness and  the 
F ound ers'  w aning  y ears had  a m y sterious connection to each other. E v ery  
p assing  m onth includ ed  the b urial of  another d ead  Patriot, the stark est of  
rem ind ers of  tim e' s relentless b eating  ag ainst the shores of  the y oung  
A m erican rep ub lic. A s p eop le, the F ound ers and  the F ound ing  g eneration 
w ere slip p ing  f rom  sig ht d uring  the 50 th celeb ration. 
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Som e of  the sentim ents of  Laf ay ette' s tour are not as d if f icult to recap ture 
as w e m ig ht f irst assum e in the onset of  the m id - 2 0 2 0 s. W e hav e our ow n 
v ersions of  F ound ers f rom  the 50 th anniv ersary — the g enerations of  W orld  
W ar I I , the K orean W ar, and  inev itab ly , the V ietnam  W ar. E ach y ear' s 
arriv al of  a k ey  anniv ersary  w ithin these w ars m otiv ates us to ref lect on the 
d w ind ling  num b ers of  surv iv ing  m ilitary  v eterans of  D- Day , Chosin 
R eserv oir, or the Tet O f f ensiv e, resp ectiv ely . I n ad d ition, " Honor F lig hts"  
transp ort m any  of  these m ilitary  v eterans to sp ecif ic w ar m em orials and  
m onum ents in W ashing ton DC. A nnual com m em orations occur f or 
Mem orial Day  and  V eterans Day . A sp ect of  these ev ents hark en b ack  to 
Laf ay ette' s tour in the run- up  to 18 2 6 .

O ur m od ern- d ay  v ersions also inv olv e liv ing  p eop le w ho carry  us b ack  to a 
sp ecif ic and  d ram atic m om ent in the A m erican p ast. Med ia cov erag e 
show s us ag ing  m en and  w om en stand ing  in ill- f itting  unif orm s, w rink led  
hand s in the p osition of  saluting , m usic and  sp eeches m ad e in their honor. 
I n m any  such instances w e hear and  read  of  latent p ost- traum atic stress 
d isord er am ong  these ag ing  surv iv ors. The scenes rem ind  us of  our 
m ortality , the f leetness of  lif e, and  ceaseless m arch of  g eneration to 
g eneration. W e w ond er and  w orry  ov er w ho can f ill their shoes. 

The d if f erence is that A m ericans f rom  the era of  the Declaration' s 50 th

anniv ersary  w ere seeing  eld erly  p eop le w ho serv ed  in the F ound ing  as w ell 
as in w ar. Military  serv ice w as second ary  to the p urp ose of  their m ilitary  
serv ice— that is, the ef f ort to m ak e the asp iration of  ind ep end ence into a 
reality  of  nationhood  w ent b ey ond  sp ecif ic g eop olitical circum stances f or 
w ar. F or us tod ay , other p olitical asp ects of  w ar- m ak ing  com e into p lay ;  
the v arious causes and  circum stances that necessitated  m ilitary  serv ice 
m ay  or m ay  not p rom ote unity  and  solid arity . I nd ep end ence and  the b irth 
of  nationhood  w ere f ar m ore encom p assing  and  inclusiv e than latter- d ay  
arm ed  conf licts. A nd  the m em ories of  ind ep end ence and  nationhood  
attached  to the p eop le w ho em b od ied  them .

The im p lication of  the d if f erence is tied  to p eop le. The 50 th celeb ration w as 
ab out p eop le liv ing  in local p laces. Liv ing  and  b reathing  ex am p les of  
p eop le f rom  17 7 6  and  the F ound ing  w ere accessib le centerp ieces of  
celeb ration, m em ory , and  m eaning . Peop le of  the era and  the p laces they  
called  hom e w ere the d istinctiv e asp ects of  the " J ub ilee" , the m onik er of  
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the 50 th anniv ersary . 

Som e of  these p eop le w ere in the crow d  g athered  near B oston in 18 2 5 to 
honor the 50 th anniv ersary  of  the B attle of  B unk er Hill in the f irst y ear of  
the A m erican R ev olution. Daniel W eb ster w as the k ey note sp eak er f or a 
g round - b reak ing  ev ent of  an ob elisk  to b e b uilt to com m em orate the b attle. 
The site and  m onum ent w ere v iew ed  som ehow  as the nation' s f irst f orm al 
honoring  of  the F ound ing  in m em ory . 

Lik e Laf ay ette' s series of  sp eeches, W eb ster' s ad d ress w as p art of  a tw o-
y ear run- up  to the Declaration' s J ub ilee, its 50 th anniv ersary . W eb ster stated  
" W e see b ef ore us a p rob ab le train of  g reat ev ents;  w e k now  that our ow n 
f ortunes hav e b een hap p ily  cast;  and  it is natural, theref ore, that w e should  
b e m ov ed  b y  the contem p lation of  occurrences w hich hav e g uid ed  our 
d estiny  b ef ore m any  of  us w ere b orn, and  settled  the cond ition in w hich w e 
should  p ass that p ortion of  our ex istence w hich G od  allow s to m en on 
earth."

A f ter reciting  the early  history  of  B ritish A m erica, W eb ster urg ed  the 
crow d  to m arv el at " m od ern"  tim es. " W e liv e in a m ost ex traord inary  ag e. 
E v ents so v arious and  so im p ortant that they  m ig ht crow d  and  d isting uish 
centuries are, in our tim es, com p ressed  w ithin the com p ass of  a sing le 
lif e."  B ut then he w renched  the aud ience out of  the current d ay  and  rooted  
them  f if ty  y ears into the p ast, on the d ay  of  b attle, w ith heroic com m and ers 
and  heroic sold iers. W eb ster ex p ound ed  on the p olitical asp ects of  that 
J une d ay  in 17 7 5 as w ell. 

W eb ster f ram ed  the closing  section of  his sp eech w ith a rend ering  of  lif e' s 
p rog ress and  successes since the g reat b attle. The ad v ancem ents p rov ed  the 
w orth of  the g rand  ex p erim ent in self - g ov ernm ent, in a rep ub lic, and  the 
w orld  w as continuously  w atching  its results. W eb ster p ointed  to recent 
rev olutions in South A m erica as sig ns of  the g lob al chang e. " Let our ob j ect 
b e,"  he conclud ed , " O ur Country , O ur W hole Country , and  N othing  B ut 
O ur Country . A nd , b y  the b lessing  of  G od , m ay  that country  itself  b ecom e 
a v ast and  sp lend id  m onum ent, not of  op p ression and  terror, b ut of  
W isd om , of  Peace, and  of  Lib erty , up on w hich the w orld  m ay  g az e w ith 
ad m iration f orev er."

W eb ster' s sp eech w as rushed  into p rint. I nd eed , ev ery  m aj or celeb ration of  
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the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence in 18 2 6  also d ep end ed  on the w ritten and  
p rinted  w ord  as the m ost im p ortant f orm  of  com m unication. Sp ecif ically , 
b ook s and  p am p hlets lik e W eb ster' s sp eech w ere the p rim ary  ty p e of  p ub lic 
and  civ ic com m unication in the 50 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration. The 
p rinted  w ord  ref lected  the uniq ue setting  of  the 50 th J ub ilee. 

The role of  b ook s and  the p rinted  w ord  in the 50 th celeb ration d eserv es 
f urther analy sis f or a m om ent long er. The use of  read ing  m aterial 
g uaranteed  that the celeb ration ex tend ed  outsid e of  arrang ed  ev ents. 
Peop le w ho p urchased  hard b ound  or sof t- cov er b ook s b roug ht the 50 th

celeb ration into their ow n hom es, social sp aces, and  w ork p laces. They  
ad d ed  to w hatev er them es and  m essag es d ef ined  f orm al or p ub lic ev ents 
held  in their com m unities. 

The p riv ate tim e in read ing  Declaration or R ev olution- them ed  w riting s 
am ounted  to a v ib rant strain of  p eop le' s und erstand ing  of  the m om ent and  
its m eaning . To stand  in a crow d  listening  to a sp eech as p art of  a p lanned  
ag end a is one thing . Thoug h p articip atory , it is still larg ely  p assiv e, asid e 
f rom  the d ecision to trav el and  stand  ( or sit)  f or a b rief  tim e. This use of  
tim e w as a w elcom e resp ite in lif e in 18 2 6  w hen so m uch of  one' s 
ex istence w as d ev oted  to hard  w ork  and  b asic surv iv al. 

B ut to sit ab sorb ed  in the w ritten story  unf old ed  b y  an author is som ething  
entirely  d if f erent. A  p erson w ho b uy s or b orrow s a b ook  w ritten w ithin the 
m ood  of  the 50 th anniv ersary  com m its hours of  m ental concentration to the 
task . The hours also includ e p auses f or ref lection and  im ag ination, m ak ing  
read ing  an activ e ex ercise of  think ing , learning , and  k now ing . W e m ust 
recog niz e another hid d en f act:  read ing  w as an innov ativ e and  increasing ly  
f ashionab le use of  a p erson' s tim e in the m id - 18 2 0 s. B ook s ( and  
new sp ap ers)  w ere b ecom ing  a soug ht- af ter im p rov em ent to q uality - of - lif e, 
ex p osing  p eop le to a f low  of  inf orm ation, am usem ent, and  enrichm ent 
m ore av ailab le than one or tw o g enerations ag o. Moreov er, and  this is 
concealed  in p lain sig ht, a m ore av ailab le m ark etp lace of  lig ht- p rod ucing  
cand les and  lanterns w as accessib le b y  p eop le in the m id - 18 2 0 s. 
Com p aring  18 2 6  to 17 7 6  in the areas of  sp ace illum ination and  household  
read ership s, the F ound ing  hap p ened  in the d ark  w hile the 50 th celeb ration 
of  the F ound ing  unf old ed  in the lig ht. 

Thus, in 18 2 6 , a p erson w ho b uy s or b orrow s a b ook  w ritten w ithin the 
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m ood  and  attitud es of  the 50 th anniv ersary  com m its hours of  m ental 
concentration. B ook s w ritten w ithin the sp irit of  the 50 th anniv ersary  w ere 
a source of  p eop le' s em b race of  the celeb ration itself , either in creating  
ex p ectations w hat they  w ould  see or hear in a celeb ration or serv ing  as 
stand ard s in j ud g ing  the celeb rations af ter their conclusion. Priv ate read ing  
af f ected  p ub lic k now led g e.

A  sam p le of  these b ook s tells us m uch. A  p red iction m ig ht b e that G eorg e 
W ashing ton as the F ound ing ' s national sy m b ol w ould  d om inate the literary  
scene in 18 2 6 ' s outp ouring  of  w ritten w ork . A s it hap p ened , intrig uing ly , 
the p red iction p rov ed  untrue. O ther p eop le em erg ed  as sub j ects along sid e 
W ashing ton. W illiam  W irt w as a z ealously  am b itious p olitical op erativ e 
w ho k ep t in constant aw areness of  p ub lic tastes. W irt chose to w rite a 
b iog rap hy  not of  W ashing ton b ut instead  of  W ashing ton' s V irg inia 
neig hb or, Patrick  Henry . W irt' s narrativ e of  Henry ' s lif e f ix ed  the 
F ound ing - era V irg inia leg islator and  g ov ernor as a central and  ov erlook ed  
Patriot and  F ound er. W irt' s choice of  Henry  w as all the m ore p ow erf ul in 
that Henry  w as also k now n f or his op p osition to the U S Constitution w hen 
d raf ted . J ohn Sand erson w as another author w ho, lik e W irt, d ecid ed  to 
w rite f or the m ark etp lace of  50 th anniv ersary - them ed  b ook s. Sand erson 
took  an ev en b road er v iew  of  the era w ith his nine- v olum e " B iog rap hy of  
the Sig ners of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence"  that w as sold  f rom  18 2 3  
to 18 2 7 . He w anted  the entire g roup  of  sig ners to receiv e recog nition 
d uring  the 50 th anniv ersary .

W om en w ere activ e as authors as w ell. Thirty - tw o y ear- old  E liz a Cushing  
w rote and  p ub lished  a p air of  nov els connected  to the Declaration and  the 
A m erican R ev olution, " Saratog a"  and  the tw o- v olum e w ork  " Y ork tow n:  
A n Historical R om ance" . B oth b ook s f eatured  the F ound ing  as their 
f ram ing  p lot and  them e. Cushing  d ed icated  her second  nov el to Marq uis d e 
Laf ay ette. 

The m ost inf luential author w ho w rote in the y ear of  the Declaration' s 50 th

anniv ersary  w as J am es F enim ore Coop er. I n 18 2 6  Coop er released  his 
hallm ark  b ook , " Last of  the Mohicans."  His b ook ' s sub title, " A  N arrativ e 
of  17 57 " , contained  an im p ortant m essag e to p eop le celeb rating  the 50 th

anniv ersary . 

F enim ore' s b ook  w as set in the F rench and  I nd ian W ar of  17 54 - 17 6 3  rather 



Daniel T. Miller, PhD, Historical Solutions LLC – History That Shines A Light 11

than the y ears of  the Declaration and  the R ev olutionary  W ar. N ev erthless, 
his p rim ary  character, N atty  B um p p o— w ho also had  the nam e Haw k ey e 
g iv en to him  b y  N ativ e— w as a cultural sy m b ol of  the new  A m erican and  
the new  A m erican nation. B um p p o/ Haw k ey e w as the sam e p erson w ho 
occup ied  tw o w orld s, one of  p ractical surv iv al and  hard  w ork  f rom  the O ld  
W orld  and  the other of  nature and  natural liv ing  f rom  the N ew  W orld . He 
w as uniq ue, the p erf ect ex p ression at that tim e of  the w orld ' s f irst self -
g ov erning  rep ub lic.    

Coop er' s b ook  and  its m aj or character rooted  the Declaration' s 50 th

celeb ration in m ore than the p archm ent p ap er and  its sig natures. Coop er 
show ed  A m ericans of  18 2 6  that the celeb ration w as of  a ty p e of  p eop le 
along  w ith a ty p e of  d ocum ent. A s J ef f erson had  d one in assem b ling  the 
Declaration' s w ord s f rom  id eas and  p hrases in the air alread y  around  him , 
so too had  Coop er d raw n on d eep ly  ex istent im ag es in the narrativ e role he 
created  f or B um p p o/ Haw k ey e. Coop er of f ered  up  a uniq ue p erson in the 
A m erican, new  and  natural at the sam e tim e. Lik e B um p p o/ Haw k ey e 
hold ing  a m ap  of  trail- b laz ing  p aths in the w ood s, the Declaration held  in 
the hand s of  an A m erican w as a m ap  f or the f uture.   

The actual ev ents of  the 50 th anniv ersary  w ere scattered  throug hout the 
U nited  States in m id - 18 2 6 . N o sing le city  d om inated  the rem em b rance and  
no org aniz ed  entity  d irected  activ ities. Com m unities w ith sites that had  
b een sig nif icant in the R ev olutionary  org aniz ed  sep arate activ ities at those 
locations, includ ing  B unk er Hill near B oston, I nd ep end ence Hall in 
Philad elp hia, City  Hall in N ew  Y ork  City , and  the W hite House in 
W ashing ton DC. Sev eral ev ents inv olv ed  the op ening  of  f orm al 
m onum ents or historical m ark ers. N ationally  or reg ionally - k now n sp eak ers 
d eliv ered  sp eeches or p ub lished  rem ark s, rang ing  f rom  Daniel W eb ster to 
J ohn Q uincy  A d am s. I n m any  of  the crow d s attend ing  cerem onies w ere 
p eop le w ho' d  b een nam ed  af ter f am ous m en and  w om en f rom  the era of  
the Declaration and  w ar, such as G eorg e W ashing ton, J ohn A d am s, Sam uel 
A d am s, J am es Mad ison, Thom as J ef f erson, B enj am in F rank lin, Martha 
W ashing ton, and  B etsy  R oss. B oth the era' s surv iv ors and  the nam esak es 
of  the era' s m ost f am ous p eop le interm ing led  at the ev ents of  the J ub ilee.

