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Current events got you down?
Maybe what we need is

a really big celebration—

like the one held

on July 4, 1976 ;

BY JULIE JACOB

IN 1976, AMERICANS were cranky

and cynical, worn down from years of tragedies and ten-
sions. Vietnam, Watergate, the assassinations of Robert
Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., the bombing of
Sterling Hall at the University of Wisconsin in Madison—
the country’s problems seemed endless. Americans needed
something to feel good about.

The year 1976 also marked the country’s 200th birth-
day—the perfect excuse for a party. A really big party.
“There was a healing that was trying to take place after
the Vietnam War,” says John Kaminski, director of UW-
Madison’s Center for the Study of the American Constitu-
tion. “One of the things the bicentennial really did was
focus attention on the good things of America.”

In the months leading up to the big day, people in
Wisconsin and across America watched “Bicentennial
Minutes” on CBS, followed “The Adams Chronicles” on
PBS, painted fire hydrants with patriotic designs, stitched
community quilts, collected bicentennial quarters, and
bought souvenirs. Although coffee mugs and belt buckles
weren't exactly what John Adams had in mind when he
wrote to his wife, Abigail, that the anniversary of the
nation’s independence should be observed with “solemn
acts.” he would have smiled to know that 200 years later the
country was still celebrating its birthday with “shows,

games, SpOrts, guns, bells, bonfires, and illuminations from
one end of the continent to the other”
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In Wisconsin, people reacted enthusiastically. “A young
man went to D.C. to start a bicentennial newspaper,” recalls
Martin Schreiber, then lieutenant governor. “Ripon College
[had an exhibit] of presidential signatures. Youngsters in
Sheboygan followed Johnny Appleseed’s path and took heli-
um balloons [filled with apple seeds] and released them
into the sky”

Over the three-day bicentennial weekend, Americans saw
the parade of tall ships on television, rang bells at 1 p.m. on
July 4, oohed and aahed at fireworks, and celebrated the coun-
try’s 200th birthday in a burst of giddy, goofy, glorious fun.
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The year 1976

marked the country’s
200th birthday—the perfect excuse
for a party. A really big party.

Wisconsin’s Gov. Patrick Lucey read the Declaration of
Independence. Wisconsin Chief Justice Bruce Beilfuss read
the Declaration of Rights from the Wisconsin state consti-
tution, and Schreiber gave 13 ceremonial toasts to com-
memorate the country’s birthday. (To this day, former Dane
County Supervisor R. Richard Wagner celebrates each
Fourth of July with friends—and 13 toasts.)

The weekend’s festivities included performances of
1776 at Milwaukee’s Melody Top theater; performances of a
bicentennial rock opera, The Return of the Spirit, at UW-
Milwaukee; a Happy Birthday America ice cream social in
Monroe; the presentation of a bicentennial quilt to the
mayor of Elkhorn; a skydiving show in Wauwatosa; and a
re-enactment in Reedsburg of events leading up to the sign-
ing of the Declaration of Independence.

“John Adams would have been very proud,” says
Kaminski.

Julie Jacob, a native of Racine, lives in Chicago. She dedicates
this article to her mother, who loved the Fourth of July.
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