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			Dedication by Paul Johnson:

			To General Wesley Clark, whose service as Supreme Allied Commander and candidate for President of the United States, are a profound source of inspiration.  But your continual service to foster dialogue among diverse voices in defense of freedom inspired this work.  And so we dedicate this book to you and the many veterans who continue to defend this nation—not just in battle, but against division and discord from tribalism and partisanship.  You helped us understand that if you want to be patriotic quit insulting other Americans.  More than anyone else you and those you represent are what’s right with America.

			 

			Dedication by Larry Aldrich:

			For James (“Jim”) H. Click, Jr., a business and political leader endowed with the essence of what truly makes America great, a man with a heart of gold and a once-in-a-lifetime leader who left his marks all over Tucson, the State of Arizona, and America. Jim, I’m honored and lucky to know you…

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Why This Book, Now

			Rosa Parks sat on a bus next to Paul Johnson, the young mayor of Phoenix, on their way to speak to advance the Martin Luther King Jr. legacy. They thumbed through a book of the historical events when Parks was arrested for not surrendering her seat on a bus to a white woman. A photographer captured the visage of a young police officer, hair cut short, a leather strap across his chest, who fingerprinted her. Paul said, “That officer looks like the wall of oppression.” Parks shot a disapproving glance at Paul and immediately scolded him, saying, “Now, Mayor, don’t say bad things about that young man. He was a good person. Just like other Americans, he was doing his job to care for his family.” Parks opined that he was not doing the wrong thing—“The law was doing the wrong thing.”

			Emotions overcame Paul. He was so used to hearing divisive issues described as good versus evil. Yet, here was this woman who lived through grave injustices in America. She refused to allow those injustices to become reasons to harm other Americans. She loved America, even with its many faults. And she loved other Americans. She was optimistic about our future. She inspired and embodied the best portraits of Americans.
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			This book is about what’s right with America. We ask you to set aside, just for a while, all the negative information bombarding you. We will give you new (and renewed) ways to think about America. For some, it will re-awaken their faith in the US. For others who have not heard similar arguments, analyses, and critical facts, we will present an awakening about the many gifts our nation gives us.

			Data drives our view of American optimism, about what’s right with America. The historical evidence and prospects enlighten our optimism about and confidence in the US. But there is a spirit here that is much harder to capture, the spirit of those who came before us, the spirit of the wealthy and poor, heroes and hard hats, inventors and moms and dads, that we witnessed. Our inspiration comes from people all over America and the challenges they overcame (or tried to overcome). Their belief that the hard work and stress were worth it rang bells in our minds as we wrote this book. Their stories inspired us and made us proud to be Americans. We learned—and continue to learn—from many people who shaped our country, people who shaped us.

			In this book, we share examples that support vital concepts. In most of these examples, only one of us was present. Yet, we use the word “we” throughout because, together and collectively, these people helped shape this book. From being mayor of the nation’s sixth largest city (fifth largest today), publishing major newspapers, being engaged in political work around the world and presidential campaigns, being an entrepreneur, and prosecuting “white collar” criminals, we were blessed to meet many people from all walks of life who inspired us about what’s right and best about America, and her and our unique advantages.

			We did not write this book for those considered our leaders. We strongly believe in the role of leadership. Leaders should inspire us toward a more significant aim and thus encourage us to sacrifice some of our beliefs for what we call the collective ideal. Most importantly, we need to know where we are going—as individuals and as a country—and believe in our abilities to get there. Unfortunately, we are disappointed today that some of our so-called leaders provide little hope, optimism, and inspiration to drive that more significant, collective aim.

			We wrote this book for ordinary people—those who don’t see themselves as leaders, and those whose importance is often overlooked. What amazes us is how our American culture, based on individual rights and freedoms, frequently requires ordinary people to step into the role of leader.
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			The operations that publish a newspaper are like those found in many other mid- or large-sized businesses. Such businesses employ top managers, middle managers, and those who do the daily work to publish a newspaper. While top management—the suits, as they might be called—make decisions about the newspaper’s long-term direction, the reporters, photographers, and first-level editors create the essence of the business.

			Reporters work hard to write stories that achieve the ideal we call “truth.” They find sources of information, try to create an interesting angle to the stories they craft, and sort and assemble facts in ways attractive to readers. If these reporters are exceptional, the facts tell stories themselves. Then, these stories allow the audiences to decide what to conclude.

			Of course, a story based on facts and fairness is ideal. Not all reporters are talented enough to accomplish it. So, in the newspaper business, editors review the stories to look for factual errors and ensure that multiple sources of information are used. The standards are high for newspapers because, unlike their social media counterparts, they may be liable if a story is wrong.

			Reporters and editors are often remarkable and talented, usually true skeptics of what they initially see and hear. The nature of their business to investigate wrongdoing frequently causes them to miss what is going right. But they provide an incredible service to readers and society. They work hard under increasingly challenging conditions and criticisms.

			However, another group of people employed in businesses like newspapers is often overlooked. They are the people who clean the floors and bathrooms, run the printing presses (and their electronic equivalents), and load and unload the newspapers onto large trucks. Many of these people wake up at 3 a.m. to deliver a newspaper to someone’s front step.

			Reporters, editors, and delivery personnel are the people in the “middle” of America. They work hard while hoping their leaders will best represent them. These people write the stories, deliver the papers, secure our streets, and serve in our militaries. They are the people who do most of the work in this large country. Unfortunately, too many leaders overlook them, don’t know them, and don’t understand their hopes, dreams, and wishes.
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			Rosa Parks, a beacon of civil rights activism, is celebrated for her pivotal role in challenging racial segregation in the United States. On December 1, 1955, in Montgomery, Alabama, Parks took a courageous stand by refusing to give up her bus seat to a white passenger. This nonviolent protest ignited the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Her resolute stance against segregation laws helped galvanize the civil rights movement, leading to a US Supreme Court ruling that declared segregation on public buses unconstitutional.