Peop le d isp lay ed  a com b ination of  ex ub erance and  seriousness in 
celeb rating . A n ed itor at the O hio O racle d eclared , " no g ov ernm ent up on 
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the earth is so saf e as ours...( and )  no other p eop le are so w ell- inf orm ed ."  A  
p ub lic announcem ent in N ew  Y ork  City  asserted :  " To celeb rate the return 
of  ep ochs im p ortant in the af f airs of  a nation, has the sanction of  the 
rem otest antiq uity , and  the p eriod  of  50  y ears has a hig h solem nity  
attached  to it f rom  an ord inance of  the Deity  him self . N o era in the af f airs 
of  the w orld  has b een of  m ore im p ortance than the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence b y  the U nited  States, it w as the d aw n of  F reed om  to 
m ank ind , and  its b eam s are now  illum inating  and  enlig htening  the w orld ."

The m ost stirring  asp ect of  the 50 th anniv ersary  w as entirely  unp lanned . 
B oth Thom as J ef f erson and  J ohn A d am s d ied  on J uly  4 , the m om ent of  
d eath sep arated  b y  only  a f ew  hours ov er hund red s of  m iles. Their tw in 
d eaths p rom p ted  an outp ouring  of  am az em ent f or the nex t sev eral w eek s. 
W riters and  sp eak ers took  to eulog ies of  the tw o F ound ers to of f er b oth 
secular and  sp iritual insig hts into the d eaths. B y  d y ing  on the sam e d ay  of  
the sam e d ocum ent each had  help ed  p rod uce, the tw o F ound ers w ere 
v iew ed  as p rov id ential tw ins in d eath, a d iv ine trib ute to the 50 th

anniv ersary  of  the Declaration. N o one had  anticip ated  it, and  nothing  
could  m atch it f or sy m b olism  and  m eaning . 

O rg aniz ers in B oston cap italiz ed  on the coincid ence. They  ag ain turned  to 
Daniel W eb ster, ask ing  him  to d eliv er a eulog y  w hich b ecam e the m ost 
w id ely - read  oration of  the J ub ilee' s sp ecial ev ents. W ith p rov id ential 
tim ing  and  p sy cholog ical insig ht, org aniz ers of  the cerem ony  to honor 
J ef f erson and  A d am s sched uled  the ev ent f or A ug ust 2 , the actual d ay  of  
sig ning  of  the Declaration in I nd ep end ence Hall. A t F anueil Hall in 
B oston, hund red s of  p eop le g athered  to hear W eb ster' s trib ute to A d am s 
and  J ef f erson as the cap stone of  the Declaration' s J ub ilee. I t w as the sam e 
sp ace w here p eop le had  g athered  in 17 7 3 , 17 7 4 , 17 7 5, and  17 7 6  to launch 
resistance, p rotest, w ar, and  ind ep end ence.

W eb ster started  w ith a conf ession:  " This is an unaccustom ed  sp ectacle."  I t 
w as so b ecause F anueil Hall w as shroud ed  in b lack , w here p eop le had  
cheered  and  clap p ed  f or ind ep end ence. B ut now , " A d am s and  J ef f erson are 
no m ore."  W eb ster rep eated  this p hrase throug hout the rest of  his leng thy  
sp eech. They  are no m ore. 

W eb ster said  that the tim ing  of  their d eaths, tog ether on I nd ep end ence Day  
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in the J ub ilee, w as one m ore instance of  G od ' s touch on the A m erican 
land scap e, " p roof s that our country  and  its b enef actors are ob j ects of  His 
care."  The tw o m en shared  m uch of  lif e tog ether in w ork , thoug ht, and  
d ream s. W eb ster d escrib ed  in d etail the task  they  shared  in conceiv ing  the 
Declaration.

They  hav e g iv en us a g reat g if t of  an ind ep end ent p eop le and  rep ub lic, 
W eb ster continued . He called  to the aud ience as a m inister m ig ht call to a 
cong reg ation:  " The b lood  of  our f athers, let it not hav e b een shed  in v ain;  
the g reat hop e of  p osterity , let it not b e b lasted ."  " W ith A m erica, and  in 
A m erica, a new  era com m ences in hum an af f airs."  " O ur ow n f irm am ent 
now  shines b rig htly  up on our p ath. W ashing ton is in the clear, up p er sk y . 
These other stars hav e now  j oined  the A m erican Constellation;  they  circle 
round  their center, and  the heav ens b eam  w ith new  lig ht. B eneath this 
illum ination let us w alk  the course of  lif e, and  at its close d ev outly  
com m end  our b elov ed  country , the com m on p arent of  us all, to the Div ine 
B enig nity ."  

W eb ster' s sp eech on A ug ust 2  w as the unanticip ated  culm ination of  the 
J ub ilee.

The Declaration' s 50 th anniv ersary  celeb rations, w hether p ub lic or p riv ate, 
p lanned  or unp lanned , w ere set along sid e three national actions. Lik e 
rock ets b ef ore launch, the trio of  actions aim ed  at the f uture.  

F irst, the E rie Canal, an ex p losiv e innov ation in trav el, op ened  in m id - y ear 
nearly  in tand em  w ith J uly  4 th. The canal j oined  one m aj or reg ion of  the 
nation to another and  sug g ested  a new  op ening  of  other canals across the 
nation. There w as no m ore f itting  honor to the canal than that w hich 
occurred  in O hio in 18 2 6 , w here E than A llen B row n— b orn on J uly  4 , 
17 7 6  and  nam ed  af ter a R ev olutionary  W ar hero— called  f or the state to 
b uild  and  p rom ote canals as a sig n of  b oth the g lorious 50 th and  the 
g lorious f uture that aw aited  the nation. 

Second , p ointing  in a stark ly  d if f erent d irection, w as a p ub lic m ood  still 
suf f ering  f rom  the shock s of  a chaotic and  d iv isiv e p resid ential election of  
tw o y ears p rior ( 18 2 4 ) . Charg es of  corrup tion, d oub le- d ealing , and  b ack -
room  cheating  b y  estab lishm ent f ig ures had  tak en root in the A m erican 
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m ind . Political lead ers lik e J ohn C. Calhoun p erceiv ed  a d eg ree of  d ang er 
and  conv ulsion in A m erican p olitical lif e that had not b een p resent b ef ore. 
A  p resid ential cand id ate nam ed  A nd rew  J ack son w ho claim ed  the p ow ers-
that- b e had  stolen the election f rom  him  w as running  ag ain f or the nex t 
p resid ential election tw o y ears aw ay . J ack son w as alread y  ham m ering  at 
Presid ent A d am s as the hap less lead er of  a rotten elite. J ack son' s 
unab ashed  cam p aig ning  and  rhetoric energ iz ed  his sup p orters and  ap p alled  
his d etractors.

The Constitution w as a sub - targ et f or this p ub lic d istress. A  constitutional 
am end m ent w as in p ub lic d eb ate in 18 2 6  that w ould  hav e allow ed  f or 
local- lev el d istrib ution of  electoral colleg e v otes instead  of  the w inner-
tak e- all, state- lev el arrang em ent ( still op erativ e in 2 0 2 3 ) . I t w as an ef f ort to 
av ert a rep eat of  the p rev ious p resid ential election, w ith the assum p tion 
that the A m erican nation could  b e torn ap art b y  another p oisonous clash 
b etw een the sam e p air of  p resid ential contend ers.

A nd  third , p ub lic unease and  anx iety  rem ained  in p lace af ter the 
accep tance of  the Missouri Com p rom ise, setting  a nerv ous p reced ent of  
allow ing  one f ree state and  one enslav ed  state to enter the A m erican 
national union tog ether, thus strik ing  a tenuous b alance of  p ow er in 
Cong ress. I t w as f itting  that the d eceased  J ef f erson had  ref erred  to the 
controv ersy  as a " f ireb ell in the nig ht" , a term  that resonated  w ith p eop le 
w ho on a d aily  b asis f eared  f ires in com m unities d om inated  b y  w ood en 
structures.  

The up shot of  the 50 th celeb ration in 18 2 6  w as a d eep ly  serious outlook  f or 
the d ay s ahead . Lif e w as m arching  f orw ard , b oth w ith and  w ithout p ub lic 
k now led g e, tow ard  the m om ent w hen the cherished  G eneration of  ' 7 6  
w ould  b e here no m ore. The f uture w as entirely  on our ow n and  w e w ere, 
in f act, a lig ht to the w orld  b ut a lig ht that, lik e all others, cast shad ow s and  
w ould  nev er stop  the d ark ness.  

I f we had been there for the Declaration's 5 0th anniversary...we would 
have seen raw emotions on top of a sense that the nation was on a perilous 
mission to save self- government for the world. They ex isted together in an 
event that made the people of the F ounding era the highest priority of 
remembrance. 
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Celebration Tw o: The 100th of 18 76

I t w as the op p ortunity  to shine, to look  b ack  f or a m om ent b ut only  so long  
as it could  eq uip  us a f ar m ore p ow erf ul and  energ etic p roj ection into the 
f uture. The 10 0 th celeb ration of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence in 18 7 6  
m ay  as w ell hav e occurred  on a d if f erent p lanet than the one k now n f if ty  
y ears b ef ore in 18 2 6 . The 10 0 th m eant m ore than d oub ling  the 50 th— it w as 
a transcend ance of  g enerations now  liv ing  a lif e that v erg ed  on the 
unp reced ented , the unriv aled , the unk now n.

I n 18 7 6 , the p laces of  the Declaration took  p rom inence ov er 18 2 6  and  its 
em p hasis on the p eop le of  the Declaration. F urther, in 18 7 6 , b oth the 
p eop le and  the p laces had  one f unction— to serv e as telescop es p ointed  
tow ard  a g low ing  f uture.

I n the real- tim e of  the y ear 18 7 6 , the 10 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration 
of  I nd ep end ence w as instantly  k now n am ong  A m ericans as " the 
Centennial" . The term  hinted  of  som ething  that b lend ed  classical history  
and  f ab led  tales w ith w ith a f uturistic lif e and  w ay  of  liv ing . 

The 10 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence stood  atop  three 
g ig antic p illars. O ne w as centraliz ation. The second  w as cap italism  ( note 
the " a" ) . The third  w as cap itolism  ( note the " o" ) . 

Centraliz ation cam e in the f orm  of  a p ow erf ul com m ittee org aniz ed  f or the 
sole p urp ose of  d esig ning  and  ex ecuting  the Declaration' s 10 0 th y ear. 
Planning  b eg an in 18 6 6 , a d ecad e b ef ore the celeb rated  ev ent— ind eed  it 
w as p re- p lanning  in its v ision and  energ y  tow ard  a f uture g oal. The 
orig ination of  the controlling  com m ittee w as a coalition of  b usiness, civ ic, 
and  p olitical lead ers in Philad elp hia. W ithin the coalition w as a d riv ing  
f orce m ad e up  of  Pennsy lv ania R ailroad  ex ecutiv es and  sharehold ers as
w ell as w ealthy  m erchants and  entrep reneurs in the state' s larg est city  and  
one of  the nation' s m ost p rom inent and  inf luential econom ic centers. 

The city - b ased  g roup  ev olv ed  into a nationally - oriented  g roup  k now n as 
the Centennial Com m ission. Thoug h still heav ily  inf luenced  b y  the 
Philad elp hia m em b ers, the Centennial Com m ission g ained  and  w ield ed  
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p ow er in Cong ress throug h senators and  cong ressional rep resentativ es. 
This g roup  ag reed  on a targ et ev ent f or the 10 0 th anniv ersary , the 
Centennial I nternational E x hib ition of  18 7 6 , or CI E . The CI E  ad op ted  a 
m ore p ub lic nam e, the W orld ' s F air of  18 7 6 . 

A long sid e centraliz ation stood  the " ism "  of  cap ital and  cap itol. O ne f orm  
w as " cap itol" ism , the location of  the W orld ' s F air of  18 7 6 , w hich w as 
Philad elp hia as a com m unity . B ecause of  the role of  I nd ep end ence Hall in 
the creation of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence— w ritten, d eb ated , 
ad op ted , and  sig ned  in a m ain room  of  the eleg ant b uild ing — the ov erlay  
of  the W orld ' s F air on top  of  the celeb ration of  the d ocum ent' s 10 0 th

b irthd ay  m eant that Philad elp hia w ould  b ecom e the nation' s m ag net f or 
A m erican celeb rations of  J uly  4 th in 18 7 6 . Philad elp hia ex erted  the 
eq uiv alent of  a cultural g rav itational p ull, d raw ing  to itself  m uch of  the 
A m erican nation' s attention on celeb rating  the Centennial of  the 
Declaration. 

The contex t of  the 50 th and  10 0 th anniv ersaries help s illustrate the p oint. 
W here in 18 2 6  a v ariety  of  com m unities cond ucted  activ ities that p rod uced  
em otional ex p ressions of  the ev ent, in 18 7 6  these sam e occasions lef t a 
sm aller im p rint on the national consciousness of  this uniq uely  A m erican 
rem em b rance. B oston, N ew  Y ork , W ashing ton DC, and  a d oz en other 
com m unities held  cerem onies of  celeb ration on b oth anniv ersaries;  ind eed , 
w ith a m uch larg er national p op ulation in 18 7 6 , a sig nif icantly  g reater 
num b er of  cities and  tow ns d id  so in com p arison to f if ty  y ears b ef ore.

The g athering s of f ered  local f lav or. I n Chicag o, I llinois the celeb rations 
includ ed  Catholic w orship  serv ices, G erm an- lang uag e sp eeches and  song s, 
and  m ilitary  units m arching  throug h d ow ntow n streets. I n A naheim , 
Calif ornia " f lag  f ev er b rok e out" , as a new sw riter p hrased  it, w ith ev ery  
b uild ing  in the tow n d isp lay ing  A m erican f lag s, y oung  child ren setting  of f  
f irew ork s throug hout the d ay , and  a hotel b all serv ing  as the centerp iece 
f or ad ult celeb rations. I n A tlanta, G eorg ia thing s w ere m ore sub d ued  as 
resid ents rem em b ered  w ar f rom  only  a f ew  y ears b ef ore and  com m unity  
lead ers m ad e " all necessary  arrang em ents f or sp end ing  a m ost enj oy ab le 
ev ening "  w here the Declaration w ould  b e read  aloud . I n Hartf ord , 
Connecticut the celeb ration consisted  of  f our seg m ents lasting  f rom  
sunrise to late ev ening , w ith long  sp eeches, song s, and  a read ing  of  the 
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Declaration. A  d eleg ation of  Chinese v isitors receiv ed  sp ecial 
accom m od ations in Connecticut' s state cap itol. 

B ut these g athering s alw ay s occurred  b eneath a larg er and  m ore sp raw ling  
f orce, the Centennial celeb ration in Philad elp hia. I n ad d ition, there w ere 
num erically  m any  m ore com m unities outsid e Philad elp hia that hosted  
sp eeches, rallies, and  other activ ities— af ter all, the nation' s p op ulation w as 
v astly  larg er than in 18 2 6  w ith thirty - eig ht states and  their cap ital cities. 
The d em og rap hics d id n' t m atter, f or they  also w ere b od ies orb iting  around  
the central star. Philad elp hia w as the b laz ing  sun b lotting  out ev ery thing  
else. Philad elp hia acted  as the of f icial and  unof f icial cap itol of  the y ear' s 
ev ents in a d ep th and  d eg ree not seen f iv e d ecad es earlier. This w as p art of  
" cap itolism "  in the 18 7 6  ev ent.

Sw ap p ing  the letter " a"  f or the letter " o" , cap italism  w as the other f orm  as 
a p illar in the 10 0 th anniv ersary  had  an econom ic cast. The ef f ect of  
com m erce, trad e, and  ind ustrialism  on the Centennial in Philad elp hia 
w eek s b ef ore J uly  4 th. I n true cap italist sty le, the w ord  " Centennial"  w as 
stam p ed  on any thing  that could  b e m ad e, b ox ed , stack ed , and  sold  to 
consum ers— shoes, cig ars, m atchb ook s, note p ap er, d ishes, neck ties, ink  
p ens, ink  b ottles, rob es, and  on and  on. A  new sp ap er rep orter sarcastically , 
" How  long  hum an nature can stand  up  und er this load  is d oub tf ul, f or w e 
liv e in d aily  ex p ectation of  b eing  assured  b y  the p oultry m an that he has a 
Centennial turk ey  that he w ill send  hom e in a Centennial b ask et f or a 
Centennial d inner."

