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Endorsements*





“I heartily recommend this informative and whimsical celebration of America’s 250th birthday! Can’t wait to get my copy signed by the author—with a big, bold autograph!”


—John Hancock, former President of the Continental Congress and first signer of the Declaration of Independence


“Along with America’s heroes, traditions, destinations, and festivals, I was especially pleased to see a salute to ‘American Ingenuity.’ Naturally, I expected a nod to my assembly line, but many of the other inventions—Play-Doh, Slinkys, Post-It Notes, and so on—were a complete surprise.”


—Henry Ford, American industrialist and founder of the Ford Motor Company


“I am thrilled that my accidental confectionary creation is being recognized as one of 250 things worth celebrating about America in this Semiquincentennial year. Thanks to the author, publisher, and Nestlé!”


—Ruth Graves Wakefield, inventor of the chocolate chip cookie and proprietor of the Toll House Inn in Whitman, Massachusetts


“Overall, Happy Semiquincentennial, America! is a masterpiece. However, after seeing tributes to my musical peers such as Scott Joplin, John Philip Sousa, and George Gershwin, I rather expected to see my own name, as well. Mr. Payleitner, I await your explanation.”


–Cole Porter, composer of “Anything Goes,” “You Do Something to Me,”


“I Get a Kick Out of You,” and other unforgettable standards


“I loved all 250 entries—especially the road trip idea at #11, the tribute to my favorite movie at #100, and the moving words from my friend Lou Gehrig in the section ‘American Oratories.’”


—Abner Doubleday, Union Army Major General and fabled inventor of baseball


ii“I cannot endorse this book. The author calls Mount Rushmore ‘a must for your bucket list,’ then has the gall to suggest any feeling of awe might be fleeting. He even questions the value of driving hours through the prairie just to ‘stare at some giant carved rocks.’ Zero stars.”


—Gutzon Borglum, sculptor of Mount Rushmore


“So glad this celebration of America’s 250th birthday includes an excerpt from my favorite and most quoted speech. Writing this book proves Mr. Payleitner is indeed a ‘man who is actually in the arena.’ A patriotic page-turner and a top-tier gift!”


—Theodore Roosevelt, twenty-sixth President of the Unites States


“I’m glad to see our new country endured 250 years and has been documented with such glee. I especially appreciate the decade-by-decade breakdown of US history, cultural turning points, and the sublime evolution of American music in the section ‘America’s Soundtrack.’”


—Thomas Jefferson, third President of the United States, author of the Declaration of Independence, and lifelong violinist


*imagined
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Preface Look How Far We’ve Come








Let’s hear a round of thunderous applause for America’s Semiquincentennial! (Or maybe a reluctant and sarcastic slow clap from you cynics in the crowd.)


Sure, our beloved nation is far from perfect. From sea to shining sea, there are still challenges to meet and opportunities we have overlooked.


But hey. Look how far we’ve come in just 250 years! We’ve added 37 states, and the population is 138 times what it was in 1776. Growth is good, right?


We’ve hired forty-five different presidents, admittedly some better than others. We’ve ratified twenty-seven constitutional amendments, including the original ten in the Bill of Rights, which for some reason seem to be continually under attack.


American ingenuity is credited with developing the Ford Model T (1908), the first nuclear reactor (1942), cell phones (1973), and the internet (1985). We were first in flight at Kitty Hawk (1903) and first on the moon (1969).


Of course, those innovations also resulted in things like greenhouse gases, nuclear waste, butt dials, and cyberbullying. What’s more, conspiracy theorists routinely suggest the Wright Brothers were frauds and the moon landing was faked.


Still, this last quarter of a millennium has proven beyond a doubt that the great American Experiment works. The US Constitution is an inspired document. Millions continue to immigrate here. Rags-to-riches xvistories still come true. The American Dream is alive. An endless number of things in this great land are worth celebrating.


Keep your heart and mind open and you’ll discover a nation overflowing with the best and brightest men and women on the planet. Some have been rooted here for millennia. Some arrived just last week.


Are you dubious? Read on. These pages offer 250 reasons to cherish our past, present, and future and include people, places, resources, treasures, innovations, and ideals that many Americans take for granted or don’t fully appreciate.


Whether you’re a progressive, a conservative, or refuse to be labeled, we invite you to celebrate America’s Semiquincentennial. Join US for a much-needed healthy dose of optimism, some essential history, a dash of silliness, and proof positive that America is still the place you want to call home.
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Note to Readers





Flipping through this book, you might point out that many of the 250 entries are not unique to America. And you’d be right. Museums, libraries, eagles, canyons, dandelions, New Year’s Eve countdowns, and roadside attractions can be found all over the world.