			Before that day, Parks had not been considered a leader on the Montgomery bus. She didn’t lead a significant civil rights organization or head some large company. She wasn’t even in elective office, nor did she ever try to be elected. She was a person going to work whose feet were tired, and she didn’t want to walk to the back of the bus.

			Parks was just one of those people from the middle. She had every right to be angry at being arrested. Yet she had the decency to see police officers as human beings, empathetic and caring for people other than herself. Her perspective was much broader than that of the leaders around her.

			As the authors of this book, we are deeply concerned that the perspectives of some leaders are limited. They may overlook those individuals they work with, those who show us daily the value of their work. Instead of inspiring us, many leaders are preoccupied with following popular trends, often set by other leaders. They are so obsessed with what is going wrong—with the “darkness”—that they do not spend their valuable time believing in the “light”—cheerful, optimistic, what’s going right. We strongly believe that it must be the job of those recognized as our leaders to provide the light, the optimism. If not, who will?

			Where leadership is in the shortest supply is in our political system—not just those who are elected but those who report on those who are elected. Many of these political leaders frame what’s wrong with America to advocate for a cause or a particular interest. However, only from an optimistic perspective can we truly represent the common interest among all of us.

			The common interest cannot be understood without understanding those living and working in the middle. These people want their children to attend good schools with strong and positive learning. They understand and live the differences between right and wrong, lessons instilled in elementary school. They are the people who pay their bills, struggle to pay their taxes, and are worried about how they will pay to fix the carburetor on their car. Most importantly, these are the people whose only lobbyists for their hopes and wishes are the ones they elect.
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			At a private table long ago, we listened as former President Ronald Reagan and Speaker of the House of Representatives Tip O’Neill told terrific stories of one another. These two men learned to set aside political differences to enjoy the gifts the other had to offer. We sat at the table with these two masters, trying to learn lessons that might help guide our lives. We asked these two giants what the most important thing we could do was to represent our constituents’ views properly. O’Neill said not to forget that issues were less important than the relationships you built. Reagan said, “Mayor, sometimes when we advocate a cause, people hear what’s wrong with America. It is easy to forget that we live in the greatest place the earth has ever witnessed. Ensure you always leave people hopeful and believing in who we are.”

			Co-author Larry Aldrich saw Reagan from a different perspective. He started working in the US Justice Department when Jimmy Carter was president and witnessed firsthand the federal government’s leadership transition to Reagan. Despite the dramatically different policies, especially concerning how the behavior of large private companies should be regulated, there was a “peaceful transfer of power” from a Democratic administration to a Republican one. Inspired, we watched how both presidents allowed the Justice Department to work professionally and carefully without regard to partisan politics. Even though both presidents had quite different ideas, the “rule of law” was a constant force, with little, if any, political interference.

			However, Reagan wasn’t a unique president in our history. Pierre Salinger, the famous press secretary for President John F. Kennedy, said at a dinner Paul attended that he observed how much Kennedy and Reagan had in common. While they had different approaches, they were both highly optimistic about America. They had incredible faith in what Americans could accomplish.

			We recognized similar enlightened leadership from the corporate side. Many of our nation’s most significant leaders come from the private sector, which makes us so different from our authoritarian foes worldwide. The most considerable investor of our lifetime, Warren Buffett, told us, when we asked about all that was going wrong in our economy, that when he started investing, he heard apocalyptic views about the prospects for American businesses. But he said, “You live in the United States of America; this is a great country (with great businesses) to bet on…but just remember that you get to sit in the shade today because someone planted that tree a long time ago.” In other words, we reap today the benefits from the hard work of other Americans before us.
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			We began our journey to create this book when Larry reached out to Paul to focus on this great cause of American optimism. Larry was inspired by Paul’s podcast, The Optimistic American. The podcast promotes the idea that the brilliance of America came from our government empowering the individual over itself. A core value of the podcast is that as America promoted the power of the individual, we dramatically improved the human condition. It drives the story about what is right with America. The podcast is about the light in America, optimism.

			Promoting that light, inspired by the giants on whose backs we stand, is the cause of both of our lives now.

			We were inspired by leaders whose greatness became most evident when they lost key elections or other challenges. As we stood in the audience of Senator John McCain of Arizona as he closed his campaign for president, we could see the pain on his face that one feels after any significant loss. Yet he tipped his hat to Senator Barack Obama, the newly elected president, and those who supported the president-elect. He said Obama inspired millions of Americans who once wrongly believed that they had little at stake or little influence in the election of an American president. “This is an historic election, and I recognize the special significance it has for African Americans and for the special pride that must be theirs tonight.”

			McCain, as he neared death—a man who spent years in a Vietnam prison, where his captors broke his bones and convinced him that he had no chance to survive—told us that we would thrive in these challenging times. He told us that while Americans often argued and competed through raucous public debates, we are more similar than we thought. He said, “If only we remember that and benefit each other from the presumption that we all love our country, we will get through these challenging times. We will come through them stronger than before. We always do.”

			Most of all, the sentiments underlined in our book come from the stories of ordinary people, albeit those who sometimes do extraordinary things. Chuck Yeager, the man who broke the sound barrier as a test pilot, told us not to use safety as an excuse to stop those who drive toward the edge of the possible. When asked how to respond to our country’s complex problems, he said, “The cockpit shakes the most right before you go through the sound barrier.” In other words, the journey to the destination may be rough but well worth the ride.