This com m ercial asp ect of  the 10 0 th celeb ration b ecam e a sep arate eng ine 
w ith its ow n f orce. N ew sp ap ers, m ag az ines, and  p rinted  b oard s and  
hand b ills f eatured  ad v ertisem ents f or Centennial- f lav ored  p rod ucts and  
serv ices. Mercantile stores b uilt d isp lay s f or Centennial sales. Child ren 
stood  on street corners shouting  slog ans tow ard  p otential Centennial 
consum ers. Throug h the Centennial' s com m ercial activ ity  the 10 0 th

celeb ration of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence circulated  into the 
A m erican b od y  p olitic to an ex tent unseen f iv e d ecad es b ef ore. I t w as 
relentless, unav oid ab le, and  attached  to an end p oint, a g reat m om entum  
accelerating  into a national f unnel.   

A t the b ottom  of  the f unnel w as the W orld ' s F air, the larg est such p ub lic 
ev ent and  com m unity  ex p erience in A m erican history  up  to that p oint. 
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A lm ost ten m illion p eop le cam e to the 4 50 - acre site of  the W orld ' s F air. 
N ew sp ap ers throug hout the U nited  States ran article af ter article ab out 
how  their state' s resid ents could  p lan f or their trav el to Philad elp hia. 
R eq uests f or d isp lay  sp ace f or f ine arts ex hib its f ar outp aced  ex p ectations 
and  p lanners scram b led  to accom m od ate them . 

Y es, there w ere rem em b rances of  the Declaration' s content and  sig ning , 
b ut they  d im inished  in the lig ht of  d oz ens of  ex hib its and  d isp lay s f rom  
f oreig n nations across the w orld . A m erican attend ees and  A m erican m ed ia 
rushed  to see the ex otic nature of  these sig hts, p ay ing  m ore attention to 
w hich f oreig n head - of - state w as in attend ance than either the nation' s 
F ound ing  Presid ent W ashing ton or its current occup ant Presid ent G rant.

A  show m anship  q uality  could  b e d etected  in the Philad elp hia sp ectacle. A  
p laster cast f eatured  G eorg e W ashing ton rid ing  on the b ack  of  an eag le 
f ly ing  up w ard  into heav en. The p ub lic read ing  of  the Declaration on J uly  
4 th— m eant to b e the heart of  the d ay ' s recog nition of  the 10 0 th

anniv ersary — consisted  of  an altered  historical scene:  ev ent coord inators 
selected  a re- enactor to p ortray  R ichard  Henry  Lee read ing  the Declaration 
to a crow d . The choice had  a strang eness all its ow n;  Lee had  b een 
inf luential in the shap ing  of  the Declaration as an act of  the Continental 
Cong ress b ut his selection f or the 18 7 6  re- enactm ent had  nothing  to d o 
w ith historical accuracy . His f am ily  nam e, Lee, serv ed  nicely  as a 
counterw eig ht w ith the recently  d eceased  R ob ert E . Lee w ho had  led  
Conf ed erate m ilitary  f orces try ing  to seced e f rom  the A m erican nation. 
R ichard  Henry  Lee w as the sy m b ol of  unity  carv ed  f or contem p orary  
p urp oses. 

Perhap s the m ost talk ed - ab out and  v isited  d isp lay  of  all w as the enorm ous 
hand  and  torch of  the still- und er- construction Statue of  Lib erty . These 
b ehem oth f ig ures had  b een ship p ed  ov er f rom  F rance to help  b oost 
f und raising  f or the p roj ect. The other- w orld ly  shap es help ed  d riv e 
f und raising  am ong  Centennial attend ees to record  lev els f or the F rench 
p roj ect. 

How ev er aw e- insp iring  the Statue' s hand  and  torch, and  it w as 
ov erw helm ing , the g reatest reaction of  the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air w as 
not ab out the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence or the era of  the R ev olutionary  
W ar. N o, the d raw  of  p ow erf ul p ub lic interest w as the Corliss m achine. 
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The Corliss steam  eng ine had  ex isted  f or alm ost thirty  y ears b ef ore the 
Centennial. E ng ineers at the com p any  in R hod e I sland  d esig ned  a sp ecial 
v ersion of  the eng ine that w ould  b e cap ab le of  p rov id ing  p ow er to nearly  
the entire 4 50 - acre cam p us of  the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air. The eng ine 
f eatured  an eng ine stand ing  sev enty  f eet in heig ht, a f ly w heel sp anning  
thirty  f eet in d iam eter, w eig hing  6 50  tons and  crank ing  1,4 0 0  horsep ow er, 
or 1,0 0 0  k ilow atts of  p ow er. I g nition of  the b ehem oth w as the literal start 
of  the six - m onth ev ent, w ith Presid ent U .S. G rant and  E m p eror Ped ro I I  of  
B raz il y ank ing  the lev ers to start the eng ine. I t shut d ow n w hen the ev ent 
end ed  in N ov em b er.

The Corliss of  18 7 6  w as the E rie Canal of  18 2 6  m ultip led  b y  a thousand .

N ick nam ed  and  b rand ed  in the p ub lic m ind  as " Corliss" , the m achine 
ex cited  Centennial' s v isitors f rom  across the U nited  States. Peop le w atched  
in aw e, som e in stunned  silence and  som e insp ired  to w ild  g estures of  
g asp ing , shouting , p ointing , w av ing , and  clap p ing . I t w as a d em onstration 
of  a w orld  no one had  seen b ef ore d esp ite the ap p earance of  sim ilar 
eq uip m ent f or the p ast g eneration. The d if f erence w as that Corliss w as 
now  v iew ab le b y  thousand s, in f orm al d isp lay , and  in a new  contex t or 
story . Thus transf orm ed , the m achine acted  as a b raw ny  b east, harnessed  if  
not tam ed , connected  if  not controlled . A s a source of  p ow er b uilt b y  
hum an hand s, there w as nothing  lik e it in the civ ic and  cultural ex p erience 
of  m ost A m ericans touring  these 4 3 4  acres in Philad elp hia. 

I t w as Corliss that set 18 7 6 ' s 10 0 th anniv ersary  ap art f rom  18 2 6 ' s 50 th

anniv ersary . F if ty  y ears earlier the celeb ration sp ok e of  hop e and  p rom ise. 
N ow , f if ty  y ears later and  one hund red  y ears since the Declaration, the 
celeb ration roared  w ith p ow er and  f orce. The g reat m achine ty p if ied  the 
entire nation' s sense of  celeb ration— b ig g er, loud er, b rassier, all f rontal 
conf rontation and  v ery  little q uiet contem p lation and  som b erness. W ith 
Corliss, any thing  seem ed  p ossib le and  no ob stacle seem ed  lik ely  to resist 
its p ow er. F or the A m erican p eop le, Corliss b ecam e the com p anion to 
Centennial in nam e and  in sp irit.

A m az ing ly , Corliss w as not the only  f irst at this m ain celeb ration of  the 
Declaration' s 10 0 th anniv ersary . A m ericans saw  the telep hone f or the f irst 
tim e, ate b ananas f or the f irst tim e, chew ed  p op corn f or the f irst tim e, 
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tasted  Heinz  k etchup  f or the f irst tim e, and  saw , as a f irst any w here in the 
w orld , a m onorail train in op eration. They  saw  and  heard  the clack - clack -
clack  of  ty p ew riters, a new  b usiness of f ice m achine of  Corliss- lik e im p act 
and  d isrup tiv e op p ortunity  in w ork p laces. 

The ev ent w as m ore than a celeb ration of  A m erican ind ep end ence and  its 
Declaration d ocum ent, it w as a v ast challeng e tack led , sub d ued , and  w illed  
into a shap e of  chosen d esig n. This outlook  w as ev id ent lead ing  up  to the 
Centennial and  W orld ' s F air, w ith new sp ap ers track ing  in d ot- lik e d etail 
the am ount of  m oney  sp ent, the num b er of  halls and  ex hib its p rep ared , the 
hotels and  b oard ing houses av ailab le f or v isitors'  use, the transp ortation 
m ethod s read y  to b e b ook ed  and  b oard ed . The challeng e resem b led  m ore 
of  an eng ineering , log istics, and  ad m inistration f eat than an ex p ression of  
the p ub lic id eas and  id eals. A nd  not least, the co- ex istence of  Centennial 
and  W orld ' s F air occurred  in the m id st of  the q uest to f inish the f irst 
transcontinental railroad . B oth w ere record - setting  achiev em ents.  

The reality  of  b ig ness had  d ow nsid es. E arly  in 18 7 6  there w ere sq uab b les 
and  d isag reem ents ov er p ub lic f und ing  f or the of f icial celeb ration in 
Philad elp hia. These occurred  in cong ressional d eb ates as w ell as state and  
local setting s. W hen the sp ig ots of  f und ing  op ened  up , p eop le g rum p led  
ov er w ho d id  and  d id  not b enef it f rom  sp ecial f inancial arrang em ents. A n 
ex am p le w as the aw ard ing  of  an ex clusiv e to new sp ap er p rinter G eorg e 
R ow ell. He secured  the rig hts to p rint and  d istrib ute new sp rint cov erag e of  
the Centennial across the nation d esp ite a rep utation f or f raud  and  
d ecep tiv e p ractices. His com p etitors w ere outrag ed .

R eg ard less of  the b um p s and  g rind s ov er m oney , an ob v ious p rid e ran 
throug h m uch of  the A m erican p ub lic' s d iscussion of  the W orld ' s F air. The 
ev ent rev ealed  a ty p e of  g lob alism  that w as aliv e in 18 7 6 , a collectiv e 
sense of  the new ly  nationaliz ed  U nited  States, p ost- civ il w ar, tak ing  a 
m aj or role on the w orld  stag e. The w illing ness and  eag erness of  thirty -
sev en f oreig n nations to activ ely  p articip ate in the ev ent w as f urther p roof  
to A m ericans of  their new  international status. The scale of  the Centennial 
and  W orld ' s F air also ind icated  a w orld - class rank ing  f or the U nited  States, 
a m assiv e thing  successf ully  " p ulled - of f "  in f ront of  the ey es of  the w orld . 

The cov er of  F rank  Leslie' s I llustrated  W eek ly , one of  the nation' s m ost 
p op ular and  culturally  rev ealing  p eriod icals, cap tured  the g lob al sp irit of  
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the 10 0 th anniv ersary . The cov er artist sk etched  f ig ures m eant to rep resent 
p arts of  the w orld , rang ing  f rom  A f rica to A sia to E urop e to the A m ericas. 
Their f aces look ed  into the d istance f rom  atop  a hig h clif f . Doub tless it 
w as the f uture they  w ere seeing  as they  scanned  f rom  heig hts nam ed  
" Centennial E x p osition."  

Sig nif icance attached  to how  A m ericans arriv ed  to celeb rate in 18 7 6 . They  
w eren' t sim p ly  celeb rating  the Centennial as ind iv id ual citiz ens b ut also in 
org aniz ed  g roup s. N early  ev ery  im ag inab le g roup  could  b e f ound  raising  
m oney  and  arrang ing  d etails f or their attend ance at Philad elp hia' s 
Centennial and  W orld ' s F air. B rew ers, b ank ers, tailors, m iners, f arm ers, 
p rod uction lab orers, social club s, and  scores of  craf ts and  trad esm en 
g athered  up  g roup  b y  g roup  to g o to Philad elp hia d uring  the May -
N ov em b er ex trav ag anz a. 

There w as irony  here, of  course. The Declaration' s stirring  w ord s of  
ind iv id ual rig hts seem ed  at od d s w ith the em p hasis on g roup  p articip ation 
in this 10 0 th anniv ersary . A nd  y et, the Declaration had  also ref erred  to 
ind iv id ual p eop le b and ing  tog ether— in a g roup — to f orm  g ov ernm ents 
and , w hen necessary , d issolv e them . The item iz ed  list of  g riev ances w ere 
f urther hints of  v iolations of  ind iv id ual rig hts v iolated  w ithin g roup  
ex p eriences. Still, such nuances w ere not ex p lored  am id st the noise, f lash, 
and  b ustle of  the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air. W hen Corliss g row led  and  
Centennial g leam ed , it w as hard  to hear or see m uch else. 

Tw o g roup s stood  out at the six - m onth ev ent in Philad elp hia, one op enly  
and  the other m ore sub tly . The g roup  w ith shining  v isib ility  w ere, 
interesting ly , three hund red  N ativ es, rep resentativ es of  f if ty - three N ativ e 
trib es. They  encam p ed  w ithin the Centennial acreag e and  assisted  w ith 
N ativ e ex hib its w ithin the W orld ' s F air. They  d raw  larg e crow d s of  
onlook ers, m any  of  w hom  had  not seen N ativ e v illag es, custom s, or 
culture. A n org aniz er stated , " The ob j ect of  the encam p m ent is to show , in 
as p erf ect a d eg ree as is now  p ossib le, the orig inal inhab itants of  this 
country  and  their m od e of  lif e."  " They  w ere,"  the onlook er conclud ed , " the 
v ery  aristocracy  of  the I nd ian nation."

The m ore sub tly  v isib le g roup  w ere of f icers and  sold iers f rom  the 
A m erican m ilitary , nearly  all of  w hom  had  serv ed  in the U nion A rm y  b ack  
in the Civ il W ar. I nd eed , the op ening  rem ark s of  this of f icial celeb ration in 
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Philad elp hia had  b een m ad e b y  f our- star g eneral U .S. G rant, now  Presid ent 
of  the U nited  States. B esid es G rant, other of f icers in consp icuous 
attend ance includ ed  W illiam  Tecum seh Sherm an, J osep h Haw ley  ( chief  
ex ecutiv e of f icer of  the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air) , Philip  Sherid an, and  
J am es G arf ield . Hund red s of  f orm er low er- rank ing  of f icers and  sold iers 
v isited  as w ell. These m ilitary  v eterans of  the Civ il W ar m ad e a sp ecial 
sig ht at the ev ent, w hile the ev ent lef t an esp ecially  d eep  im p rint on them  
w ho had  f oug ht to hold  the nation tog ether. The p oig nancy  of  their 
ap p earance, w hether there in unif orm  or in talk  of  tim es p ast, w as not to b e 
ig nored .

I n another k ey  d if f erence b etw een 18 7 6  and  18 2 6 , the Presid ent of  the 
U nited  States had  the op p ortunity  to g iv e a f orm al sp eech at the start of  the 
nation' s of f icial and  central celeb ration. G rant k ep t his rem ark s b rief , at 
f ew er than 4 50  w ord s, not m uch long er than Lincoln' s G etty sb urg  A d d ress.  
G rant' s sp eech w as y et m ore com p elling  in that he w as the f irst PO TU S 
w ho f oug ht and  led  in a nation- sav ing  w ar to g iv e a sp eech in a k ey  
Declaration celeb ration. N ot ev en G eorg e W ashing ton, w ho' d  f oug ht and  
led  in the nation- m ak ing  w ar, had  d one such a thing . 

G rant' s w ord s w ere telling . 

He b eg an w ith a recog nition of  the b road  array  of  sk ills, g ood s, and  
d ev ices of  A m erican hand iw ork  that w ere on d isp lay . He then w ent on to 
ack now led g e the international f lav or of  the ev ent. G rant inserted  this 
statem ent into a surp rising  contex t:  " That w e m ay  the m ore thoroug hly  
ap p reciate the ex cellences and  d ef iciencies of  our achiev em ents, and  also 
g iv e em p hatic ex p ression to our earnest d esire to cultiv ate the f riend ship  of  
our f ellow - m em b ers of  this g reat f am ily  of  nations."

G rant continued , " O ne hund red  y ears ag o our country  w as new  and  b ut 
p artically  settled . O ur necessities hav e com p elled  us to chief ly  ex p end  our 
m eans and  tim e in f elling  f orests, sub d uing  p rairies, b uild ing  d w elling s, 
f actories, ship s, d ock s, w arehouses, road s, canals, m achinery , and  m ore."  
G rant w as ex p laining  the A m erican em p hasis on p ractical ap p lications.

That w as b ef ore. This, G rant im p lied , w as now , and  thing s had  chang ed .

" B urd ened  b y  these g reat p rim al w ork s of  necessity , w hich could  not b e 
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d elay ed , w e y et hav e d one w hat this ex hib ition w ill show , in the d irection 
of  riv aling  old er and  m ore ad v anced  nations in law , m ed icine, and  
theolog y ;  in science, literature, p hilosop hy , and  the f ine arts. W hile p roud  
of  w hat w e hav e d one, w e reg ret that w e hav e not d one m ore. O ur 
achiev em ents hav e b een g reat enoug h how ev er, to m ak e it easy  f or our 
p eop le to ack now led g e sup erior m erit w herev er f ound ."  

