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To my grandchildren:

Welles Winthrop McKean, Katherine Buckley McKean, and

future Kaye McKeans of their generation

 —D.M.

To my daughter, her generation, and the next:

May they know the freedoms we have known up until now.

 —M.T.B.







Prologue

On Friday, July 9, 1858, US Senator Stephen Douglas checked into the newly renovated five-story Tremont Hotel in Chicago, reputed to be the best hotel in the western United States. That evening at 8 p.m., as twilight descended on the city, Douglas delivered a well-publicized speech on the portico of the hotel to a crowd that his campaign estimated at 30,000. One of the city’s leading newspapers pointed out that such an enormous gathering would have been “more than the whole male adult population of the city.” Nevertheless, the crowd was sizable: Perhaps as many as 12,000 had assembled to hear Douglas in his first major speech since announcing his campaign for reelection.1

Abraham Lincoln, a lawyer by trade, was also in Chicago to attend an opening session of the United States District Court; he came to hear Douglas’s speech. Lincoln, a former one-term congressman, had received the nomination of the Republican Party in Illinois in June to challenge Douglas. The major issue in the race was the future of slavery: Lincoln maintained that it should be abolished, while Douglas argued that the decision should be left to the states.

Lincoln sat on the portico, behind his opponent, “furnished with a seat very convenient for hearing him.” Lincoln showed little emotion as the senator railed against his “House Divided Speech,” delivered nearly a month earlier when Lincoln accepted his party’s nomination for the Senate seat. In that speech Lincoln had asserted, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” He then said, “I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free.” He also made a prediction: “I do not expect the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing, or all the other.”2

Now standing on the balcony of the Tremont Hotel, Senator Douglas took command of the stage and, in a fast-paced and vigorous voice, defended the institution of slavery while characterizing his opponent as well-meaning but naive and reckless. Douglas gave an impassioned defense of states’ rights, but he anchored his reasoning in pure racism, declaring, “In my opinion this government of ours is founded on the white basis. It was made by the white man, for the benefit of the white man, to be administered by white men.”3

The next evening was Lincoln’s turn. Whereas Douglas had spoken the night before of racial nationalism—that is, of American national identity being defined by race and limited exclusively to Whites—Lincoln offered a very different vision of Americanism in his rebuttal. He embraced civic nationalism, a vision of Americans united not by blood but by belief in the ideals inscribed in America’s founding documents.

Although Douglas did not attend, Lincoln spoke on the same balcony to deliver his rebuttal. The crowd was about three-fourths as large as that of the previous evening, but according to one newspaperman, “in point of enthusiasm” Lincoln’s reception by the crowd was “about four times as great.” For some moments, Lincoln, at six feet, four inches tall, stood awkwardly as the cheering continued unabated, until at last he stilled the crowd with a wave of his hand.4

Lincoln then addressed a number of issues ranging from the meaning of popular sovereignty to the impact of the decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford, the 1857 Supreme Court ruling that declared enslaved people, and by extension people of African descent, were not American citizens and therefore could not sue in federal court. He spoke, too, of the Declaration of Independence—the “old Declaration,” as he called it—which, he reminded his listeners, held “these truths to be self-evident,” namely, “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” To secure these rights, he continued, “governments are instituted among men, deriving their Just powers from the consent of the governed.”5

In many respects, the United States of 1858 was quite different from the United States of 1776, when those words were written. “We are now a mighty nation,” Lincoln said, with a population of some thirty million people inhabiting thirty-two states, including Texas and California. Yet eighty-two years later, the principles inscribed in the Declaration continued to act as an “electric cord” that linked “the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that [would] link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world.” And every year Americans gathered on July Fourth, as Chicagoans had done days earlier, to celebrate the American journey and “to remind [them]selves of all the good done in this process of time, of how it was done and who did it, and how we are historically connected with it.” Lincoln continued, “We go from these meetings in better humor with ourselves—we feel more attached the one to the other, and more firmly bound to the country we inhabit. In every way we are better men, in the age, and race, and country in which we live, for these celebrations.” Even so, he cautioned that these celebrations of progress must always be tempered with the knowledge that the Declaration’s ideals were not yet realized. As Lincoln said, “We have not yet reached the whole.” America remained a work in progress.6


[image: ]

As the United States approaches its 250th anniversary, millions of Americans are deeply concerned about our nation’s future, perhaps as deeply as they have been since Lincoln’s day. After all, recent presidential elections have revealed that we are a country divided by politics, by race, by class, by culture, and by algorithms. What, if anything, do we have in common? What does it actually mean to be an American? While definitive answers may be elusive, perhaps clues can be gleaned from two ten-foot-high marble statues that stand guard outside the imposing limestone and granite National Archives Building on Constitution Avenue in Washington, DC. One statue, titled Heritage, depicts a robed man clutching a book and bears an inscription imploring passersby to “Study the Past”; the other, Guardianship, of a young woman peering into the future, explains why: “What Is Past Is Prologue.” These statues greet visitors as they enter the archives—home of the Declaration of Independence, which, together with the US Constitution and the Bill of Rights, has inspired the American people to pursue a more perfect union since 1776.