			Our lists include so many people who are not known to most Americans. Sophia Lopez-Espindola confronted us at her son’s funeral after he died in a drive-by shooting; the angry mother demanded the Phoenix mayor do more. She jumped in and led the effort when we called her later to help start a Mothers Against Gangs chapter. She worked hard, lobbying for legislation that cut violent crimes in Phoenix among children by over 40 percent. Though her own life was hard, she worked diligently to make the lives of others better.

			Medal of Honor recipient Herrera Silvestre advanced, alone, against heavy machine-gun fire ravaging his platoon. He would lose both feet after stepping on a mine, and yet he pinned the enemy with rifle fire until his platoon came to safety. When we called him a hero, he said, “I’m not a hero; I’m an American. I appreciate all the gifts America gave me.”

			There’s also Lieutenant General Robert Johnston, who retired from a long service in the US Marine Corps. He was not native-born but heard the call of the America he adopted to protect our extraordinary freedoms. He served in many capacities in the Marines, but most notably as the chief of staff to General Norman Schwarzkopf during Operation Desert Storm to liberate Kuwait from the invaders from Iraq. A self-made and selfless man, he brought his leadership experience to continue serving the business community in Tucson, Arizona.

			We find these people who inspired us in extraordinary roles and everyday life. We see them in the local firehouse, police stations, and teaching in our schools. Many serve on aircraft carriers, submarines, and in the air. We met them in intelligence and forward deployment positions. We met them in newsrooms and in the stories they wrote or edited. We met them in the hundreds of entrepreneurs who test the standard, challenge the status quo, and push thinking to cure cancer, extend human life, and create cars that drive themselves. But we also found them as seemingly “ordinary” people who struggle to pay their bills or make parole, who try to keep their kids in schools, and who work hard, yet who always find time to coach a local sports team, serve as part of a neighborhood block watch, or feed people experiencing homelessness.

			Both of us are blessed to live extraordinary lives. It is not that there was anything special about either of us—we are just two guys who came from the lower and middle classes of America. Our lives were great because of our opportunities to see and work with people in America who are committed to success, people at all levels of society, and to witness and benefit from their significant contributions. We noticed it so many times; we heard so many stories, and it became clear that it was more than a coincidence. There was something special about the place they and we call home—America!—a country with significant assets and optimism.
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			Optimism, however, is a choice. Optimism focuses on the future, while pessimism dwells on the past. Realistic optimism grounds itself in believing that if we focus on innovation and allow people to own what they create, our history says we can overcome significant challenges. We found that optimism in America is often more abundant in ordinary people than those leading them. And as we make clear throughout this book, you can find great optimism in the data about American strengths. The data paints a vastly different picture of America than many leaders paint today.

			In the data and opinions we share in the stories contained in this book, we do not ignore the darker sides, the complex challenges. Darker sides we witness and know exist. Like you, from our experiences, we gained keen insights regarding significant challenges in America and around the world over the last seventy-five years: Vietnam, the Cold War between the US and Russia, three impeachments of American presidents, 9/11, and many other events that left many wondering if the US was a declining power, a democracy sliding to oblivion like so many past superpowers. Like many of you, we listened as American critics argued at those times that the Soviet Union, Japan, the European Union, or China would overpower the US, leaving us somehow in the ash heap of history. In every instance, our nation grew stronger.

			During those years, we heard how American capitalism would eventually fail. Yet America’s guiding principles protected the rights of individuals, defended equal rights, human rights, and civil rights, developed free markets, protected private property rights, and led to a society based on free enterprise, dramatically improving the daily results for all Americans. Capitalism continually not only survived but created greater prosperity for more of its citizens than its socialist/authoritarian counterparts in other countries.

			At a human level, we heard stories of people of every race, gender, and economic status overcoming incredible odds to succeed in America—stories of those who capitalized on the advantages of our educational system, worked hard, and built good lives and wealth. We watched the amazing ceremonies of immigrants becoming US citizens, listening to their hopes and joys. We watched people move repeatedly from the bottom quartile of income and net worth to the top or second quartile. We know the American dream is alive and well.

			America’s wealth and prosperity often drive leaders of authoritarian governments worldwide to anger and envy. With their state-controlled economies and state-controlled media, they watch the seeming chaos of American democracy (including free speech) and markets and cannot imagine how we survive. Not only do we endure, we thrive! We continue to grow ever stronger.

			Authoritarian competitors believe they will surpass American democracy and capitalism because of the infighting among our democracy’s political leaders. Yet, Americans intuitively understand that unchecked power and systems corrupt over time. Our opponents miss the checks and balances hardwired within our American government and how such systems, stressed at times, prevent consolidated power. Moreover, these systems continue to root out corruption, continually providing oversight on behalf of the best interests of the American people.

			Critics may laugh at American confidence and hubris, but they miss the core ingredients of the American founding principles that allow us to address significant societal problems rationally. Despite shifting tides and political excesses, we live in a country that cherishes initiative and self-responsibility and defends our American Founders’1 focus on freedom—gifts that enable us to benefit from our hard work. After nearly 250 years, this country still enjoys the unique status of a free nation envied by others worldwide, a nation road-tested repeatedly!

			Fortunately, incredible abundance exists across the United States. This abundance is the fruit of the “truths” our nation held from its inception: that all individuals have fundamental rights. This was our moral foundation. When we rediscover these truths, we reconnect with our nation’s power. Our Founders had no illusions that they were creating a flawless new homeland; they just wanted it to be better than the monarchy they had left behind, to create “a more perfect Union.”