G rant conclud ed  w ith the hum b le req uest that he hop ed  f oreig n v isitors 
w ould  f ind  the ev ent " b oth p rof itab le and  p leasant to them ."

Sig nif icantly , the sp eech d id  not includ e his thoug hts on the m eaning  of  
the Declaration. The only  hint of  his outlook  w as the ref erence to the 
reality  of  liv ing  and  its ad v ancem ents ov er a century ' s tim e. B ey ond  that, 
he d id  not g o. 

Curiously , a w eek  b ef ore J uly  4 th, G rant issued  an ex ecutiv e ord er calling  
f or A m ericans to d ev ote p art of  the I nd ep end ence celeb ration to p ray ers of  
g ratitud e and  thank sg iv ing . A g ain, f arther than that, he d id  not g o. 

N or d id  he attend  the of f icial celeb ration of  J uly  4  at the Centennial and  
W orld ' s F air and  its the re- enactor p ortray ing  R ichard  Henry  Lee read ing  
the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence. G rant m issed  w hat w as reg ard ed  at the 
the tim e as the hig hlig ht of  the cerem ony , w riter B ay ard  Tay lor' s recitation 
of  his sp ecial p oem  f or the occasion, the " N ational O d e."  F our thousand  
p eop le stood  and  listened  to B ay ard ' s three hund red  lines of  p oetry . 

The scene shif ted  w hen the p rotestors cam e.

They  b elong ed  to another d ef ining  asp ect of  the 10 0 th celeb ration. 
W om en' s rig hts w ere a f lash- p oint of  cultural p ressures and  tensions in 
18 7 6 . A n incid ent at the op ening  of  the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air 
show ed  the strains. W hen the A m erican Presid ent and  B raz ilian E m p eror 
started  Corliss to op en the six - m onth ev ent, the w if e of  the em p eror w as 
then p erm itted  to p erf orm  a cerem onial ad j ustm ent of  lev ers;  F irst Lad y  
J ulia G rant w as d enied  the sam e op p ortunity  b ecause of  a p erceiv ed  af f ront 
to A m erican f em ale roles.

The incid ent enf lam ed  p rotestors w ho ad v ocated  f or w om en' s rig hts and  
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suf f rag e. They  ex isted  in tw o g roup s, b oth of  w hich f ound  f urther z eal 
f rom  the incid ent w ith J ulia G rant. The f irst g roup  w ork ed  w ithin the 
Centennial' s org aniz ational sy stem  and  w ere led  b y  the g reat g rand -
d aug hter of  F ound er B enj am in F rank lin, E liz ab eth Duane G illesp ie. She 
led  the W om en' s Centennial Com m ittee w ithin the ev ent' s ov erall 
structure. G illesp ie herself  w as a d isp lay  of  lead ership  w orthy  of  stud y , 
ob serv ation, and  em ulation. She used  am az ing  energ y , sav v y  p olitical 
instincts, and  an intuitiv e sense of  tim ing  and  p ace f or k now ing  w hen to 
p ush f or chang e and  w hen to hold  b ack . She com m unicated  to her 
f ollow ers, f org ed  alliances w ith allies, and  show ed  a d ef t touch w ith 
analy sis as w ell as m otiv ation. A n insp iring  lead er, her ancestor B enj am in 
w ould  hav e b een p roud  of  her. 

G illesp ie and  her com m ittee w ork ed  q uietly  b ut sep arately  w ith another 
m ore rad ical and  f reew heeling  w om en' s g roup , the N ational W om en' s 
Suf f rag e A ssociation, w hose lead er w as Susan B . A nthony , a v eteran of  the 
w om en' s rig hts m ov em ent. A nthony  shock ed  the Centennial ev ent w hen, 
on J uly  4  at the m ain cerem ony  in Philad elp hia w here Tay lor read  his 
p oem , she and  f our other f em ale lead ers w alk ed  onto the sp eak er' s 
p latf orm  and  shouted  slog ans f or w om en' s rig hts. They  then d escend ed  
f rom  the p latf orm  and  p roceed ed  to p ass out p am p hlets ab out their cause, 
the " W om en' s Declaration of  I nd ep end ence."  The W om en' s Declaration 
shap ed  their p rotest in the m old  of  lib erty  soug ht in 17 7 6 . I t w as Susan B . 
A nthony  and  her f our co- lead ers w ho had  p ushed  the hard est to b ring  the 
ev ent' s sp otlig ht b ack  to the Declaration and  to the Declaration' s p lace 
w ithin the liv ing  A m erican g eneration.

A nthony ' s tactics sound ed  a call of  rem em b rance in a d if f erent w ay  as 
w ell. A n env ironm ent of  chaos and  turb ulence surround ed  the 10 0 th

anniv ersary ' s g aud y  ex p ression in Philad elp hia and  its m ore m od est 
show ing s in hund red s of  com m unities around  the nation. O nce ag ain, a 
p resid ential election w ould  af f ect the p ub lic m ood . A s the of f icial 
Centennial ev ent closed  in N ov em b er, 18 7 6 , a b itterly  controv ersial 
p resid ential election w as com ing  to a close as w ell, or so it w as assum ed . 
I nstead  of  a clear w inner, how ev er, cand id ates R utherf ord  Hay es, a 
R ep ub lican, and  Sam uel Tild en, a Dem ocrat, along  w ith their resp ectiv e 
cam p aig n staf f s, sup p orters, and  stak ehold ers, arg ued  ov er contested  v ote 
counts in sev eral states. A  leng thy  stalem ate ensued  in W ashing ton DC that 
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only  end ed  in a f orm al electoral com m ission aw ard ing  d isp uted  electoral 
v otes to Hay es. A n inf orm al and  sem i- secret p riv ate m eeting  help ed  ind uce 
Tild en and  his cam p aig ners to accep t the outcom e. I n the op ag ue 
" W orm ley  House b arg ain,"  Southern states receiv ed  f und ing  g rants and  an 
ag reem ent to w ithd raw  f ed eral troop s f rom  the f orm erly  Conf ed erate 
South. A  d iv id ed  nation inaug urated  Hay es as Presid ent, w ho then p led g ed  
to serv e only  a sing le term . 

A nd  this w as the cloud  that alw ay s seem ed  ov erhead .

The 10 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration in 18 7 6  w as only  elev en y ears 
af ter the end  of  the Civ il W ar. The Centennial' s org aniz ers und erstood  that 
f act and  aim ed  to f org e an A m erican unity  sp irit in Philad elp hia w ith " no 
north, no south, no east, no w est."  The m otto contained  an inv isib le 
insistence on this p oint w hich p arad ox ically  rev ealed  the d ep th of  d isunity . 
A n im p osing  statue of  R ev olutionary  W ar- era b lack  m inister R ichard  A llen 
w as sup p osed  to b e unv eiled  at the Centennial;  b lack  activ ists had  eag erly  
aw aited  its p ub lic d isp lay . They  had  to b e satisf ied  w ith the strang ely  
p ersistent d elay  that w as f inally  resolv ed  late in O ctob er. O rg aniz ers 
q uietly  rem ov ed  the statue im m ed iately  af ter the Centennial' s closing  in 
early  N ov em b er. I t w as if  A llen' s leg acy  d id n' t m atter. 

That rem ov al ex p ressed  the cost of  d isunity . Larg e seg m ents of  the 
A m erican p ub lic— b lack  m en, w om en, and  child ren w ho w ere f orm erly  
enslav ed  and  now  leg ally  f ree— suf f ered  in m isery  and  d esp air. A nti- b lack  
g roup s had  re- org aniz ed  in southern states to re- f ig ht the w ar in a d if f erent 
m anner, m ak ing  read m itted  states into hostile z ones of  v iolence and  
b lood shed . O n the sam e d ay  that Tay lor and  A nthony  lef t their m em orab le 
m ark  on the J uly  4 th ev ent, v iolence had  erup ted  in a sm all tow n in South 
Carolina. I nj uries and  f atalities ensued , w ith the incid ent m ak ing  its w ay  to 
the d esk  of  Presid ent U .S. G rant b y  J uly  8 . G rant ex p lod ed  in rag e as he 
read  the rep ort. I t w as a d isp lay , of  sorts, that testif ied  to the b ound aries of  
the ong oing  p ursuit of  the A m erican R ev olution. Doz ens of  com p arab le 
incid ents w ould  b e record ed  across the south in 18 7 6 . 

F red erick  Doug lass had  cap tured  this reality  in his ow n ty p e of  10 0 th

anniv ersary  sp eech in W ashing ton DC. Doug lass d id n' t receiv e a req uest to 
sp eak  in Philad elp hia b ut instead  w as the k ey note p resenter at the 
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cerem ony  held  in A p ril f or the f irst m aj or m onum ent erected  in honor of  
A b raham  Lincoln. He sp ok e p lainly  and  eloq uently  ab out w hite p eop le, 
b lack  p eop le, and  A b raham  Lincoln. His recounting  of  A b raham  Lincoln' s 
actions, attitud es, insig hts, and  results illustrated  b oth the hop e and  truth of  
the F ound ing  as f ew  others had  d one. He d ep icted  the riv er of  tim e f low ing  
f rom  the Declaration throug h the Civ il W ar to the 10 0 th anniv ersary .  

Strang ely , the Centennial and  W orld ' s F air f ound  a trag ic sim ilarity  to 
18 2 6 . A s the three hund red  N ativ es w ork ed  at their ex hib itions on the 
Centennial g round s, G eorg e S. Custer and  the 7 th U S Cav alry  lost a b lood y  
b attle at Little B ig horn in Montana Territory . R ep orts of  Custer' s d ef eat 
b laz ed  v ia the teleg rap h into Philad elp hia and  ev ery  other J uly  4 th

anniv ersary  celeb ration in the nation. W ithin a f ew  hours, Custer' s d eath 
ev olv ed  into a m arty rd om  that serv ed  as the 10 0 th anniv ersary ' s v ersion of  
the 50 th anniv ersary ' s d eaths of  Thom as J ef f erson and  J ohn A d am s. The 
d eb acle at Little B ig horn ex tend ed  the p eriod  of  ref lections on the nation' s 
p osition in tim e and  p osture in m eaning . I n its v ariety  of  f orm s, trag ed y  
had  re- entered  the celeb ration.

I t w as, p erhap s, the ed itorial w riter of  the Hartf ord  Courant w ho b est 
sensed  the end uring  sp irit of  the 10 0 th anniv ersary . " Doub tless the historian 
of  19 7 6 ,"  w rote the w riter, " w ill b e called  up on to w rite of  chang es as 
im p ortant, of  p rog ress as surp rising , as he w ho tod ay  rev iew s the story  of  
the p ast century . Doub tless trials and  d ang ers are in store f or us, b ut w e 
hav e f aith that the nation is sound  at heart, and  w ill b e g iv en streng th and  
up rig htness to m ak e the com ing  century , as the p ast has b een and  m ore, a 
trium p h f or lib erty  w ith law , f or intellig ence and  civ iliz ation, f or the cause 
of  hum an rig hts and  hum an p rog ress."

The echoes of  the Centennial had  alread y  b eg un in its em p hasis on 
d isp lay s of  inv ention and  innov ation. E ach d isp lay  p ointed  to a b rig ht 
f uture, a b etter lif e, and ev id ence of  f urther ing enuity  and  clev erness to 
com e. These ex hib its w ere set w ithin the contex t of  ind iv id ual f reed om  
m ark ed  b y  the location of  the centennial nation' s f irst cap itol. The lesson 
w as clear— this w as the m ost p rom ising  w ay  of  lif e, a notion that f am ed  
ev olutionary  scientist Thom as Hux ley , a B ritish v isitor, w as q uick  to 
ob serv e.
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Had we been there for the Declaration's 1 00th anniversary...we would have 
been shock ed at the stark ness—on one side a j oy and hopefulness in 
progress made and progress to come, while on the other side a dark  set of 
grievances and resentments from past efforts and nervous futures. 
Remembrance celebrated the former but could not ignore the latter. 

Celebration Three: The 15 0th of 1926

I n 18 2 6  it w as the p eop le still liv ing — they  w ere the b asis of  celeb ration. 
I n 18 7 6  it w as the p laces and  the p rog ress ev id ent there— they  w ere the 
b asis of  celeb ration. I n 19 2 6  it w as...

...uncertain.  

F rom  the start, the p urp ose of  the 150 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence seem ed  unclear and  und ef ined  asid e f rom  the ob v ious f act 
of  m ark ing  a notab le num b er of  y ears. The source of  the p rob lem  w as not 
hard  to f athom . A m ericans in 19 2 6  had  d if f iculty  celeb rating  an 
increasing ly  d istant p ast b ecause they  w ere hav ing  d if f iculty d ealing  w ith a 
p ainf ully  im m ed iate p ast.

I n the run- up  to 19 2 6 , a chain of  traum atic ex p eriences had  b eset 
A m ericans ov er sev eral p rior y ears. Prom inent am ong  them  w as the W orld  
W ar of  19 14 - 19 18 , w hich had  inv olv ed  A m ericans d irectly  in 19 17 - 19 18 . 
I t w as the f irst g lob al w ar that had  tak en A m ericans into b attle in E urop e, 
d raw n into the v ortex  of  trench w arf are and  its horrif ic rates of  d eath and  
d estruction. The cause of  A m erican inv olv em ent had  b een " to m ak e the 
w orld  saf e f or d em ocracy "  b ut that g oal p rov ed  elusiv e. Com b at f or 
A m erican sold iers had  scarcely  b eg un w hen b itter d iv isions erup ted  w ithin 
the U nited  States and  f ierce susp icions tow ard  non- A m ericans rose up  in 
state af ter state, city  af ter city , tow n af ter tow n. A m ericans serv ing  in the 
w ar returned  hom e w here a chasm  of  d oub t, conf usion, and  anx iety  had  
op ened  up  in the nation' s d aily  lif e.

The w ar w as thoug ht to hav e b roug ht som ething  else, too. A n inf luenz a 
p and em ic tore into the U nited  States as it d id  in scores of  nations around  
the w orld at the sam e tim e that the W orld  W ar w as entering  its f inal p hase 
in 19 18 . Dub b ed  " Sp anish f lu"  b ecause Sp ain w as one of  the f ew  E urop ean 
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nations not af f ected  b y  w ar- ind uced  censorship — cov erag e of  inf luenz a 
ap p eared  f rom  Sp ain and  thus the conclusion w as Sp ain had  caused  it— the 
p and em ic rip p ed  ap art the f ab ric of  A m erican society . Mask s, lock d ow ns, 
social d istancing , harsh law s on hy g iene, and  m ore w ere f eatures of  d aily  
lif e. Peop le d ied  w hile stand ing  in line w aiting  f or m ed ical care that held  
little chance of  ad d ressing  the illness. The only  resp onse m ed ically  w as to 
w ait, stay  in b ed  if  sick , and  hop e f or the b est. Many  d ied , m any  surv iv ed , 
and  no one had  any  clear answ ers as to w hy  in either case. 

The ex istence of  " w arf luenz a"  ( m y  coined  term  f or the com b ined  W orld  
W ar and  inf luenz a)  link ed  the m ood  and  attitud e of  A m ericans in 19 2 6  to 
A m ericans in 18 7 6 . I n b oth instances the nation liv ed  in a collectiv e state 
of  p ost- traum atic stress. A  trag ed y  of  sw eep ing  p rop ortions— w hich 
includ ed  d eaths, suf f ering , and  d isp lacem ent b y  the hand  of  hum an 
sources— had  w renched  the A m erican p eop le out of  the ord inary  course of  
lif e. The m em ory  of  conf lict b ey ond  im ag ining  m ark ed  a com m on g round  
f or the A m ericans of  18 7 6  and  19 2 6 .

To them , f or as long  as the conf licts lasted , the sense and  f eeling  w as that 
ev ery thing  had  chang ed  in w ay s that d estroy ed  d aily  liv ing , f rom  w ork  to 
lov e, f rom  d ay  to nig ht, f rom  p hy sical v ib rancy  to p hy sical d ecay . Peop le' s 
relationship s to each other w ere altered , esp ecial. F urtherm ore, the 
af term ath of  w arf luenz a com b ined  w ith the f ad ing  aw ay  of  a long  stretch 
of  g ov ernm ental ef f orts to im p rov e d aily  lif e throug h g reater reg ulation, 
ord er, and  control. The A m erican p eop le v erg ed  on the ed g e of  ex haustion.