However, you have to admit that the American versions of all those things are better, bigger, or weirder than anywhere else.


No other country has a museum for Spam, kazoos, PEZ, or lunchboxes. More than 98 percent of Americans can access a local library. The bald eagle is our national symbol. Our canyons are Grand. Americans xviiihave a love/hate relationship with dandelions. Ringing in the New Year in Times Square is both overrated and iconic. And our tourist traps are even weirder than our museums.


[image: 4th of July cupcake topped with sparklers, decorated in red, white, and blue for a festive celebration.]


Therefore—as guaranteed by our right to free speech—we’re celebrating the uniqueness of America. From sea to shining sea. From July 4, 1776, to the moment you opened this book.
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Exploring America





Visitors almost always underestimate the vastness of America. A typical European can’t grasp that the United States is forty-seven times larger than Great Britain.


Even most Americans are in awe when they begin to truly understand the incredible diversity of our people, landscapes, wildlife, cultural touchpoints, shared history, and so much more.


Any attempt to catalogue the richness of our nation would be endless—but that won’t stop us from trying. As promised, this book sets out to present 250 reasons to celebrate America. How close we get to that goal is entirely up to you.


But one thing we know for sure, there’s no better way to begin the journey than with the classic American Road Trip.




#1 Road Trip!


Those two words are an invitation and a dare to explore America. Have you ever voiced that rallying cry? And who popularized it?


The rebellious American novelist Jack Kerouac helped define and shape the post–World War II Beat Generation in his infamous 1957 work, On the Road. A few years later, Pulitzer Prize–winning author John Steinbeck chronicled his ten-thousand-mile-mile road trip with his poodle in Travels with Charley. Oddly enough, neither of these hugely popular bestsellers clearly inspired by “road trips” contained the two-word phrase.


While taking road trips is a long American tradition, the phrase arguably didn’t enter popular culture until the 1978 film Animal House. 2When John Belushi and his fictional fraternity were being kicked off campus, they asked the distraught question, “What are we going to do?” Famously, the frat brothers called out in unison, “Road Trip!” Hilarity ensued, and ever since then, young people eager for adventure have enthusiastically adopted the phrase, thinking it was a new idea. It wasn’t.







#2 Route 66


It winds from Chicago to LA, more than two thousand miles all the way through cities like St. Louis, Joplin, Oklahoma City, Amarillo, and San Bernardino. Americans of a certain age are familiar with that route because of the song written by Bobby Troup and recorded by scores of artists including Nat King Cole, Bing Crosby, Manhattan Transfer, and the Rolling Stones. Chuck Berry and John Mayer introduced the song to a new generation in the Pixar animated film Cars.


[image: Route 66 map featuring the USA with iconic Route 66 signs illustrated in a vector style.]


Established in 1926, Route 66 was a boon to those making the great western migration before, during, and after World War II. 3Today, road warriors in a hurry might take alternate routes. But the “Mother Road” is a must-see for those who want to experience the best and quirkiest of Americana such as landmark motels, retro drive-ins, bizarre museums, the first McDonald’s, and monumental roadside attractions.


Embarking from Michigan Avenue across from Grant Park in Chicago and finally parking your jalopy at the Santa Monica Pier requires you to commit to a trip of five to seven days. Or more, if your goal really is to get your kicks on Route 66.







#3 Greasy Spoons


When kicking a little asphalt, Americans have always loved truck stops and roadside cafés.


Here’s a good rule of thumb: stop frequently at diners where the pies are homemade, kids stack coffee creamers on the tables, local old-timers gather to solve all the world’s problems, and no one is offended when the waitress calls you “Honey.”


You can’t miss. The food is unpretentious. The malts and shakes are still made in those stainless-steel cups. Rice pudding and banana crème pies spin in the glass display case. Even the grilled cheese is better than what you can make at home.


[image: A black and white photo showcasing a classic diner counter with stools and a retro ambiance.]


And, yes, sometimes the spoons are actually greasy. Ding-ding. Order’s up!
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#4 Pick a Road, Pick a Season


The most impressive American road trips aren’t always about checking off attractions or reaching a particular destination. Sometimes it’s all about the journey itself. Take, for example, the ocean views and towering cliffs along California’s Pacific Coast Highway, or the dizzying heights of Trail Ridge Road in Colorado. Monument Valley Drive offers sweeping vistas in the American southwest, while Alaska’s Dalton Highway provides a rugged and remote experience.


