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By Susan White
UNION-TRIBUNE STAFF WRITER

May 13, 2007

Cash?
Gift cards?
Travel rewards?

What does it mean to be an American at the beginning of the 21st century?

Today, I'll set out on a six-week trip across the United
States and back to try to answer that question. If all goes
as planned, I'll be pulling out of my driveway in North
Park at roughly the same time you are reading this
article.

What I'm seeking is what I suspect many people are
seeking these days: reassurance that despite an
unpopular war and the many other issues that divide us,
despite our preoccupation with material toys and trivial
entertainment, we still retain enough of our forefathers'
strength and idealism to carry our country safely into
the future.

On most days I am optimistic I will find the reassurance union-Tribune editor

I need. Susan White is on a
cross-country search for
the nation our children will
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feature:

But on other days, my work as a journalist reminds me
that our politicians, our government and our civic
institutions don't always function as they should — and that worries me.

* Low, fixed Interest rates
« High credit limits

Sometimes, when I edge my car onto the freeway after work, I look at the sea of
traffic pouring into the shopping malls, at the homeless people shuffling by with
their shopping carts, and I'm filled with such hopelessness that the air in my car

feels too heavy to breathe. « Varlety of merchandise,
gift cards and travel
On other days, though, I catch a awards to choose from
E{:g:gstigftgiﬁ%ﬁ?gfg Egze(fflgilm Online: You can track Susan White's « 24-hour online point
trees silhouetted against the sky, and journey on Sundays and Wednesdays in redemption a
’ the Union-Tribune or every day at account access

1 feel a shiver of excitement, of
optimism. If I could just keep driving,
I think, perhaps I would be filled
again with the vision of America I
grew up believing in — an America
that is generous, honorable, resilient
and courageous.

Desperately Seeking America.
com, where she'll also describe what
happens when two strong-willed

people spend six weeks trapped
together in a rented Toyota Corolla.
(Her husband, Robert P. Laurence, is
the Union-Tribune's former television
critic.) Today the Corolla is headed
toward Arcosanti, an experimental
community 65 miles north of Phoenix.
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So now my search begins.

Accompanied by my husband, I'll

travel from San Diego to Lubec, Maine, stopping along the way at restaurants,
firehouses, churches, museums, schools, parks, historical sites, shopping malls,
factories, military bases and city halls. I will ask the people I meet to take me to their
homes and show me the places in their communities that make them proud.
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I will ask them to share their dreams of the America their children and
grandchildren will inherit — and ask what they are prepared to do to make those
dreams come true.

I'll write about my findings twice a week in The San Diego Union-Tribune.

T'll also post daily notes on the
newspaper's Web site, which
will have photos and a map
tracking my progress.
Occasionally, I'll offer songs
from regional musicians and
perhaps even recipes from
local restaurants.
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The Web site also has a place
where you can contribute
your own essays about what it
means to be an American.

As I was preparing for this
trip last month, I happened
to catch a few minutes of TV "COM
chatter between liberal

talk-show host Bill Maher and WOr T FRIARTES .
former Democratic Sen. Bill Bradley, whose latest book, “The New American Story,”
urges Americans to take control of their future.

PADRESBEISBOL.COM),

“I'm not optimistic, and it's not because I don't love my country,” Maher was telling
Bradley. “I do love my country. I wish the best for it. But quite frankly I don't think
we have the chops anymore to get big things done.”

Bradley leaned forward, as if he were willing Maher to believe him.
“The problem is with the politics, not with the people,” he said.

I hope that when my trip is over I, too, will be filled with that faith — and that those
of you who share my adventure will come away similarly reassured. I'm not
searching for anything shocking or profound. Just a leisurely chat with a man at a
gas station, the fragrance of a warm piece of pie, or the sweep of the morning sun
rising off the coast of Maine.
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