These w ere the b urd ens throw n onto the nation' s und erstand ing  of  itself —
and  its und erstand ing  of  the nation' s b irth and  f ound ing — and  w hich 
b ecam e a test of  strif e, of  crisis, of  w hether the ex p erim ent w ould  continue 
and  if  the nation had  either reached  its end  or g one w ild ly  astray  f rom  its 
orig ins. The onset of  such a notab le anniv ersary  f or the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence, the 10 0 th and  the  150 th, arriv ed  to these A m ericans in their 
m utual state of  p ost- traum atic stress f rom  the Civ il W ar and  W arf luenz a.

F inally , on top  of  it all, b oth sets of  A m ericans had  shared  the f ate of  a 
d ead  p resid ent. The A m ericans of  18 7 6  had  m anag ed  to b and ag e its w ound  
ov er the elev en y ears since the m urd er of  a p resid ent;  nev ertheless, the 
scars w ere f resh. The A m ericans of  19 2 6  had  less tim e to heal, w ith 
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W arren Hard ing ' s d eath f rom  a heart cond ition only  three y ears b ef ore. 
Hard ing  w as a p op ular f ig ure in nation that w elcom ed  his hand som e 
ap p earance, reg al b earing , and  ov erall m anag em ent of  a stead y  " return to 
norm alcy ,"  a p hrase he created . His d eath rattled a p ub lic only  recently  
calm ed  d ow n f rom  its host of  anx ieties. 

The p lace of  the p resid ency  in the m ind s and  hearts of  the A m erican 
p eop le ref lected  the p ost- conf lict p eriod s of  19 2 6  and  18 7 6 . W ar- m ak ing  is 
a f unction of  the ex ecutiv e b ranch of  A m erican g ov ernm ent— the p resid ent 
is com m and er- in- chief  of  the nation' s m ilitary — and  the ex p eriences of  
civ il w ar and  g lob al w ar had  elev ated  the p resid ency  to unp reced ented  
heig hts in the A m erican v iew . The unsettled  q uality  of  the p resid ency  w ith 
tw o d ead  p resid ents ad d ed  to p ub lic nerv ousness as the Declaration' s 
anniv ersaries ap p roached .

I n 19 2 6 , the nation' s anx ieties w ere a q uarter- inch b elow  the surf ace of  
m ood  and  outlook . The shock  of  an unp reced ented  scale of  w ar and  
p and em ic— a p lag ue of  " w arf luenz a" — along  w ith Hard ing ' s d eath 
uncov ered  a b road  rang e of  p rob lem s af f ecting  A m ericans. Most p rob lem s 
had  a root in attitud e and  w orld - v iew . N ew  social cond itions sud d enly  
ap p eared :  d iv orce, liq uor consum p tion d riv en und erg round  b y  Prohib ition, 
chang es in sex ual p ractice, art f orm s that em p hasiz ed  chaos and  d isord er, 
y outh reb ellion, rad ical social and  econom ic theories, an unsatiab le d riv e 
f or p leasure and  p rof it, and  m ore. The reaction w as eq ually  intense w ith 
v ig ilante g roup s, an anti- m od ernist reb irth of  the K u K lux  K lan, anti-
im m ig ration societies and  law s, and  harsh social p olicies b uilt around  
scientif ic theories. To surv iv e it all w as to escap e into a p ursuit of  
enj oy m ent, p ursuit of  w ealth, or p ursuit of  isolation w ith one' s ow n k ind . 
F rom  island s of  self - isolation, A m ericans rid iculed  each other f or b eing  
too p oor, too rich, too m uch of  this race or too little of  that race, too urb an, 
too rural, too ed ucated , too uned ucated , too hed onistic, too rig hteous, and  
on and  on. 

This w as the env ironm ent in w hich the 150 th anniv ersary  of  the 
Declaration of  I nd ep end ence unf old ed . O ne com m entator surm ised  that 
A m ericans w ould  v iew  the anniv ersary  throug h these f ilters and  that, as a 
result, their m ood  m ig ht b e g loom y  and  sub d ued . 
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N ot surp rising ly , a concealed  sense of  alarm  and  d esp air had  an early  
ef f ect w ell ahead  of  the 150 th anniv ersary . J ohn W anam ak er w as a w ealthy  
m ercantilist and  retailer in Philad elp hia. He w as also the city ' s only  
surv iv ing  m em b er of  the 18 7 6  Centennial and  W orld ' s F air. Philad elp hia 
had  f allen b ehind  other m aj or A m erican cities in national stature and  civ ic 
stab ility . G raf t and  corrup tion w as v iew ed  as esp ecially  p rolif ic in 
Philad elp hia. I n the m id st of  the W orld  W ar, in 19 16 , W anam ak er b eliev ed  
the city ' s only  chance to p ull itself  out of  the m ire w as to rep licate the 
com m em orativ e ev ents of  18 7 6 , includ ing  the W orld ' s F air. F or the six  
y ears f rom  19 16  until his d eath in 19 2 2  W anam ak er led  the charg e to p lan 
f or the 150 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration as a rem od el of  the 10 0 th

anniv ersary  ev ent in the city . 

The assurance of  f ollow ing  an estab lished  m od el took  hold . O n the 
surf ace, the concep t seem ed  g ood . A  national com m ission w as f orm ed , lik e 
b ef ore. Ten y ears w ould  sp an p lanning  to im p lem entation, lik e b ef ore. 
Philad elp hia w as the chosen sp ot of  celeb ration, lik e b ef ore. The 
celeb ration w ould  com b ine a sig nif icant y early  honoring  of  the 
Declaration w rap p ed  insid e a W orld ' s F air, lik e b ef ore. A nd  the 
p rob ab ilities w ere that the ev ent, centrally  p lanned  and  centrally  org aniz ed , 
w ould  d om inate the nation' s ap p roach to celeb rating  the Declaration, lik e 
b ef ore. 

B ut unlik e b ef ore, hard ly  any thing  else w ent rig ht. 

The f orm al com m ission to d esig n and  ex ecute the Declaration' s 150 th

celeb ration f orm ed  in late 19 2 5. W ithin w eek s the ev ent receiv ed  a 
nick nam e— the " Sesq ui" , short f or sesq uicentennial, or 150 th. A rg um ents 
started  ov er f und ing . Peop le in hig h- rank ing  p ositions of  org aniz ation and  
ad m inistration q uit their j ob s, creating  turnov er in the Sesq ui' s hierarchy  
and  contrib uting  to uncertainty  ov er d irection. Long  stretches of  b ad  
w eather slow ed  d ow n construction of  the acreag e and  cam p us in 
Philad elp hia. Low  m orale am ong  local g roup s and  entities in Philad elp hia 
hind ered  d ecision- m ak ing  and  ad ap tab ility  in p roj ect im p lem entation. 
A m ong  the d elay s in assig ned  task s w as the d istrib ution of  f orm al 
inv itations to f oreig n g ov ernm ents. 

A s ev id ence of  ind if f erence arriv ed , ev ent p lanners conv ened  in 
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Philad elp hia to d iscuss w hat to d o. They  arg ued  ov er w hether the ev ent 
should  b e held  or p ostp oned  a f ull y ear into 19 2 7 . A  g rum b ling  consensus 
em erg ed  f or the ev ent to p roceed  as sched uled  f or J une 1 to Decem b er 1, 
19 2 6 . N o one had  any  solution f or the issue of  the lack  of  f oreig n 
p articip ation.  

A  d ecision to sched ule Sesq ui activ ities on Sund ay s in Philad elp hia created  
an up roar. W ith f eeling s running  hot ab out assaults on trad itions and  rituals 
in the p ost- w arf luenz a p eriod , m any  p eop le v iew ed  Sund ay  as relig iously  
sancrosanct, a nod  tow ard  p reserv ing  the old  w ay s in a turb ulent tim e. I t 
w as an issue that continued  to stir resentm ent and  und erm ine the 
celeb ration. A  p rob lem  internal to contem p orary  society  b ecam e a f actor 
that com p licated  the historical anniv ersary .

A  m easurem ent of  the Sesq ui' s cond ition f lashed  a w arning  sig n f or the 
Philad elp hia ev ent. B y  sp ring  19 2 6  and  the op ening  of  the ev ent, only  nine 
f oreig n nations had  ag reed  to attend  and  p articip ate, less than a q uarter of  
the num b er that had  j oined  the celeb ration in 18 7 6 ;  the num b er w ould  
clim b  b ut the ind if f erence w as ob v ious. G iv en the Sesq ui' s id entity  as a 
W orld ' s F air, the d ecline in f oreig n p articip ation w as a k nif e in the heart. I t 
w as, as one new sp ap er p ut it, " The G reat Pow ers Shunning  the Sesq ui."  
R ead ers w ho w ere f resh f rom  the d isap p ointm ents of  A m erican 
inv olv em ent in the W orld  W ar k new  the neg ativ e ov ertones of  the 
p hrasing .

More w arning s ap p eared . State- lev el org aniz ers sp ok e m ore ab out 
" ad eq uate rep resentation"  in Philad elp hia rather than g enuine enthusiasm  
ov er activ e contrib utions and  inv olv em ent. A  b lack  activ ist org aniz ation 
stated  that the b est w ay  to honor the Declaration' s 150 th anniv ersary  w as to 
end  racial seg reg ation in the U nited  States;  seg reg ation had  reg ained  
p op ularity  and  the g roup ' s call f or ref orm  w as a d irect hit at the p assiv ity  
of  the Sesq ui. O ther activ ist g roup s p ointed  to ap athy  ov er the Sesq ui as 
p roof  of  p olitical ind if f erence to ref orm  and  p ositiv e chang e. They  
d enounced  p olitical lead ers f or lack ing  the energ y  to use the celeb ration to 
reinv ig orate p ub lic citiz enship . I n ad d ition, Presb y terian g roup s rem ained  
unhap p y  w ith Sund ay  sched uling ;  they  org aniz ed  a b oy cott of  the ev ent. 
O ther p eop le w ere critical of  Hard ing ' s successor as p resid ent, Calv in 
Coolid g e, f or his ov erly  activ e role in Philad elp hia' s six - m onth g athering . 
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A ny thing  other than the p resid ent' s echoing  of  their d isp leasure w ith the 
Sesq ui lef t them  up set. He could n' t p lease any one, m uch lik e the Sesq ui' s 
p osition itself .

Scattered  successes could  still b e f ound . B usinesses around  the nation 
ad v ertised  w ith im ag es and  p hrases f rom  the Declaration and  
Sesq uicentennial them es. Phy sical asp ects of  the celeb ration d rew  p raise. 
A n $ 8 0 0 ,0 0 0  rep lica of  G ian Lorenz o B ernini' s " F ountain of  Sea Horses"  
receiv ed  acclaim ;  that the p iece w as a g if t f rom  I taly ' s F ascist d ictator 
B enito Mussolini, w hose nation w as v iew ed  as a m od el of  ag g ressiv e 
p ub lic ref orm s, hinted  at the tenor of  the m om ent. So d id  the 7 0 ,0 0 0  seat 
Municip al Stad ium  b uilt f or the ev ent. B ox ing  cham p ion J ack  Dem p sey —
a k ey  m ass- m ark eted  sp orts icon in an era that had  d ev elop ed  the id ea of  
m ass- m ark eted  sp orts icons— ag reed  to p articip ate in a f ig ht org aniz ed  f or 
the celeb ration. Dem p sey ' s b ox ing  m atch inj ected  a d ose of  energ y  into the 
Sesq ui that w as m ad e m ore consp icuous f or the lack  of  energ y  elsew here 
in the ev ent. 

There w as also a structure that resem b led  the 18 7 6  Corliss eng ine f or the 
im p act on v isitors. A  g ig antic rep lica of  the Lib erty  B ell loom ed  eig hty  
f eet in the air, w eig hed  f orty - tw o tons, and  w as cov ered  w ith 2 6 ,0 0 0  lig ht 
b ulb s. " I t f orm s a m ag nif icent sp ectacle at nig ht as one enters or leav es the 
g round s,"  accord ing  to one rep ort.

The structure seem ed  lik e a b east or creature w ith tw o m assiv e leg s and  no 
head . That it w as a rep lica w as a f itting  p rod uct of  the d ecad e w ith the 
em p hasis on m ass, b raw n, and  j aw - d rop p ing  scale. U nlik e the Corliss, 
thoug h, the R ep lica B ell had  no other p urp ose;  it p ow ered  nothing  and  
p rov ed  nothing . I t w as enorm ous, the q uaint and  charm ing  orig inal b low n 
up  to p rop ortions of  the ob scene. W ith no insig ht into w hat w as 
sy m b olically  im p ortant, the d ef ault w as sim p ly  to m ak e it b ig g er. The 
p hy sical g round s of  the celeb ration had , it seem ed , a m onster b ell as 
g uard ian of  the g ates.   

I n contrast to the B ell w as the Sesq ui' s g reatest achiev em ent of  the six  
m onths. F ew  recog niz ed  it at the tim e b ecause the creator of  the 
achiev em ent w as a slig htly - b uilt m an w ith a thin m outh, thinner sm ile, and  
thinning  hair, the accid ental- b ut- now - p urp osef ul p resid ent, Calv in 
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Coolid g e. 

Presid ent Calv in Coolid g e accep ted  an inv itation to sp eak  at the Sesq ui 
cam p us in Philad elp hia on J uly  4 th. Coolid g e, w ho had  w on election 
outrig ht in 19 2 4  af ter succeed ing  the f allen Hard ing , ord ered  that the 
sp eech b e d elay ed  until the f ollow ing  d ay . The 4 th w as a Sund ay  and  he 
d id n' t w ant to of f end  those p eop le w ho w anted  the d ay  p rotected . The 
d elay  w as a d ecision as a sig nal.

W ritten b y  him self , Coolid g e' s sp eech had  a v ital contex t to it. Coolid g e 
saw  the sp eech as an occasion to ad d ress w hat he b eliev ed  w ere the 
ex cesses and  w rong  turns m ad e b y  the A m erican f ed eral g ov ernm ent in 
recent y ears. He op p osed  the id eas and  p olicies of  he and  Hard ing ' s 
p red ecessor W ood row  W ilson, architect of  the ex p and ed  national 
g ov ernm ent and  activ ist reg ulatory  role of  the nation- state. I n p articular, 
Coolid g e w anted  to re- estab lish the p rom inence of  the A m erican F ound ing  
that he reg ard ed  as d ism issed  and  d isd ained  b y  W ilson and  W ilsonians 
w ho' d  soug ht to usher in a new  international ord er and  sy stem . 

I n ad d ition, Coolid g e w anted  the chance to resp ond  to rem ark s m ad e a f ew  
w eek s earlier b y  f orm er Secretary  of  W ar E lihu R oot, an inf luential f ig ure 
in the R ep ub lican Party . R oot had  d eliv ered  b lunt w ord s ab out the 150 th

anniv ersary . A f ter ack now led g ing  the im p ortance of  the Declaration and  
17 7 6 , R oot asserted  " all the F ourth of  J uly  orators w ho hav e ev er sp ok en 
cannot m ak e the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence accom p lish any thing  b ut f or 
the Constitution."  R oot ex p lained , " I t is of  no use to cry  ' Lib erty '  w hen no 
one d oes any thing  to secure lib erty ."  R oot listed  the w ay s in w hich the 
content of  the Constitution ad d ressed  the g eneraliz ations of  the 
Declaration. " Chaos f ollow ed  close up on the Declaration of  
I nd ep end ence,"  R oot said , " and  chaos continued  until the Constitution of  
the U nited  States w as ad op ted ."  " The Constitution w as ad op ted ,"  he ad d ed , 
" and  w e g rad ually  cam e to enj oy  lib erty  reg ulated  b y  law ."  R oot' s sp eech 
w as a lig htning  b olt in the Declaration' s 150 th y ear.