			We stand in awe of the insight of our Founders and the principles they chose that have survived the incredible test of time. When we take a refreshingly deep dive into the thinking behind the US Constitution and the Declaration of Independence (from England and its monarch), we uncover the reasons for the success of this country: these “moral focused” documents based on spiritual components that are essential to understanding the rights of individual citizens.

			We can only begin to appreciate America when we see how the Founders chose to prioritize the individual over the government, how they balanced powers and separated institutions that preserve our lives as Americans, and how they outlined a justice system that protects the rights of the individual over the political power of the majority. We see the role of educators that enable people of all ages to learn and tolerate each other’s differences. With all the challenges of a free press, we see how the private sector check became a check on the government.
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			We refuse to mire this book in the divisiveness of the 2024 political race. Instead, we remind ourselves that America’s strength transcends the success of any single leader or political figure. The past presidential election underscores a more profound truth: The United States remains an exceptional nation built on enduring principles enshrined in our Constitution, our beacon of stability in turbulent times. While every campaign brings lessons—victory always risks sowing the seeds of future defeat, and in every setback lies an opportunity for renewal—the foundation of our democracy ensures that the nation moves ever forward.

			Moreover, the 2024 elections emphasize the robust engagement of the American electorate, demonstrating a thriving democracy where our citizens actively participate in shaping the future more to their desires. The diversity reflected, especially at the top of the election ticket, testifies to America’s ongoing and strengthening commitment to inclusivity, a broader narrative about the nation’s ability to embrace change while remaining anchored to its founding principles of liberty and justice for all.

			For Democrats and other voters who feel disheartened by Donald Trump’s re-election, it’s crucial to remember that the strength of American democracy lies in its foundational principles and institutions, designed to endure beyond any single election or administration. We truly believe this election reaffirms the resilience of the American political system with the opportunity to regroup and advocate for change in the next cycle. The ability to voice dissent, organize, and influence policy remain cornerstones of the American republic.

			American elections will continue, and how each side absorbs the lessons of 2024 matters. We began this reflection with Rosa Parks because her legacy encapsulates an abiding belief: The United States is expansive enough for all its people, but fulfilling this promise demands empathy—not only for the least among us but often from them. Her words resonate in this book’s thesis: What is right with America begins with the Constitution, whose checks, balances, and protections anchor our freedoms and provide a framework for progress.

			Unlike after the 2020 presidential election, this past election underscored America’s commitment to the peaceful transition of power from a Democratic administration to a soon-to-be Republican one, reinforcing the strength and stability of our country’s political framework. These elements paint the picture of a nation that, despite its many challenges, continues to embody its founding principles.

			The 2024 election highlighted two key divisions: education and gender. Gender played a notable role in candidate preferences. Among men, Donald Trump led by an 18 point margin (58 percent to 40 percent), whereas Kamala Harris garnered a 16 point advantage among women (57 percent to 41 percent).2 This reflects a continuation of gender-based voting trends observed in prior elections, where men have leaned Republican while women tended to support Democratic candidates. Regarding education, Harris performed better than Trump for Americans with college post-secondary degrees, while Trump did better with voters with less formal education.3

			Many young men, particularly new voters, rallied behind Trump, inspired by figures in alternative media—podcasters and streamers who spoke directly to their frustrations and ambitions. Conversely, women, energized by issues like abortion rights, mostly backed Harris, though her support fell short of President Joe Biden’s 2020 winning margins. These shifts reflect deeper undercurrents of dissatisfaction rooted in the nation’s complex social and political landscape.

			A liberal society, by design, fosters progress. The civil rights movement, economic liberalism, and global trade have expanded freedoms and opportunities, while immigration and technological innovation have fueled growth. Yet, this progress has not come without cost. The 2024 campaign brought renewed attention to the “lost,” often white men—a demographic burdened by the unintended consequences of globalization and liberal ideals.

			Lower-income men, regardless of race, often feel abandoned by the very systems that claim to offer equality and opportunity. Suppressing their voices bred anger and alienation, particularly among younger men who see no place for themselves in a rapidly evolving society. Politics, inevitably, found them—and gave their frustration a megaphone.

			This dynamic highlights a core theme of this book: the resilience of American institutions. While the nation faces polarization and tribalism, points we discuss in the chapters ahead—America’s enduring structures, founded on principles of liberty and balance of power, offer stability. The 2024 election revealed this tension. Traditional liberals and conservatives share more in common than the progressive left and MAGA4 loyalists, yet both groups struggle to confront the extremes within their ranks. We’ll discuss these issues in the chapters ahead.

			Traditional conservatives and liberals prioritize maximizing individual liberty and safeguarding institutions. Their disagreements revolve mainly around the size of government and how to distribute the revenues (i.e., taxes) that run government. In contrast, progressive left and MAGA factions focus more on identity politics, framing individuals by group affiliation. These extremes, from cries of “white genocide” on the right to “white privilege” on the left, often reject the individualistic ideals at the heart of the American experiment.

			Instead of uniting against these excesses, traditionalists often tolerate them, wary of fracturing their coalitions. This form of tribalism fosters moral relativism and deepens divides. The situation’s urgency is apparent, though, and we believe it’s time to unite against these extremes. The real threat to American values lies within the views of these extremes—forces that view institutional checks as impediments to their ambitions, seeking to undermine the structures that ensure a fair and just society.

			The 2024 presidential campaign revealed much about America’s challenges and its resilience. As we argue in this book, our nation’s greatest strength lies in its capacity to learn, adapt, and renew. Our institutions, from the judicial system to the electoral process itself, remain the backbone of our democracy. Through its interpretation and application of the Constitution, the judiciary ensures that the rule of law prevails. The electoral process, through its fairness and transparency, upholds the principle of democratic representation. Even amid heated divisions, the Constitution continues to protect the nation from both demagoguery and tyranny, enabling a uniquely American promise: that every generation can strive for a freer, fairer, and more prosperous society.