Spring breaks require some kind of road trip. Summer calls for a top-down cruise. And we’ve all made a wintry white-knuckle trek through snow-packed roads to Grandma’s house.


[image: Autumn road winding through colorful mountain foliage under a clear blue sky.]


But the most satisfying and sublime drive—one available to most of America—occurs every autumn. Road-trippers from New England 5to the Pacific Northwest embark on scenic drives for no other reason but to witness the vibrant fall colors, which paint the landscapes across the Mid-Atlantic, Appalachia, Ozarks, Midwest, and Rockies. When the maples, aspens, and oaks are in full color, expect their natural, jaw-dropping beauty to fill your windshield along the way.







#5 Road Trip Souvenirs


Especially if kids are involved, you might assume that honoring America’s 250th birthday requires the purchase of memorabilia, mementos, and all manner of overpriced kitsch. That’s partially true. But the real trick is convincing the little ones that “less is more” and that a single well-chosen souvenir beats a pile of impulse buys.


It’s fantastic that the Semiquincentennial is being cheered at museums, heritage centers, and amusement parks around the country. But once inside the gates, you should expect prices to triple or quadruple for what you’d pay for keepsakes on the outside.


Be warned that genuine historical sites sell not-so-genuine souvenirs likely made on the other side of the planet. At theme parks, “cast members” hawk cute stuffed characters at every corner of their magical monarchy. Most endangering to your wallet, you’ll discover that many attractions cleverly require guests to exit through the gift shop.


Good news! You already have this book as a souvenir. So unless you’re an active collector of souvenir spoons, shot glasses, snow globes, keychains, Christmas ornaments, or refrigerator magnets, you can skip the disposable trinkets.


Otherwise, tell your kids to wait until 2028 or so when all the Semiquincentennial swag is on clearance.







#6 The Great Road Trip Compromise


Let’s celebrate both kinds of drivers on a typical American road trip. There are the ones that take the scenic route, leisurely meandering off the expressway, stopping at historical markers, investigating every roadside tourist trap, and never expecting a passenger requesting a pit stop to “hold it.”
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And then there’s the ones that “drive straight through” with a single-minded determination to cover as many miles as fast as humanly possible. They break land speed records with the goal of “getting to the cabin before dark,” and nothing is going to stop him (or in rare cases, her).


The sane advice is to split the difference. Dear Driver, see if you can find joy in the journey. Especially during this Semiquincentennial season, there are places—not just turnpike rest stops—that are worth pausing and appreciating. Plus, stretching your legs helps defuse any debilitating cases of automobile claustrophobia.


On the other hand, don’t dawdle too much. The goal is to reach your destination with enough time to actually enjoy it—before it’s time to pack up and head home.







#7 Drive-Thru Everything


Here’s some good news for road warriors who strap on that seatbelt and have no desire to unbuckle until they arrive at their destination for the day. Without leaving your driver’s seat, you can get a burger, get donuts, get a smoothie, pick up a prescription, pick up your dry cleaning, make a bank deposit, grab cash at an ATM, and even pick up a six-pack or a pint for the road. (Not recommended.)


And yet—ironically—you almost always have to exit your vehicle to fill your tank. Except in New Jersey, where self-service pumps are still outlawed.


The majority of Americans who love drive-thru convenience know better than to trust the garbled squawking from the speakers. We’ve also learned to enunciate clearly ourselves, otherwise we know—from experience—our order for “sweet tea and Coke, no ice” could end up as “Swiss cheese and coconut rice.”







#8 Road Trip Games


A series of grueling car trips should be a requirement for graduating from childhood. Hours of transportational incarceration belted onto vinyl seats in a confined space with limited airflow fosters critical 7lessons in patience, endurance, self-discipline, and dealing with combative siblings. This current generation of whiny young passengers—with their portable screens, headphones, smartphones, and gaming devices—don’t know how good they have it.


To honor America, let’s commit to reacquainting our youth with the great long-haul tradition of road trip games. Consider these classic games that can only be played by staring out car windows:




	
License Plate Search: Of course, the goal is to find one from every state—as a competition between individuals or as a unified team.


	
The Alphabet Game: Find words on billboards, highway signs, and bumper stickers that begin with letters A through Z. It’s actually quite painful to pass a “Q” when you’re still looking for “P.”


	
Slug Bug (a.k.a. Punch Buggy): This game doesn’t work anymore. There simply are not enough Volkswagen Beetles on the road.