Coolid g e' s sp eech on J uly  5th in Philad elp hia occurred  in the shad ow s of  
R oot' s rem ark s and  W ilson' s p resid ency . He b eg an b y  inv ok ing the b irth of  
a child  and  the natural j oy  it b ring s. Coolid g e link ed  such j oy  to the 
occasion of  the nation' s b irth on this d ay  in this city  in 17 7 6 . " A t the end  of  
150  y ears the f our corners of  the earth unite in com ing  to Philad elp hia as 
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to a holy  shrine in g ratef ul ack now led g em ent of  a serv ice so g reat, w hich a 
f ew  insp ired  m en here rend ered  to hum anity , that it is still the p reem inent 
sup p ort of  f ree g ov ernm ent throug hout the w orld ."

There is d if f iculty  in k now ing  how  to j ud g e the leng th of  tim e in the lif e of  
a nation, Coolid g e ad m itted . A  suf f icient p eriod  has p assed  to show  that 
the institutions and  rules of  A m erican g ov ernm ent " hav e m et, and  m et 
successf ully , the test of  ex p erience."

Coolid g e p ointed  to b oth the Declaration and  Constitution as " those tw o 
g reat charters of  f reed om  and  j ustice"  to w hich " ev ery  A m erican can turn 
f or solace and  consolation"  in a w orld  of  p olitical p artisanship , p olitical 
tensions, and  p olitical hostilities. The tw o d ocum ents w ere unity  p ap ers.

Turning  aw ay  f rom  the d ocum ents, Coolid g e noted  in stirring  w ord s that 
p eop le ev ery w here " consid er I nd ep end ence Hall as hallow ed  g round  and  
rev ere the Lib erty  B ell as a sacred  relic."  " The w orld  look s up on them , 
b ecause of  their associations of  one hund red  and  f if ty  y ears ag o, as it look s 
up on the Holy  Land  b ecause of  w hat took  p lace there nineteen hund red  
y ears ag o."  

" Throug h use f or a rig hteous p urp ose they  hav e b ecom e sanctif ied ."

W ith W ilson f irm ly  in his m ind , Coolid g e sk ip p ed  p ast the list of  reasons 
f or the A m erican R ev olution so that he could  narrow  his v iew  to a sing le 
p oint:  " A  new  sp irit had  arisen on this sid e of  the A tlantic m ore ad v anced  
and  m ore d ev elop ed  in its reg ard  f or the rig hts of  the ind iv id ual than that 
w hich characteriz ed  the O ld  W orld ."  O n this " a sep arate estab lishm ent w as 
ultim ately  inev itab le...d ecreed  b y  the v ery  law s of  hum an nature. Man 
ev ery w here has an unconq uerab le d esire to b e the m aster of  his ow n 
d estiny ."

I nd iv id ual. Hum an nature. A  m astered  d estiny .

Coolid g e continued . " W e are ob lig ed ,"  he said , " to conclud e that the 
Declaration of  I nd ep end ence rep resented  the m ov em ent of  a p eop le. I t w as 
not, of  course, a m ov em ent f rom  the top ."  I t w as the p eop le, " the g reat 
b od y  of  the p eop le ( w ho)  w ere accustom ed  to p riv ations, b ut they  w ere 
f ree f rom  d ep rav ity ."  " The A m erican R ev olution rep resented  the inf orm ed  
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and  m ature conv ictions of  a g reat m ass of  ind ep end ent, lib erty  lov ing , 
G od - f earing  p eop le w ho k new  their rig hts, and  p ossessed  the courag e to 
d are to m aintain them ."

The A m erican p resid ent g uid ed  the aud ience throug h the actions of  
sp ecif ic colonists in the Continental Cong ress as the d ay  of  ind ep end ence 
d rew  near. " I t w as not b ecause it w as p rop osed  to estab lish a new  nation, 
b ut b ecause it w as p rop osed  to estab lish a nation on new  p rincip les that
J uly  4 , 17 7 6  has com e to b e reg ard ed  as one of  the g reatest d ay s in 
history ,"  of f ered  Coolid g e. 

Then, turning  w ithout attrib ution to E lihu R oot b ut w ith R oot' s sp eech in 
his sig hts, Coolid g e sug g ested  that the Declaration had  to b e w on throug h 
p ub lic sup p ort and  m ilitary  action b ef ore it b ecam e a reality . F rom  that 
reality  the Constitution w as b roug ht f orth " w ith all that it has m eant to 
civ iliz ation."  

Doub ling - b ack  in his sp eech, Coolid g e returned  to a d escrip tion of  p eop le 
and  w riting s w ho had  p rop ound ed  the id eas contained  in the Declaration, 
encom p assing  the six teenth, sev enteenth, and  early  eig hteenth centuries. 
He p aused  to elab orate on the sp ecial role of  theolog ians and  church 
m inisters in the g eneration of  p rincip les, v alues, and  id eals.

A s the end  of  his rem ark s cam e into v iew , Coolid g e inj ected  a ref reshing  
p oint. " A b out the Declaration,"  he stated , " there is a f inality  that is 
ex ceed ing ly  restf ul."  He said  p rog ress had  b een m ad e in the w orld  b ut that 
" this g reat charter"  d id  not seek  p rog ress. N one w as p ossib le:  eq uality  in 
creation, rig hts that could  not b e g iv en aw ay , req uirem ent of  consent of  the 
g ov erned , these thing s w ere p rog ress itself  and  those w ho w ished  to 
chang e them  or d eny  them  w ere " reactionary ."  

Coolid g e conf essed  his lack  of  interest in only  listing  successes and  
p ositiv e results. He p ref erred  " sources and  causes that I  b eliev e is ev en 
m ore necessary  constantly  to contem p late."  Y es, f ailing s had  occurred  
throug h the g enerations. Those f ailing s w ere not of  the p rincip les b ut of
the p eop le carry ing  the resp onsib ility  to p ut them  into p ractice. Peop le had  
acted  w rong ly , p rincip les had  stay ed  true. 
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Coolid g e w as alm ost f inished  w ith his rem ark s. Stand ing  in a thousand -
acre cam p us that celeb rated  m od ern ad v ancem ent, Coolid g e chose to end  
his sp eech w ith thoug hts ab out the F ound ing  g eneration:  " They  w ere a 
p eop le w ho cam e und er the inf luence of  a g reat sp iritual d ev elop m ent and  
acq uired  a g reat m oral p ow er."  He w arned  A m ericans not to think  of  
w ealth f irst, of  p ossessions f irst, " w e m ust not sink  into a p ag an 
m aterialism ."   

There w as no Corliss here.

" W e m ust f ollow  the sp iritual and  m oral lead ership  w hich they  show ed . 
W e m ust k eep  rep lenished , that they  m ay  g low  w ith a m ore com p elling  
f lam e, the altar f ires b ef ore w hich they  w orship ed ."  

Coolid g e step p ed  aw ay  f rom  the p od ium , leav ing  b ehind  the m ost 
insig htf ul p ub lic ex p osition of  the Declaration ev er g iv en b y  a m aj or 
A m erican g ov ernm ent of f icial. 

The Sesq ui com p leted  the sched uled  six - m onth run, closing  in early  
Decem b er. N ot q uite f iv e m illion p eop le p aid  to attend , a sharp  d rop  in 
com p arison to the ten m illion of  18 7 6  ( w ith a sm aller national p op ulation) . 
O rg aniz ers lost $ 2 0  m illion and  sold  ex hib it item s and  other inv entory  to 
av oid  b ank rup tcy . N ineteen f oreig n nations f inally p articip ated , half  the 
num b er of  18 7 6 . V ariety  m ag az ine renam ed  it " A m erica' s G reatest F lop ."

Perhap s the f altering  Sesq ui d id  its m ost im p ortant serv ice in g iv ing  room  
to the nation at larg e to celeb rate the Declaration' s 150 th anniv ersary  w ith 
g reater energ y  and  f lair. The O k lahom a State F air sp onsored  a g roup  of  re-
enactors to p ortray  f am ous F ound ers, includ ing  Paul R ev ere g allop ing  on a 
horse. N ew sp ap ers in N orth Carolina p rinted  ex haustiv ely  d etailed  
accounts of  the colony  and  state' s p iv otal role in the F ound ing . 
N ew sp ap ers in m ost states had  w eek ly  " Sesq uicentennial History  
Sk etches"  ab out im p ortant stories f rom  the A m erican R ev olution. A  
nationw id e " Patriot W eek "  in F eb ruary  soug ht to raise m oney  f or the 
p urchase and  p rotection of  Thom as J ef f erson' s hom e at Monticello, w hile a 
nationw id e " I nd ep end ence W eek "  in J une consisted  of  school essay  
contests, sp eeches, artw ork , and  m usic. The G rand  A rm y  of  the R ep ub lic, 
a Civ il W ar v eterans association, d ep icted  not a re- read ing  b ut a re- sig ning  
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of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence. The sig ht of  p eop le w riting  their 
nam es sig naled  a m ore activ e sort of  d isp lay  than listening  to the d ocum ent 
read  aloud . 

The entirety  of  the 150 th anniv ersary  in 19 2 6  w as the culm ination of  a 
m ov em ent called  " A m ericanism ."  This set of  p ractices, attitud es, and  
outlook s em b od ied  the nation' s attem p t to restore som ething  other than 
norm alcy  or a return to the p re- w arf luenz a status q uo. I t w as an ef f ort to 
re- eng ag e an A m erican sp irit rattled  and  loosened  b y  a w orld  w ar, b y  a 
p and em ic, and  b y  an onslaug ht of  chang es that outp aced  the ab ility  of  
m any  p eop le to ab sorb , und erstand , and  b uild  up on. 

A m ericanism  had  g ood  and  b ad  sid es. The celeb rations w ere ex am p les of  
the g ood , as w ere W arren Hard ing ' s creation of  the term  " F ound ing  
F athers" , the collab orativ e restoration of  Colonial W illiam sb urg  b y  J ohn 
D. R ock ef eller and  R ev erend  W illiam  G ood w in, and  the d istrib ution of  a 
m illion cop ies of  the Declaration to d eep en the p ub lic' s und erstand ing  of  
the f ound ing  d ocum ent. 

The b ad  sid es w ere there, too, w ith m enacing  im m ig ration law s, racial 
v iolence, and  a b rutish hy p er- intolerance of  unconv entionality . A n ed itorial 
w riter in the O m aha W orld - Herald , lik e Coolid g e, j oined  the Declaration 
and  Constitution tog ether b ut ob serv ed  " The Constitution has b ecom e an 
id ol instead  of  an id eal. I t has b ecom e som ething  of  w hich m en sp eak  
sonorously , w ith q uav ering  v oice, at b anq uet tab les and  up on the husting s, 
and  in all p laces of  f orm al constitution w orship , b ut a som ething  w hich the 
sam e p eop le rend  to p ieces w ith com p lacency  in their p riv ate or ev ery d ay  
lif e as soon as the cerem ony  of  w orship  is end ed ."  A  counter- reaction to 
A m ericanism  had  alread y  b eg un to p erm eate the nation' s colleg es and  
univ ersities, m ak ing  the z ealously  anti- F ound ing  F ather w riting s of  
Charles A . B eard  a d om inant v oice in the classroom s of  hig her ed ucation. 
B eard  and  his p eers b lasted  the v ery  id ea of  F ound ing  F athers and  p rov ed  
as narrow ly  f ocused  and  intolerant as the p eop le they  criticiz ed . The 
p end ulum  had  ind eed  sw ung .  

A  strik ing  end  to the 150 th anniv ersary  cam e on Decem b er 3 0 th, 19 2 6  w hen 
Presid ent Calv in Coolid g e ag ain stood  b ehind  a p od ium  to sp eak  ab out the 
b ond s b etw een 17 7 6  and  19 2 6 . He w as in Trenton, N ew  J ersey  to sp eak  on 
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the 150 th anniv ersary  of  W ashing ton and  his rag g ed  arm y  crossing  the 
Delaw are R iv er in a surp rise p re- d aw n attack  on the enem y . A s he' d  d one 
in Philad elp hia on J uly  4 th, he sp ok e at leng th on his insig hts f or the 
occasion. He conclud ed  this sp eech:  " This is the holy  season. A ll hum anity  
has laid  asid e the b urd ens of  the d ay  that they  m ig ht rej oice in the g lad  
tid ing s of  ' Peace on earth, g ood  w ill tow ard  m en.'  R em em b ering  the 
sacrif ices that W ashing ton and  his p atriot arm y  end ured  f or us, w e oug ht 
not to shrink  f rom  sacrif ice to m ak e that insp ired  v ision a p ractical reality ."

B ack  into the d ark  N ew  J ersey  nig ht w ent the Presid ent. Coolid g e w as the 
last A m erican lead er to sp eak  ab out the 150 th anniv ersary  in its actual y ear. 
The recog nition of  the ev ent end ed  w ith nig htf all on Decem b er 3 1 and  
19 2 6  as a y ear b eg an its q uiet slid e into the p ast.

Had we been there for the Declaration's 1 5 0th anniversary...we would have 
recogniz ed much of the desire to enj oy and find pleasure in a replication of 
fifty years ago. W e would also realiz e that a new sort of America was now 
possessor of the founding document and its ideas. 

Celebration Four: The 200th of 1976

A  g ood  tim e had  b y  all?  N ot a chance. A  p leasant outcom e?  N ot 
hap p ening . A  m eaning f ul ex p erience?  N ev er in a m illion y ears. These w ere 
the ex p ectations of  the A m erican nation' s 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the 
Declaration of  I nd ep end ence. E v ery thing  p ointed  to d iscourg em ent and  
d isap p ointm ent. 

A m az ing ly , the op p osite p rov ed  true. 

F or the third  consecutiv e tim e, the arriv al of  a m aj or anniv ersary  f or the 
Declaration of  I nd ep end ence w ould  b eg in w hen the A m erican nation f aced  
turm oil. O nly  the 50 th in 18 2 6  escap ed  the cond ition, thoug h anx ieties of  
its ow n w ere read ily  ev id ent. F or the other three m aj or celeb rations, the 
10 0 th, the 150 th, and  now  the 2 0 0 th it w as a shared  story  of  troub le and  
strif e. 

Planning  and  env isioning  b eg an early , as in 18 7 6  and  19 2 6 . I n 19 6 6 , in the 
m id st of  the V ietnam  W ar, Presid ent Ly nd on J ohnson created  a 
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g ov ernm ental org aniz ation to start w ork  on d esig ning  the celeb ratory  
ev ents of  the Declaration' s 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  in 19 7 6 . J ohnson sp rink led  
the A m erican R ev olution B icentennial A d m inistration ( A R B A )  w ith 
m em b ers f rom  v arious sectors of  A m erican lif e, such as b usiness and  
ind ustry , elected  of f icials f rom  f ed eral and  state of f ices, and  civ ic and  
com m unity  rep resentativ es. J ohnson and  his ad v isors also includ ed  a 
sig nif icant p rop ortion of  A R B C m em b ers f rom  the history  d ep artm ents of  
univ ersities and  colleg es. 

This f act is a k ey  p oint. Lik e Coolid g e, Ly nd on J ohnson w as p resid ent- b y -
d eath, in his case, hav ing  entered  the p resid ency  19 6 3  af ter the m urd er of  
J ohn F . K enned y  and  then w inning  an election in 19 6 4  to continue as 
p resid ent. J ohnson' s v ictory  in 19 6 4  w as historic in siz e and  scop e. He 
seiz ed  up on that outcom e as a m and ate to im p lem ent a sw eep ing  
ex p ansion of  f ed eral g ov ernm ental p ow er and  authority ;  he saw  his 
p resid ency  as a second  " N ew  Deal"  and  him self  as a second  " F DR ."  Thus, 
the " G reat Society "  and  " LB J "  w ere the d ef ining  im p rints in the A m erican 
cond ition of  19 6 6 .

J ohnson p lanted  his A m erican R ev olution B icentennial A d m inistration in 
the soil of  his ov erall " G reat Society "  ag end a. A s a host of  new  law s and  
ag encies had  d one in ed ucation, civ il rig hts, healthcare, social p rog ram s, 
and  m ore, J ohnson, along  w ith his ad v isors and  activ ists, v iew ed  the 
A R B A  as one m ore ex am p le of  using  f ed eral g ov erm ental p ow er to 
im p rov e and  enhance A m erican lif e. The A R B A  w ould  b eg in 
concep tualiz ing  w ay s in w hich their latest ex p ression of  the A m erican 
ex p erim ent had  seen itself  b orn in 17 7 6 . This latest ag ency  of  the G reat 
Society  had  a calling  to lod g e g ov ernm ent in the heart and  soul of  
A m erican lif e, the g ov ernm ent f ound ed  long  ag o and  f irst ex p ressed  in the 
Declaration.  