			[image: ]

			Liberal democracy—America’s democracy—endures and strengthens over time. As noted by Martin Luther King Jr., “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”5 We believe humanity’s moral arc and democratic institutions bend toward freedom, justice, and liberty. The 2022 war in Ukraine powerfully underscores the necessity of the battle between freedom/democracy and dictators. These are battles worth investing our talents, treasures, and even our lives to triumph over those seeking to wrest them away.

			This book honors the wisdom and grace that gave birth to America. America today is better and stronger than you know! Indeed, it is much better than the current power center leaders (politicians, media, other loud voices) want you to believe. American optimism grows when we are reminded of those strengths.

			This is the time for this book. We welcome you along for the ride. It is time for Americans to have this awakening, or what will be, for many, a reawakening. We know people are losing faith in what America has always stood for, but it is time to remind ourselves about who we are, what we have accomplished, and how that happened. It is time to look hard at the alternatives to recognize why we succeeded in the past while the government systems in other countries failed. And it is time to look hard at the foundations of this place we call America, to remember the common narrative that holds us together, that designs and protects the rights of the individual over collective interests and, for that matter, over the limited rights of government. And to know that if we stay the course, our future will be even more spectacular.

			Finally, we author this book because we still believe in the visions and executions that our Founders designed almost 250 years ago.

			About the Authors

			Meet Paul Johnson and Larry Aldrich, two Americans from different backgrounds who joined forces at a critical moment in this country’s history. It was crystal clear to them both that America was under attack—not just by foreign actors, but from within its borders. A possibly existential question facing Americans today is: Do we want to focus on tearing America down or building it up? After many years of diving back into American history to determine how we arrived at where we are today, both Larry and Paul came to the same conclusion: It is time to recognize America for what it truly represents—the best, the brightest, and the most powerful force in the world. The title says it all: This book is about American optimism, about what’s right with America!

			Our belief in what’s right with America comes from first-hand experience. Larry operated two of our nation’s newspapers; Paul led one of America’s biggest cities. Larry worked in the US Justice Department; Paul founded several tech companies. Larry came from the middle class; Paul came from something less. They have the views of someone who made the law and someone who enforced it; someone who held truth to power and someone who was elected to power; someone who founded tech companies and someone whose job was in the older economy world. They come from the views of someone who started in the middle class and someone whose family dreamed of becoming a part of it.

			Larry was born in 1952 to an upper middle class-income family living on Long Island, a family that valued education and reading. He benefited from New York’s strong educational system during the 1950s and 1960s. He decided to become an engineer and build spaceships (following the landing of the Apollo mission on the Moon in 1969), entering Georgia Tech in 1970. But America’s essence as a “land of many new opportunities” arrived before his graduation, encouraging a move to law school.

			Larry’s professional journey took him into the Justice Department as an antitrust lawyer. He served as the president and chief executive for the two daily newspapers in Tucson, Arizona, for eight years. He gained a deep appreciation of the media’s oversight role across America to prevent government corruption and retain the power of the free marketplace of ideas. Larry learned firsthand about the conflicts of using news content to sell advertising, the challenges of newspapers being displaced by the internet, and the problem of negative news dominating positive news. Yet it was here, leading the presses that provided daily news to Americans, that Larry realized the incredible opportunities available to Americans today.

			His work as the president and CEO of the newspapers, seeing the power of media voices and the protections placed in their care by the US Constitution, underscored how the Founders of America envisioned a “more perfect” United States. It was there—in American newsrooms that focused on bringing truth to power—that Larry became a patriot for the principles established by America’s Founders.

			Meanwhile, Paul became the mayor of the city of Phoenix, Arizona. He was a grateful beneficiary of the American dream. His parents came to Arizona from the Appalachian Mountains, and his mother’s first job in their new state was picking cabbage, and his father’s was shining shoes. They started their family in the second highest poverty pocket of Arizona. Paul witnessed firsthand how even a kid from the wrong side of the tracks could become part of the political system in America.

			When he entered politics, Paul found new doors opening for him, and the US State Department asked him to study the oil cartel in Saudia Arabia, leading to a better understanding of the political issues of the Middle East. After the fall of the Soviet Union, the State Department selected him to go to Poland to help advise that country’s new local governments as they moved to democracy. He studied and visited almost every major genocide site, including Cambodia, Rwanda, and Bosnia, as well as those genocides that came from the Great Leap Forward in China and the “central planning” in the Soviet Union.

			Thanks to his travels on behalf of the US government, Paul gained a unique understanding of the differences between authoritarian governments and Western liberal democracies.
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			PART I

			AMERICAN COURAGE: LAUNCHING “THE GREAT EXPERIMENT”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Living the American Dream

			The Sunday heat was almost unbearable. The three boys pedaled in a panic, with only their ballcaps shielding them from the hot Arizona sun. Baseball cards flapped against the spokes. The boys leaned hard to get just a little more speed. Only one of the boys had a television at home, so they sped as fast as they could down the dusty dirt road from the local church. When they got to the small white picket fence around the front yard, the three boys jumped off the moving bikes and busted through the screen door.

			The black-and-white TV set blared. The old man in overalls adjusted the rabbit ears antenna for a clearer picture. The hot and dusty boys threw themselves on the concrete floor that felt cool and damp. Long before air conditioning and in a home with only a fan, the boys dripped sweat on the floor as they jockeyed for the best viewing position. The old woman brought sandwiches, which they grabbed ravenously. She laughed and clasped her hands in joy, then turned toward the TV with a grave look of concern. The old man and old woman in this story were Paul’s grandparents.