Looking to the nation’s past, there is nothing more American than July Fourth, the date in 1776 when thirteen North American colonies declared their independence from Great Britain to form a nation. Ever since, neither war, nor depression, nor partisan difference has prevented Americans from gathering every year on the Fourth to commemorate the nation’s founding principles. Though some rituals have changed over the years, on Independence Day Americans of all races, religions, political stripes, and incomes celebrate with parades, picnics, public readings, and, of course, brilliantly colored, ear-splitting fireworks.

In 1826, only weeks before his death on July Fourth, Thomas Jefferson wrote about the importance of celebrating Independence Day and the unalienable rights expressed in the Declaration: “Let the annual return of this day forever refresh our recollections of these rights, and undiminished devotion to them.” Jefferson did not live long enough to fully appreciate that with the 1826 celebration, the first Jubilee, Americans would begin another tradition of holding dedicated celebrations every fifty years. Jubilees—“timekeepers of progress,” as President William McKinley once called such events—are understudied by historians. The very term jubilee is seldom used today, occurring less than once per million words in modern written English. Yet jubilees have occupied a special place in the American experience since the early republic even though they were a British import: English monarchs began celebrating fiftieth anniversaries in the fourteenth century, a tradition that traces back to the Catholic Church, ancient Rome, and even the Hebrew Bible. In fact, this rich tradition of associating jubilees with not only respite from toil but deliverance from bondage, heralded by trumpets, voices uplifted in song, and general public rejoicing, may well explain why golden anniversaries gained such a purchase in the United States—where the idea of freedom, however imperfect, has worked to define and redefine an exuberant national identity for 250 years and counting.7

President John Quincy Adams, son of founder John Adams, spoke to this emerging tradition on the eve of America’s diamond anniversary in 1826. “The year of Jubilee,” he said, marked the end of the initial phase of US history, the period dedicated to “the first formation of Our Union,” and the beginning of a new chapter that would see the realization of the American Revolution’s democratic principles. The fulfillment, he said, “of the Declaration of our Independence is at hand.” The republic is dead; long live the republic.8

In years ending in twenty-six or seventy-six, the fifty-year celebrations of independence usually span months, generally reaching a crescendo on July Fourth. More significantly, the fifty-year celebrations have increasingly become a means to affirm the success of American democracy. That has broadly been interpreted to mean that Americans have a representative government elected by its citizens and undergirded by the rule of law, from which they enjoy expansive rights. The Flag Was Still There tracks the evolution of these fundamental principles as well as others embedded in the Declaration.

Of course, the jubilees don’t necessarily coincide precisely with seminal events in American history. Certainly, most of what Americans regard as the country’s important historic events began and ended on days other than July Fourth and in years that didn’t end in twenty-six or seventy-six. Lincoln debated Douglas in 1858, for example. Nevertheless, the 1826 Jubilee, the 1876 Centennial, the 1926 Sesquicentennial, and the 1976 Bicentennial—together with the impending 2026 Semiquincentennial—offer valuable opportunities for taking stock of the nation’s journey, for measuring change over time. They show growth. They show advances. They show traditions made and unmade, turmoil and triumph, progress and retreat. Each jubilee has found the United States at an inflection point: political, economic, or cultural. Mostly, though, they show the union persevering, even as the very same rights, ideals, and beliefs that Americans hold dear have threatened on occasion to tear the country apart. In other words, they show the “electric cord” of which Lincoln spoke, linking generations of Americans of all races, ethnicities, and religions in an ongoing effort to realize the Declaration’s lofty ideals—often in the face of fierce and at times violent opposition. Perfecting the Union, despite its faults: this is the idea of America, the vision that has defined Americans since 1776.9
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The Flag Was Still There is neither a detailed examination of our democracy nor a comprehensive survey of US history. Nor is it an uncritical celebration of American greatness—though we do believe in the American experiment and its capacity to inspire. Rather, The Flag Was Still There is an attempt to reach across the aisle and the algorithms and everything else that divides Americans today to find common cause in our shared experience as told through the stories of people and events and voices—some well-known, others less so—that have shaped the nation’s journey at fifty-year intervals. Stopping history at these points, though it may halt the flow of time, has the advantage of showing clearly how, over the course of their country’s 250 years, Americans have periodically attempted a form of self-reflection, with the goal of taking stock of the nation’s journey and setting the tone, if not a course, for the future. Each jubilee is unique, though they all share similarities. Each jubilee reveals glorious strengths and glaring imperfections of our democracy at a particular moment in time. Each jubilee is punctuated by events that are disdained by the next generation, but likewise, each anniversary provides a message of hope, of deliverance from repression, however defined, that has sustained Americans through troubled times.10

The Declaration of Independence, the cornerstone of each jubilee, was a truly revolutionary idea; it breached uncharted territory, and there was no reason to believe that it would work, much less endure. Yet, for 250 years, citizens of the United States have sustained, though often imperfectly, the founding idea of self-government as an example (and sometimes a lesson) to the world.

How the United States celebrates its Semiquincentennial in 2026, as in each previous jubilee, will reveal much about our country at this particular time and about the nation’s progress over the centuries in realizing the evolving idea that is America. And, more fundamentally, how the nation conducts itself during this anniversary year will shine a light on us as a people. Perhaps in better understanding that the past is prologue, we may take care to chart a course for the future that all Americans can be proud of.

10 
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“Brilliantly written and illuminating.”
—DOUGLAS BRINKLEY, New York Times bestselling author of Silent Spring Revolution
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