B ut— and  this is crucial— J ohnson' s G reat Society  f aced  a harsh f act. Lif e 
g ets a v ote. The reality  of  hum an nature, ev ents, d ecisions, actions, trend s, 
conseq uences, and  a thousand  other thing s w ill af f ect p lans and  v isions. 
They  m ay  ev en alter or d isf ig ure them  into shap es unrecog niz ab le to the 
p lanners and  v isionaries. Lif e v otes, and  f or J ohnson' s G reat Society  the 
v ote of  lif e w as to sm ash head long  into the reality  of  the V ietnam  W ar, the 
unp red ictab le d irection of  cultural chang es f or w om en, y outh, sex ual 
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relations, and  relig ion, and  the f racturing  strug g le of  b lack  A m ericans and  
other m inority  p op ulations to secure econom ic p rosp erity  and  social status.  
The G reat Society  collid ed  w ith lif e, and  lif e w on. 

The J ohnson A d m inistration suf f ered  a sev ere election setb ack  in the 
cong ressional election of  19 6 6 , the y ear the A R B A  w as b orn. 
F ascinating ly , the A R B A ' s chief  d ecision w as to rep eat the rep etition, the 
150 th anniv ersary ' s m im icry   of  the 10 0 th anniv ersary . Throug h the sm ok e 
and  haz e of  the election' s outcom es, three " y es" s b eam ed  lik e a lig ht.  

Y es, f irst, Philad elp hia w ould  b e the nation' s centerp iece f or m ark ing  the 
" b icentennial"  ( the term  w as alread y  b ecom ing  the b rand ) . Y es, second , the 
celeb ration w ould  b e w rap p ed  in a b road er W orld ' s F air- lik e ev ent. A nd  
y es, third , all of  it w ould  f all und er the ey es of  a nationally  centraliz ed  
entity , in this case, the A R B A . I t w as 19 2 6  as 18 7 6  all ov er ag ain in 19 6 6 .

B ut the A R B A  could n' t escap e the nation and  the w orld  it w as in. Meeting s 
of  the g roup  could n' t achiev e m uch b ey ond  the initial d ecisions. The 
f ed eral org aniz ation m et on f ew er and  f ew er occasions. A ttend ance, ev en 
then, w as unev en and  lack ing  in energ y  and  insp iration. Dialog ue 
m eand ered  and  attend ees av oid ed  clear- cut d ecisions b ey ond  item iz ing  the 
sp end ing  of  p ub lic m oney . The g roup  b ecam e a ref lection of  b oth the 
J ohnson Presid ency ' s p hilosop hy  and  w aning  f ortunes.  

R ep ub lican R ichard  N ix on w on the p resid ential election of  19 6 8  and  
p rom p tly  reorg aniz ed  the g roup . E f f ects resulting  f rom  the chang e w ere 
neg ativ e. B y  19 7 0  the A B R A  p ub lished  a rep ort on the B icentennial ev ent. 
A  f irestorm  of  p rotest ensued . N ix on' s g roup , it w as said , had  sold  itself  to 
corp orate b id d ers and  translated  the celeb ration into a sales ev ent. The 
N ix on A d m inistration retaliated  b y  interp retating  the op p osition as p roof  
of  the J ohnson p olitical coalition' s z eal and  p olitical ag end a- m ak ing . N ot 
surp rising ly  in the contex t of  the p eop le inv olv ed , N ix on' s ad v isors 
tig htened  the connection b etw een the A B R A  and  the p resid ent' s re- election 
ef f orts. The anim osity  in m eeting s intensif ied .

A lm ost p ersonif y ing  and  af f irm ing  the outlook  of  the p resid ent' s m em b ers 
on the A B R A , a counterg roup  f orm ed  outsid e of  the entity , calling  itself   
the org aniz ing  f orce b ehind  a " B icentennial W ithout Colonies."  Puerto 
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R ican activ ists, B lack  Panther p arty  m em b ers, and  f ollow ers of  the 
A m erican I nd ian Mov em ent w ere at the core of  this g roup . They  f ed  the 
f irestorm  of  ind ig nation ov er the A R B C' s w ork  and  d eep ened  the scorn 
f rom  N ix on A d m inistration of f icials. 

I n ad d ition to the rad ical g roup , the Peop le' s B icentennial Com m ission 
f orm ed  in B oston. Consisting  of  I v y  Leag ue g rad uates and  other m em b ers, 
the g roup  ad v ocated  f or a localistic and  anti- cap italist m od el of  the 
anniv ersary . " Com m on Sense I I "  w as the call to action and  the b asis f or 
rem em b ering  the Declaration in a b lend  of  p op ulist and  non- conf orm ist 
attitud es. N ix on ap p ointees reacted  p red ictab ly . 

A t the sam e tim e, how ev er, sig ns of  som ething  else w ere v isib le, too. The 
m usical " 17 7 6 " , w hich p ortray ed  the w riting , d eb ating , and  sig ning  of  the 
Declaration in a ev en- hand ed  and  d ram atic w ay , held  a successf ul run of  
show ing s on B road w ay  and  other v enues. The m usical em p hasiz ed  the 
hum anity  of  the m en in the Continental Cong ress of  17 7 6  and  also the 
risk s and  trad e- of f s they  f aced  in their d ecision- m ak ing . The show ' s 
p op ularity  hinted  at the p ossib ility  of  thing s to com e.

F or the A B R A , the d if f iculty  w as in how  to ad d ress the tw o b road  cam p s 
of  rem em b rance, the b icentennial' s p ro-  and  the anti- celeb ration sid es. The 
outsid e p ressures, then, created  a circular d y nam ic w ithin the A B R A :  w ith 
ev ery  p ush f rom  the outsid e, an eq ually  strong er p ush f rom  a f action on the 
insid e occurred , and  round  and  round  the w heel w ent. A s the m onths w ent 
b y , a g rid lock  stop p ed  ad v ancem ent. Mutual antag onism s serv ed  as f uel. 
O nce ag ain, the lif e outsid e the A B R A  af f ected  the internal w ork  of  the 
g roup . Celeb ration of  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary , it seem ed , w ould  hap p en 
und er sev ere d uress.

Presid ent N ix on' s resp onse b y  19 7 3  w as to d isb and  the A B R A  and  rep lace 
it w ith som ething  else— the A B R C. Y es, C, w hich stood  f or 
" Com m ission."  That w as the chang e.

N ev ertheless, the chang e had  a uniq ue im p ortance. I f  J ohnson' s g roup  
ref lected  the sp irit and  then d eclining  m orale of  his p resid ency  and  if  
N ix on' s hold - ov er and  re- m ak e of  the g roup  ref lected  his ow n need  to 
settle a score and  seek  a p olitical ed g e, then a f urther truth w as ev id ent as 
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w ell:  the A B R A / A B R C itself  ref lected  the era' s v ast g ov ernm ental sp raw l 
and  b ureaucracy . The new  A B R C' s w ritten d ocum entation w as f illed  w ith 
the w orse j arg on and  stilted ness f ound  in any  g ov ernm ental m anual, rule, 
or reg ulation. The p olitical p hilosop hy  and  m em b ers f aces m ay  hav e 
chang ed  f rom  one p resid ency  to the nex t, b ut the nature of  an 
encom p assing  g ov ernm ental id entity  had  not. Seam lessly , it w as on to the 
B icentennial of  19 7 6  and  nothing  else m attered . The w heel g round  on.

The p rob lem  w as that the A R B C w as as inef f ectiv e as the A R B A  had  b een. 
I n that sense nothing  chang ed  and  continuity  took  an aw f ul f orm . B y  19 7 4   
w ith its p otential im p eachm ent and  lik ely  conv iction of  Presid ent N ix on, 
the g roup  sank  d eep er into f eud s, arg um ents, and  riv alries. Prog ress 
m easured  b y  inches on a p roj ect that need ed  rap id  d ecisions and  f ast 
ex ecution. O n som e d ay s ev en an inch seem ed  a success. A n om inous sig n.

I n the g esture of  a d y ing  m an, the A B R C d ecid ed  to k ill the orig inal p lan 
of  the A R B A . N o Philad elp hia- centered  ev ent. N o W orld ' s F air. N o 
centraliz ation f rom  W ashing ton DC. N o m ore A B R C or A B R A  or A  
any thing  ( unless y ou count the rock - m usic g roup , A B B A , w hich w as 
w id ely  p op ular at the tim e) . O v ernig ht, the celeb ration chang ed .  

A s m uch out of  f rustration as any thing  else, a f urther d ecision w as to ad op t 
a " B icentennial Com m unities"  ap p roach. A ll d uring  the d eb acle of  the 
centraliz ed  ap p roach— and  ind icated  w ith the p op ularity  of  the m usical 
" 17 7 6 " — b and s of  A m ericans had  em erg ed  aliv e and  w ell on countless 
neig hb orhood , tow n, city , county , and  state lev els as w ell as in an eq ual 
ab und ance of  p riv ate g roup s and  associations that w ould  hav e m ad e 
Tocq uev ille p roud . These b and s of  A m ericans w anted  to celeb rate the 2 0 0 th

anniv ersary  of  17 7 6 . These " B icentennial Com m unities"  w ould  receiv e 
v arious am ounts of  g rants and  d onations. W ith that, the f ed eral 
g ov ernm ent- led  2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration w as ov er. F itting ly , 
the k ing  w as d ead .

Tak ing  stock  is alw ay s help f ul and  so it is here. Tak e stock  of  the situation 
as thing s stand  in 19 7 4 , j ust tw o y ears aw ay  f rom  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  
the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence. A  w ar in southeast A sia has d escend ed  
into a hum ilating  d ef eat that is still unrav eling  b ef ore the p ub lic' s ey es. A  
p resid ent resig ns in d isg race, the f irst in A m erican history . The rep utation 
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of  g ov ernm ent, esp ecially  f ed eral g ov ernm ent, is in sham b les. A  
com b ination of  energ y  em erg encies and  crises is at hand . A uthority  in the 
f orm  of  institutions and  trad itions are und er assault at nearly  ev ery  turn. 

To liv e in A m erica 19 7 4 , on one hand , is to sp ort long  hair and  g auz y  
colored  clothing  and  b ras b urning  in a p ile w hile, on the other hand , it is to 
w ear short hair and  narrow ly  cut suits and  g ird les encasing  b od y  shap es. 
F rom  b oth d irections, how ev er, the f eeling  is p ow erf ul that it' s the 
A m erican nation turning  on itself  and  the A m erican p eop le turning  ag ainst 
them selv es. Traum a, traum atic, traum atiz ing . The N ew  Y ork  Tim es stated  
that w ith " a shif ting  m ood , w id esp read  p ub lic and  Cong ressional lack  of  
interest, p artisan p olitics and  long  inaction hav e resulted  in a consid erab le 
scaling  d ow n of  the nation' s p lans to cem m orate its b icentennial."  Here it 
com es, lim p ing  and  w heez ing , the Declaration' s 2 0 0 th anniv ersary . 

How  d if f erent is the env ironm ent of  anx iety , really , f rom  19 2 6  and  18 7 6 ?  
A nd  w hat, if  any thing , and  w ho, if  any one, could  shif t the trend  of  the 
tim es f or the oncom ing  b icentennial?  Consid er this:  

A  p resid ential election w as und erw ay  in 19 7 6  b etw een p resid ent- b y -
accid ent G erald  F ord  and  his m an- of - the- p eop le challeng er J im m y  Carter, 
all of  it occurring  in the shad ow  of  N ix on' s resig nation and  F ord ' s p ard on 
of  N ix on. 

A  scare ov er a sw ine f lu p and em ic w as also und erw ay , w ith talk  of  
v accines and  p ub lic health em erg encies.

A  f orm al surrend er in South V ietnam  w as only  a y ear old  as the b leed ing  
op en w ound s in the A m erican p ub lic are y et to scar.

A  num b er of  d om estic terrorist incid ents continued to unf old , show ing  the 
f act of  A m ericans terroriz ing  each other and  p lacing  state p olice f orces and  
f ed eral law  enf orcem ent on hig h alert as J uly  4 , 19 7 6  neared . 

A  f ilm  op ened  f eaturing  R ob ert De N iro as a p artially  insane V ietnam  W ar 
v eteran w ho d riv es a tax i cab . 

A nd  y et, the d eath of  the A R B C p rov ed  a b lessing . Decay  can enrich, and  
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a seed  can f lourish all the m ore in enriched  soil. So it w as w ith the 2 0 0 th

anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence w hich, b y  last count, 
p rod uced  alm ost 13 ,0 0 0  entities that earned  the d escrip tion of  
" B icentennial Com m unity ."  A nd  f rom  Tim e Mag az ine, on the ev e of  the 
celeb ration:  the B icentennial Com m unities " led  to the creation of  
thousand s of  new  m useum s, historical societies, and  history  p rog ram s that 
shared  a m ore com p lete story  of  the A m erican p ast."

I m ag ine that. 13 ,0 0 0 . That num b er b y  itself — 13 ,0 0 0 — is enoug h to show  
the success of  the 2 0 0 th B icentennial of  the Declaration. Still ag ain, as w e 
are in the tak ing - stock  m od e, the q uestion m ust b e d irectly  p ut:  w hat 
need ed  to b e true f or 13 ,0 0 0  to b e real in such an env ironm ent?

E v ery thing  b uilt ab ov e the g round - lev el of  z ero need s a f ound ation. The 
num b er 13 ,0 0 0  w as ob v iously  ab ov e g round  lev el and  thus it is true that it 
stood  on a f ound ation. I n this case, the f ound ation w as trust.

B ut trust of  w hat or of  w hom ?

Trust in the A m erican p eop le— not p er se the A m erican nation or the 
A m erican p ub lic or the A m erican sy stem . I t w as the A m erican p eop le w ho, 
in turned  out, could  b e trusted  in 19 7 6  and  the im m ed iate y ears b ef ore it to  
k now  the b est course of  action to tak e in d esig ning  and  d eliv ering  the 
celeb ration of  the Declaration' s 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  that they  w anted  and  that 
they  need ed . The A m erican p eop le of  19 7 6  rose to Coolid g e- esq ue lev els 
of  w orthiness.

The A m erican p eop le f orm ed  tog ether in w ay s they  und erstood  w ere b est 
f or them  to carry  out the task  they  w illing ly  accep ted  to d o. These f orm s 
w ere of ten ex isting  g roup s to w hich they  b elong ed , althoug h p re- ex istence 
w asn' t m and atory — new  g roup s w ere m ad e. W hichev er the case, p re- m ad e 
or new - m ad e, the g roup s had  a d irect connection to w hat they  w anted  to 
accom p lish in the sp irit of  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  ev ent. They  m ig ht 
coord inate w ith other g roup s or they  m ig ht not. More im p ortant than the 
outcom e w as the f act that they  d ecid ed  f or them selv es on this and  a rang e 
of  other m atters. 

I n f inally  receiv ing  that trust, the A m erican p eop le acted  on an intuition 
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and  an instinct. They  intuited  that the b est thing  f or them  in the m om ent 
w as to seek  sup p ort, com f ort, stab ility , and  insp iration f rom  the p ast—
f rom  tw o hund red  y ears in the p ast, to b e p recise. The m om ent d em and ed  
the d ecision. I t w asn' t ab out m essag es or narrativ es or sig nals. I t w as ab out 
reaching  b ack  to the p ast f or the sources of  stead ier f ooting  in the p resent. 
G iv en the litany  of  ev ents lead ing  up  to 19 7 6 , it' s easy  to und erstand  their 
intuition.  

Their instinct w as also at w ork . The 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration 
had  a m ag netic q uality  sensed  b y  their instinct. A  celeb ration w ould  hav e 
m eant little in 19 7 3  or 19 7 4  or ev en 19 7 5. The b icentennial num b er of  2 0 0  
sub tracting  b ack  to 17 7 6  w as the p erf ect m om ent f or attaching  to a f ix ed  
p oint in A m erican tim e. The m om ent of  b irth in the Declaration m eant all 
the m ore to p eop le f lailing  ab out, seek ing  b alance and  suref ooted ness as 
the w ind s of  chaos how led  around  them . The F ound ing  m om ent had  the 
rig ht stuf f  f or the m ission as und erstood  b y  the A m erican p eop le.   