			Across the US continent, another group of boys played Little League baseball at a field on Long Island, New York, a long stone’s throw from Huntington Harbor, which opened to the Long Island Sound. Their young coach, almost seventeen, watched the baseball action while he listened to AM radio. Occasionally, the younger players fought for his attention, distracted as he was by the real-time lunar communications and stupendous success (or failure) to come. This was Larry, a few years older than Paul. Both boys in different places, at different ages, watched and listened along with almost the rest of the world. It was 1:05 p.m. Arizona time and 4:05 p.m. New York time; all over the world, young and old, stopped to watch or listen to this historic event.

			On the television broadcast and over the radio, one could hear: “Three, two, one, zero, ignition, 10 percent.” The boys’ attention pierced the TV screen, trying to make out the picture of the American Eagle lunar landing module as it descended to the Moon, the first time humans ever landed on another celestial body. The boys could see flames coming out of the engine designed to slow its descent; they thought, “Is this a real picture or simulation?” The announcer noted that Eagle’s engine might interrupt transmissions. One of the boys commented that they couldn’t land unless the module communicated properly with Mission Control in Houston, but the machine doing most of the communication was a computer.

			About 239,000 miles away from Earth, on board the Eagle module, a computer called Program 63 communicated with the Apollo Guidance Computer (AGC) at Mission Control. That communication commanded a rocket firing sequence to slow and guide the Eagle module to a safe landing on the Moon. Without the communication of that data, landing safely would be problematic. Piloting the module was like flying a small tin can with an antenna in many respects. Over and over, as its orientation toward Earth spun and wobbled, Mission Control would lose the connection. The connection was essential to keep data going to the Eagle.

			Those listening heard Mission Control say, “Columbia, Houston, we lost them.” Mission Control could talk to the pilot, astronaut Michael Collins, who remained in the Columbia capsule but had lost transmission to the Eagle module. Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin and Neil Armstrong in the Eagle adjusted the antenna by hand to improve signal strength.

			Aldrin piloted the module. Armstrong looked out the window and compared what he saw to his notes on the surface before the trip to the Moon. His notes showed that the module might land short of the optimal landing site. When the module radar locked on the lunar surface, Aldrin asked why the landing radar altitude differed from that reported by the module’s Primary Guidance and Navigation System (PGNS). Armstrong asked that again in a few moments, but the astronauts were startled by another alarm during his readout. The calm in their voice belied the terror that this could spell:

			Armstrong: “Program Alarm.”

			Mission Control: “It’s looking good to us.”

			Armstrong: “It’s a 1202.”

			Aldrin: “1202?”

			Aldrin to Armstrong: “Let’s incorporate the landing radar.”

			Neither Aldrin nor Armstrong knew what a 1202 alarm meant. They both felt immense stress. The alarm occurred because the processing system, the best system in the world, was overloaded with tons of incoming data.

			Armstrong to Mission Control: “Give us a reading on the 1202 program alarm.”

			Mission Control: “Roger, we got you. We are a go on that alarm.”

			These two men, packed into this tiny module, moved furiously yet calmly, trying to understand what was happening. Some hiccups they trained on; for others, they were in the dark. Then, as one alarm silenced, a new one rang out. Aldrin noticed several monitors turning off. Four 1202 and one 1201 alarm would sound after Mission Control said the landing was a “Go.”

			Over the television screen and across the radio airwaves, the Arizona and New York boys heard Aldrin tell Mission Control how close they were to the surface. They listened to the alarms go off. Aldrin called out a 5 percent figure, giving Mission Control the fuel left for the landing. When the fuel reached that level, Mission Control set a timer to help them make a “Bingo” call to determine their distance from the Moon and whether to land or abort.

			The boys in America (and boys and girls and adults worldwide) heard Aldrin say he saw the Eagle’s shadow on the Moon’s surface. Those watching worldwide could see the images of the shadow and dust kicking up. Those listening to the radio needed words to convey what was happening. Then, everyone heard the now-famous words: “Houston, Tranquility Base here. The Eagle has landed.” The date? July 20, 1969.

			The Arizona boys leaped to their feet, jumping and screaming. The New York baseball coach screamed in delight. The old woman clasped her hands at her heart, grabbing her cross and saying a prayer. The old man smiled and wiped away tears. Baseball was suspended. In Arizona, enormous pride settled over the living room, as well as in millions of other living rooms across the world. This was not merely an American achievement; it was an enormous achievement for all the people of the world, just a few decades following the first television and radio transmissions. But a miracle it seemed by itself, that here in the living room of their home—and across other television sets and radios—all heard the transmissions from the Moon in nearly real-time.

			It was an American success moment!
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			The enormous risks associated with the first lunar landing are downplayed today. Yet, the outcome that day was not assured. In a letter to President Richard Nixon’s Chief of Staff, H.R. Haldeman, White House staffer (and later newspaper columnist) Bill Safire wrote on July 18, 1969, just a few days before the Eagle’s landing, a memo in the event of a Moon disaster. The letter stated:

			FATE HAS ORDAINED that the men who went to the moon to explore in peace will stay on the moon to rest in peace.

			These brave men, Neil Armstrong and Edwin Aldrin, know that there is no hope for their recovery. But they also know that there is hope for mankind in their sacrifice.

			These two men are laying down their lives in mankind’s most noble goal: the search for truth and understanding.

			They will be mourned by their families and friends; they will be mourned by their nation; they will be mourned by the people of the world; they will be mourned by a Mother Earth that dared send two of her sons into the unknown.

			In their exploration, they stirred the people of the world to feel as one; in their sacrifice, they bind more tightly the brotherhood of man.

			In ancient days, men looked at stars and saw their heroes in the constellations. In modern times, we do much the same, but our heroes are epic men of flesh and blood.

			Others will follow, and surely find their way home. Man’s search will not be denied. But these men were the first, and they will remain foremost in our hearts.

			For every human being who looks up at the moon in the nights to come will know that there is some corner of another world that is forever mankind.

			And then the words to the President to assure the right process would follow:

			PRIOR TO THE PRESIDENT’S STATEMENT:

			The President should telephone each of the widows-to-be.

			AFTER THE PRESIDENT’S STATEMENT, at the point when NASA ends communications with the men:

			A clergyman should adopt the same procedure as a burial at sea, commending their souls to the deepest of the deep, concluding with the Lord’s Prayer.6
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			Was our landing on the Moon America’s peak? Some argue that America can’t afford this type of financial commitment to explore new frontiers. We will tell you something very different. In this book, we will explain why achieving this type of spectacular change, albeit overlooked too frequently, is a regular occurrence today.

			Changes happen so fast that we can’t keep up with them. Changes in robotics, nanotechnology, genetics, driverless technology, and even extending human life. They are overlooked because they happen regularly, because of the complexity of the changes, and because maybe it has become more “profitable” in the near term to focus on what’s wrong with America than what is right. Perhaps these incredible acts, leaps of faith successfully landed, are overlooked because most of the significant changes that improve the human condition are funded by private money instead of government money. Nowhere is that more evident than in what has happened in outer space.

			Fifty-two years after that July day in 1969, another event—for some, certainly as big as the early Apollo missions to the Moon—began to take shape. On September 16, 2021, four private citizens sat on the Inspiration4 mission, waiting for launch. The flight reached an altitude of approximately 364 miles above the Earth, higher than the Hubble Space Telescope. And at a speed of 17,500 mph, they launched into space atop a Falcon 9 rocket built by Elon Musk’s SpaceX. What made this epic was that the private sector, not the federal government, commanded this flight. Private sector leadership and innovation, supported by the government but fueled with private funds, make modern space flight more affordable and democratic.

			This was the last of three billionaires to lead flights from the US into space. Richard Branson sent a suborbital flight skyward, the Virgin Galactic Unity 22, on July 11, 2021. Jeff Bezos, the owner of Amazon, led a successful suborbital flight on Blue Origin NS-16 on July 20, 2021.

			This race started fifteen years before with commercial groups responding to the Ansari X Prize, a $10 million prize offered to the first non-governmental organization to launch a reusable crewed spacecraft into space twice within two weeks. Microsoft co-founder Paul Allen and aerospace designer Burt Rutan earned the prize in 2004 with SpaceShipOne, and a new and less expensive market was launched. Then, in 2008, SpaceX Falcon One achieved the first privately developed mission to orbit.

			We often overlook that the history of space flight is filled with errors and tragedy. In 1967, the entire flight crew on NASA’s Apollo 1 mission died on the launchpad in a fire. In 1986, Americans watched in horror as the space shuttle Challenger ended in spectacular disaster. Then, the shuttle Columbia broke apart during re-entry in 2003. We should ponder that some limits of our technology and courage will clash again in some fiery disaster that threatens our possibilities to explore the universe.

			Recently, you were able to witness a moment that speaks to the boundless potential of human ingenuity, a moment that may echo into the future as profoundly as our first steps upon the moon. But this time, that moment did not rest upon the shoulders of a nation-state nor under the banner of a government program. On October 15, 2024, SpaceX, a private endeavor born of bold vision, accomplished what many thought impossible: A rocket launched into the heavens and returned to Earth, delicately captured by mechanical “chopsticks” called “Mechazilla” by the company’s founder, Musk.

			This achievement is not merely an engineering triumph. It is a declaration—a testament to the daring spirit that defines the American experiment. It reminds us that, with courage and determination, there are no limits to what free individuals, unbound by convention, can achieve. With this act, Musk and his colleagues brought us closer to the stars and to the promise of a future where humanity is not bound by one planet but reaches out to inhabit many.

			This milestone does more than make the journey to Mars seem possible. It assures us that the audacity of a single visionary can inspire nations, ignite the world’s imagination, and reaffirm the truth that there is no force like the ingenuity of a free people. America has always been a land of pioneers; today, we have taken one more step into the great unknown.
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			The intrigue of failure, the courage of the participants, and the massive amounts of private money racing to the next frontier should lead to massive media coverage of these events. Just as in 1969, when every newsgroup in the world covered the inspirational Moon landing and seemingly every human was listening, this was a moment to behold. But something has changed since 1969.

			Any young person watching the news in 2021 would, instead, see “wall-to-wall” coverage of either former President Donald Trump and an alleged threat to democracy or, if you watched another channel, wall-to-wall coverage of immigrants at the border. Coverage was almost nonexistent for privately-led monumental space events, which gave hope to millions and helped all see what was going right in America. There was no countdown or coverage of the people who would enter space. While the news about Trump, the US Capitol insurrection, and immigration was important, we believe the coverage was out of perspective, given all the good things happening in America at the same time. In our view, media and social news failed to tell the truth about the continuing American success story.

			What hadn’t changed since 1969 was America’s leadership position in technology. What hadn’t changed was our country’s bold belief in our possibilities. We still had men and women willing to challenge the unknown to take on new frontiers. What was new was the attitude of the leaders who made these news coverage decisions, people who somehow gained great cynicism toward the views of everyday Americans. It was as if the smoke from the rockets was so thick you couldn’t see all this optimism, covered up by much of the media and other actors who long ago decided that the only profit in the news came from bad news.