O n N ew  Y ear' s E v e, 19 7 5, Presid ent G erald  F ord  sp ok e to the A m erican 
p eop le. He noted  that the nex t d ay  w ould  b eg in a v ery  sp ecial y ear, the 
2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration of  I nd ep end ence. He ob serv ed  that the 
com ing  y ear could  either b e nothing  m ore than " the f anf are of  a g ig antic 
b irthd ay  p arty  ( or) ...a tim e that sp ark s a renaissance of  the A m erican 
sp irit."  I t w as, he said , " the v ery  central q uestion."  He ask ed  that " each of  
us, in the d ay s ahead , consid er w hat answ er w e shall g iv e in our ow n 
p ersonal liv es."  

The ex am p les of  how  A m ericans answ ered  that q uestions in 19 7 6  are 
leg ion. The 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  of  the Declaration sw ep t across ev ery  f acet 
and  into ev ery  corner of  A m erican lif e.

Consid er.

A n A m erican w atching  telev ision d uring  the y ear w as lik ely  to see sev eral 
p rog ram s d ev oted  to the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary . Docum entaries, Saturd ay  
m orning  cartoons, f ilm s, interv iew s, p anel d iscussions, and  sp ecial show s 
w ere com m on. A t nig ht CB S f eatured  the " B icentennial Minute" , a series 
of  one- m inute stories d raw n f rom  real lif e and  ev ents in 17 7 6 . The 
" Minutes"  w ere und erstated , d ram atic, and  intense.  
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Car and  truck  d riv ers in six teen states could  choose 17 7 6 - them ed  license 
p lates f or their v ehicles. I n ev ery  state d riv ers w ould  of ten see p assing  
train locom otiv es p ainted  in red , w hite, and  b lue w ith p atriotic d esig ns. A n 
" A m erican F reed om  Train"  contained  m ultip le cars w ith historical d isp lay s 
insid e. The train trav eled  to all f orty - eig ht states in the continental U S, 
enab led  m ore than sev en m illion p eop le to see the d isp lay s. 

The p ock ets and  p urses of  A m ericans held  item s of  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary . 
The U S Mint p rod uced  a series of  p ennies, nick els, d im es, and  q uarters 
w ith B icentennial m otif s and  d esig ns. Letters arriv ed  in the m ail w ith 
stam p s that hig hlig hted  m en and  w om en as w ell as p laces and  ev ents of  
the A m erican R ev olution. 

The coins and  currency  d id n' t stay  in the p ock ets of  consum ers f or long  in 
19 7 6 . That' s b ecause ev ery  k ind  of  sm all article im ag inab le w as sold  w ith 
17 7 6  colors and  p atterns— shoes, coats, shirts, q uilts, cup s, g lasses, cut- of f  
shorts, scarv es, coasters, tab lecloths, canned  g ood s, sod a p op  b ottles, b eer 
cans, and  on and  on. I f  an item  could  b e b oug ht or sold , the chances w ere 
g ood  that a B icentennial m otif  w ould  b e on it. 

Throug hout the y ear, sp orts f ans and  athletes saw  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary  in 
g am es of  all k ind s. I t w as J ack  Dem p sey ' s b ox ing  m atch in 19 2 6  
m ultip lied  b y  a thousand , as m aj or p rof essional sp orts leag ues ad op ted  the 
B icentennial them e in such cham p ionship  v enues as the Sup er B ow l and  
held  sp ecial cerem onies at selected  g am es of  p rof essional b aseb all, 
b ask etb all, and  hock ey . Som e team s ad op ted  17 7 6 - them ed  unif orm s, w hile 
sp orts v enues d isp lay ed  b anners and  larg e p osters w ith B icentennial 
im ag es. A  p rof essional tennis team  w as nam ed  the " Philad elp hia 
F reed om s."  Philad elp hia w as the site f or all- star g am es in b aseb all, 
b ask etb all, and  hock ey , along  w ith hosting  the " F inal F our"  of  the N CA A  
colleg iate b ask etb all tournam ent.

Schools in countless tow ns and  cities sp onsored  w riting  contests, p ainted  
w alls w ith p atriotic them es, and  org aniz ed  d eb ates and  sp eeches b y  
stud ents. Social club s also contrib uted  to the y ear- long  celeb ration. They  
either held  ev ents of  their ow n d esig n or selected  an ev ent in their 
com m unity  to sup p ort and  sup p lem ent. A  w ag on- train crossed  the nation in 
honor of  the 2 0 0 th. N ot f ar b ehind  it w as a counter- ex hib it called  of  N ativ e 
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A m ericans in the " Trail of  Self - Determ ination Carav an."

The f ilm  " R ock y " , set and  shot in Philad elp hia, w as an enorm ous success 
w ith its story  of  an und erd og  b ox er of  I talian- A m erican heritag e. Marv el 
Com ics unv eiled  a com ic b ook  series entitled  " Cap tain A m erica' s 
B icentennial B attles."  Sears Com p any  p ub lished  a retail catalog ue p ack ed  
w ith im ag es f rom  the B icentennial. I nd iv id ual f am ilies and  neig hb orhood s 
d id  the sam e thing  w ith p hotos and  d raw ing s.

These ex am p les of  d aily  lif e, p op  culture, and  com m erce resem b led  b oth 
19 2 6  and  18 7 6 . Com m erce- b ased  p rod ucts and  serv ices used  them es f rom  
the celeb ration of  the Declaration. The uniq ueness of  19 7 6 ' s v ersion w as 
the p erv asiv eness and  d ep th of  its sp read ;  an A m erican w ould  hav e to 
choose to try  to ig nore these item s and  ev en then w ould  still f ail to av oid  
them . I t' s tem p ting  to d ism iss this sw ath of  rem em b rance as schlock  and  
crass com m ercialism  d ev oid  of  m eaning . May b e and  m ay b e not. 

A  sub tle m essag e ex isted  w ithin each item . The m essag e w as one of  
p ositiv ity  and  op tim ism  ab out the natue of  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary . I t w as a 
thing  that b roug ht a sm ile, a g ood  f eeling , an up b eat sense that celeb ration 
and  com m em oration of  the B icentennial w ere w orth d oing . The p op ularity  
of  the m essag e w as in the p roof  of  p urchase. These item s and  articles not 
j ust on shelv es b ut on d aily  lif e' s d isp lay  b y  the choice of  the m an, w om an, 
or child  w ho b oug ht them . 

A nd  then there w ere those d ram atically  im p ortant m om ents w hen, ap art 
f rom  any  p lanned  ev ent or cerem ony , a raw  ex p ression of  em otion 
rev ealed  m uch ab out A m erican attitud es in 19 7 6 . Such a m om ent 
hap p ened  in Los A ng eles d uring  a b aseb all g am e at Dod g er Stad ium  in 
A p ril, 19 7 6 . The Dod g ers and  the Cub s w ere p lay ing  w hen tw o f ans 
j um p ed  the b arricad es and  sp rinted  into the outf ield . They  carried  an 
A m erican f lag  and  a container of  f lam m ab le liq uid . Stop p ing  near 
centerf ield , they  k nelt d ow n, soak ed  the f lag , and  b eg an to set it on f ire. 
B ef ore they  could  ig nite it, Cub s outf ield er R ick  Mond ay  ran at them , 
seiz ed  the f lag , and  took  it to saf ety . Security  g uard s g rab b ed  the 
p rotesters. I n the stand s, thousand s of  p eop le cheered  and  f or the nex t 
sev eral d ay s on telev ision and  rad io, A m ericans p raised  and  laud ed  the 
heroics of  R ick  Mond ay . The g enuine em otions hinted  at a p ow erf ul strain 
of  A m erican sup p ort f or the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary . 
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The of f icial cerem onies on J uly  4 th w ere m em orab le. Maj or A m erican 
cities org aniz ed  activ ities around  their p articular traits and  characteristics. 
N ew  Y ork  City  w as p ort- of - call f or a f leet of  " tall ship s" , three- m asted  
v essels f rom  around  the w orld . E leg ant, g racef ul, and  tim eless, the w ind -
p ow ered  ship s sliced  throug h the harb or w aters b eneath a b rilliant b lue 
sk y . The sig ht hark ened  a v anished  era of  trav el and  craf t that b elong ed  to 
the F ound ing  m om ent.

O utsid e Detroit, Michig an, G reenf ield  V illag e and  Henry  F ord  Museum  
w as only  one of  hund red s of  p ub lic history  sites that of f ered  17 7 6  p arad es, 
re- enactm ents, and  sp ecial ex hib its. 

I n B oston, asid e f rom  w elcom ing  the tall ship s, a re- enactm ent of  the 
B oston Tea Party  w ith a m od ern anti- corp orate them e inv olv ing  containers 
of  oil instead  of  tea ex isted  along sid e an ev ening  p erf orm ance of  the 
B oston Pop s sy m p hony  cond ucted  b y  A rthur F ied ler. Look ing  lik e a 
restoration of  A lb ert E instein w ield ing  a b aton stick , the g ray - haired  and  
eld erly  F ied ler led  the orchestra in a series of  p atriotic- them ed  m usic w hile  
2 0 0 ,0 0 0  p eop le d anced  and  sw ay ed  und er a canop y  of  f irew ork s. 

I n W ashing ton DC, J ohnny  Cash w as the g rand  m arshall of  the 
B icentennial p arad e w ith such aud ience m em b ers as Q ueen E liz ab eth I I  
and  Prince Philip  of  G reat B ritain. Prior to the p arad e, the roy al coup le had  
d ed icated  the unv eiling  of  a rep lica of  the Lib erty  B ell, cast in its orig inal 
shap e and  m aterial, a d irect and  sy m b olic contrast to the m onstrosity  of  a 
half - century  b ef ore. I n ad d ition, the Sm ithsonian I nstitute had  sp onsored  
ev ents that f eatured  the w ork s of  historical scholars as w ell as a trim ester' s 
w orth of  historically - them ed  d isp lay s b y  artisans and  f olk  artists. The new  
Sm ithsonian N ational A ir and  Sp ace Museum  also op ened  and  q uick ly  
b ecam e a p op ular d estination.

I n Los A ng eles, Disney  W orld  and  Disney land  b eg an an " A m erica on 
Parad e"  ev ent that em p hasiz ed  treasured  m om ents f rom  the A m erican p ast. 
Sim ilar ev ents occurred  at the Los A ng eles Coliseum  and  K nott' s B erry  
F arm .  

I nternational p articip ation occurred . J ap an sp onsored  construction of  the 
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K enned y  Center in W ashing ton DC. The roy al f am ily  of  Sp ain unv eiled  a 
statue of  B ernard o d e G alv as f rom  the R ev olutionary  W ar. N orw ay ' s 
m onarch K ing  O lav  V  erected  the V inland  N ational Health Sp orts Center 
in Minnesota. V alery  d ' E staing  of  F rance led  an of f icial d eleg ation to j oin 
in the celeb ration.

I n Philad elp hia, Presid ent G erald  F ord  w as the k ey note sp eak er of  the 
city ' s celeb ration at I nd ep end ence Hall. F ord ' s sp eech has b een ov erlook ed  
as a sig nif icant ex p osition of  the Declaration and  the 2 0 0 th anniv ersary .  

W ith the iconic b uild ing  of  red  b rick  and  w hite w ood w ork  b ehind  him , 
F ord  recalled  the story  of  Lincoln' s v isit to the sam e sp ot in early  18 6 1 
w hen the nation teetered  on the b rink  of  civ il w ar. He p ointed  to " the g reat 
b ronz e b ell"  in f ront of  him , up on w hich w as a B ib lical inscrip tion ab out 
lib erty ' s p roclam ation throug h the land . F ord  rem ark ed  that the inscrip tion 
w as f rom  the J ew ish J ub ilee and  its 50 th y ear celeb rations. 

F ord  rem ind ed  his listeners that " the A m erican R ev olution w as uniq ue and  
rem ains uniq ue in that it w as f oug ht in the nam e of  the law  as w ell as 
lib erty ."  He d escrib ed  the liv es of  the f if ty - six  m en w ho sig ned  the 
Declaration, em p hasiz ing  their risk s and  sacrif ices. He w as caref ul to p oint 
out the eq ual im p ortance of  ord inary  m en and  w om en and  their 
contrib utions to ind ep end ence, an ind irect connection to the ord inary  m en 
and  w om en w ho w ere tod ay , in 19 7 6 , m ak ing  such v aluab le contrib utions 
to the 2 0 0 th celeb ration.  

F ord  ex p and ed  his rem ark s and  shif ted  to the Constitution. " The 
Constitution w as created  to m ak e the p rom ise of  the Declaration com e 
true,"  said  F ord . He stated  that, then as now , A m ericans in the F ound ing  
era f eared  a central g ov ernm ent of  ex cessiv e streng th and  a central 
g ov ernm ent of  ex cessiv e w eak ness. He b rief ly  outlined  the Constitution' s 
m ak ing  and  d ef end ed  the role of  g ov ernm ent in d ef end ing  the rig hts of  
p eop le, their saf ety  and  their hap p iness. " I n m od ern society ,"  F ord  note, 
" no ind iv id ual can d o this all alone, so g ov ernm ent is not necessarily  ev il 
b ut a necessary  g ood ."  

A nd  in a sing le sentence ab out a " trag ic, f raternal w ar" , F ord  shif ted  into 
the challeng e of  ap p ly ing  the Declaration and  Constitution, g eneration- b y -
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g eneration. " Lib erty  is a liv ing  f lam e to b e f ed , not d ead  ashes to b e 
rev ered , ev en in a B icentennial Y ear."

He ask ed  q uestions of  challeng e— are our institutions still sound ? — are our 
f ound ations still strong ? — are our rig hts and  lib erties p rotected ?  The v ery  
act of  q uestioning , F ord  m aintained , w as cause f or conf id ence. W ith that 
conf id ence, f urther g oals can b e p ursued . " A s w e achiev e one g oal— a 
long er lif esp an, a literate p op ulation, a lead ership  in w orld  af f airs— w e 
raise our sig hts."  

F ord  listed  the challeng es of  the Declaration' s third  century . I nd iv id ual 
ind ep end ence, p riv acy , p rotection of  nature, p ub lic saf ety , a stab le g lob al 
ord er, im p rov em ent of  health, sp ace ex p loration, and  enrichm ent of  the 
q uality  of  lif e need ed  to b e ad d ressed  b y  the Declaration' s nation. Such 
issues need ed  action, and  action had  b een tak en b y  A d am s and  J ef f erson 
w ho had  d ied  in the J ub ilee y ear of  18 2 6 . A ction ag ain w as need ed , now , 
head ing  into the third  century , f or it is the A m erican resp onsib ility  as " the 
m ost successf ul realiz ation of  hum anity ' s univ ersal hop e."  

F ord  end ed  w ith G od . He ask ed  the crow d  to j oin him  in a m om ent of  
silent p ray er in g ratitud e " f or all the w e hav e receiv ed  and  to ask  continued  
saf ety  and  hap p iness f or each of  us and  f or the U nited  States of  A m erica."

A  f ew  hours later, at the d esig nated  tim e of  2 p m , tens of  thousand s of  b ells 
rang  in unison across the U nited  States. R ather than the g ig antic b ell of  
19 2 6  g uard ing  the g ates in Philad elp hia, a univ erse of  sound  cam e in 19 7 6 , 
one b y  one, across the nation in celeb ration of  the Declaration' s 2 0 0 th

b irthd ay .  

A nd  lik e 19 2 6 , the y ear' s f inal m onth p rod uced  a p arting  m om ent of  
rem em b rance. Then, Presid ent Coolid g e had  sp ok en at Trenton in honor of  
G eorg e W ashing ton and  his arm y ' s crossing  of  the Delaw are R iv er en route 
to v ictory . N ow , in 19 7 6 , af ter b ureaucratic w rang ling  b etw een Cong ress 
and  the Pentag on, G eorg e W ashing ton receiv ed  d esig nation as " G eneral of  
the A rm ies of  the U nited  States" , returning  him  to the hig hest lev el of  
com m and  in the A m erican m ilitary . 

The circle w as com p lete.
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Had we been there for the Declaration's 200th anniversary...we would have 
been encouraged and uplifted by the fruits of trusting the American people 
and their potential. Remembrance meant more than nostalgia—it meant 
remembering, through a myriad of ways, the strength and resilience of 
touching and feeling the founding document as something deeply rooted 
yet vividly alive. 