			Every day, the average American’s sense of individual power (or agency) and potential weakens, intentionally or not, due to our darkening political narratives and pessimistic messaging. Attacking the core of the American brand has become the norm. The soul of our country is sacrificed for votes and viewership, leaving no room for celebration, only criticism. Our screens incessantly bombard us with pessimism, pushing us toward submission, partisanship, and savior worship.

			Today, there isn’t a single media platform where one can find solace in a brighter tomorrow. No political party celebrates the wonder of America, and few, if any, political candidates dare to proclaim that “It Is Morning in America”7 or take pride in who we are today. Any glimmer of optimistic news is buried under the overwhelming deluge of pessimism.
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			We embark on a mission to alter this trajectory, a new trajectory that needs you and fellow Americans. We passionately believe there has never been a greater need to rekindle optimism. This country’s past, present, and future brim with promise, upheld by courageous individuals and organizations dedicated to technology, improving the human condition, free markets, civil rights, human rights, individualism, and a belief in the American identity.

			As Americans, we embrace the right of skeptics to express their points of view. However, the people who will solve America’s problems are the ones who believe you can. You are born with hope, with optimism. We learn life’s challenges only as we age, heading more toward realism, possibly even pessimism. Optimism is our natural state of being; pessimism, however, is a learned behavior.

			One could argue that the Apollo 11 landing on the Moon in 1969 changed nothing. And yet, it changed everything. Indeed, it was an enormous feat. We can see it as breaking into the next frontier or ask if spending these resources on other social programs would have been better. We can exalt it or ignore it—the joys (and burdens) of our free will.

			Some Americans chose to let the Moon landing change how we saw ourselves. Larry, the Little League baseball coach living in a middle-class family on Long Island, decided to go to engineering college a year later and build spaceships. While he later changed the arc of his education and career, the miracle that was the Moon landing gave him the energy and interest to explore the many possibilities for his professional life. He would choose law. He worked for the Justice Department and later ran the daily newspaper business in Tucson, Arizona. But that July day in 1969 helped him set a life course. He built that life around a desire for justice, with an understanding of the intersections among the US Constitution, the Rule of Law, information/free speech, and business.

			Paul was one of the three boys in the Arizona story. His parents came from the poorest parts of the United States, coming to Arizona looking for a better life. Paul grew up in Phoenix’s second-highest poverty pocket with nine other brothers and a sister. He was inspired by the newsreel clips of President John F. Kennedy saying we go to the Moon because it is hard. Even at eight years old, he yearned to run for office, and at thirty, he became the mayor of Phoenix.

			What is right with America? Amidst all the darkness, sometimes it is hard to see the light. However, this does not mean the light is not there. We choose to see what we want to see. It is undoubtedly harder in some ways for Americans today because it has become so profitable for others to tell you everything that is going wrong. And how only they can fix our problems!

			We understand that when one is living on a meager wage, inflation isn’t merely an economic statistic; it’s a daily hurdle. Rising gas prices, housing costs, and medical costs create incredible stresses that can consume you. We know this because we, too, have faced those challenges. And while you struggle with this, our leaders seem unable to work with one another, our television screens are filled with daily dread, and the doomers, the people who frame everything as an existential threat, seem to be the only voices available.

			The Optimist American podcast discussed Viktor Frankl, a holocaust survivor of Auschwitz and the author of Man’s Search for Meaning, noting that he wrote, “The one thing you can’t take away from me is the way I choose to respond to what you do to me. The last of one’s freedoms is to choose one’s attitude in any given circumstance.… Happiness cannot be pursued; it must ensue.… Life is never made unbearable by circumstances, but only by lack of meaning and purpose.”8

			Life can be challenging. A great many people face significant struggles, such as struggles with the cost of living or unfair disabilities or illnesses. Things happen to us. Sometimes, bad things happen to us and the people we love. Yet, we have often met people in direst circumstances who can tell you why life is fantastic, face each day with vigor, and believe they can control their destiny.

			We are a product of the spirit that fills us. If we are fully capable of all the benefits one can gain in life yet filled with a spirit of bitterness and envy and brood over our lot, we will live a life of darkness. On the other hand, so many people who have had almost everything taken from them still find ways to think about, plan for, and work toward the possible, remain optimistic about what the day will bring, and live lives full of light.

			Paul served on the Phoenix City Council with a man, Howard Adams, who became a quadriplegic from an accident. Howard was confined to a chair, strapped to keep him upright. His only working hand barely worked to push the small stick that would drive him around city hall. In every bodily function, he needed help. Yet, he came to work happy, singing, and joyful. One day, Paul said to him how much he admired him. Howard asked, “Why?” Paul said, “Howard, you have had some hard knocks, and yet I never see you unhappy; you address life with joy. If this happened to me, I just don’t know that I could do what you do.” To this, Howard responded, “Oh Johnson, if all you think about is your arms and your legs, you are much more handicapped than I am.”

			Howard made his life joyful by helping other people accomplish their goals. He loved the private sector, innovators, and creators. He wanted to empower them to create great things. He used the benefits he had left to create a fantastic life.
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			We are a nation of dreamers, a launching pad for those with the audacity to dream, a place that rewards ingenuity and innovation. More than any other nation, the US has thrived by unleashing the human spirit. While that spirit sometimes faces suppression, we aim to help others remember what brought us this far and what will propel us into the future. We aim to show our readers that their daily struggles to live and thrive will be rewarded best in America.
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