	
Counting Cows: Each kid gets all cows on their side of the car. If you pass a herd, count fast and be honest. If you pass a cemetery on your side, your cattle count goes back to zero.


	
Count Anything: Water towers, red barns, animal carcasses, windmills, motorcycles, cars with stuff on their roof racks, cop cars, church steeples, or anything!





Looking out car windows just may help passengers of any age appreciate the vastness and diversity of the American landscape.







#9 Wildlife Crossing


In Australia, the locals don’t excitedly point out a kangaroo to the kids in the car. Once you get out of the cities, those bouncing marsupials are more of a nuisance than a novelty—causing headaches for drivers, farmers, and even golfers.
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It’s kind of like with squirrels here in the US. Since they are found in every state, you’re not likely to slam on your brakes and shout, “Look, a squirrel!”


Still, in your travels, be aware that in parts of America, you might be thrilled to spot certain creatures that locals take for granted. Texans don’t even notice armadillos. Moose sightings are routine in parts of Maine, Minnesota, Wyoming, Washington, and, of course, Alaska. In parts of Florida, flamingos and alligators are easy to find. Did you know you won’t see cardinals or lightning bugs west of the Rockies?


Other native wildlife that might surprise you on your road trip include elk, sandhill cranes, bison, pronghorn antelope, bears, bald eagles, condors, or white-tailed deer.


Which brings to mind the suggestion made by the woman who called into the Y94 radio station in Fargo a few years ago. After hearing reports of several car accidents involving deer, she suggested removing the yellow “Deer Crossing” signs from high-traﬃc areas, insisting, “Why are we encouraging deer to cross the interstate?”
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#10 The Ultimate American Road Trip


We all know someone who has done it or can’t stop talking about it. That is, visiting all fifty states. It’s not something you can accomplish by accident.


Of course, someone with too much time on their hands has mapped out the shortest possible road trip to hit all the lower forty-eight states in one go. The route kicks off in South Berwick in Maine, zigzags southwest to the western tip of the Florida panhandle, veers northwest to North Dakota, cuts southwest to the “four corners,” and finally winds up in Taft, Montana. That’s still 6,813 miles. And it doesn’t even include Alaska or Hawaii.


Broaching this topic of visiting all fifty states has left you counting how many states you have left to go, hasn’t it?


One other note on this topic: For the record, “four corners” is the only spot in the United States where you can literally stand on four states at once—Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. If setting foot on all the states is part of your plan to celebrate the Semiquincentennial, that’s a worthy destination to speed up the process.







#11 The American Pastime Road Trip


An equally compelling bucket list item is to catch a ball game at all thirty Major League Baseball stadiums. That would only require you to travel to seventeen states (and DC). But in some ways, it’s even more challenging because you are at the mercy of the MLB schedule that only goes from April to October.


To make things even trickier, you need to track home games and ticket availability. Honestly, it would be pretty diﬃcult to do this in one season. (My son and grandson are currently in the thick of this ambitious quest.)







#12 The Misunderstood Interstate


You may know this. Most Americans don’t.


After experiencing Germany’s Autobahn, President Dwight D. Eisenhower championed the idea of a national highway network. Signed into law in 1956, construction began on a remarkably effective grid of 10superhighways aiming to improve military mobility, economic growth, and travel for people like us.


The reason most drivers don’t know about the grid of seventeen interstate highways is because the lines aren’t exactly straight (of course), and a zillion other state and US highways crisscross the country using a wide array of similar numbers.


There are ten major interstate highways traveling from north to south. I-5 stretches along the entire West Coast from the Mexican to the Canadian borders. I-15, I-25, I-35, I-45, I-55, I-65, I-75, and I-85 run up and down through the middle of the country. Then I-95 hugs the entire East Coast from Florida to Maine.


The east to west part of this amazing grid includes seven major interstates. I-10 covers the southern edge of the country from Santa Monica, California, to Jacksonville, Florida. For the most part, I-20, I-30, I-40, I-70, and I-80 also stretch across the country. (I-50 and I-60 do not exist.) Up north, the longest interstate, I-90, stretches 3,099.7 miles from Seattle to Boston.


Spend a few minutes with an easy-to-read road map of the entire country and this will all make sense. Then, next time you’re on an interstate highway and notice a two-digit number that ends in a “5” or “0,” imagine yourself on cruise control taking it—perhaps thousands of miles—to the other side of the country. You can thank Ike for that strategic road trip option.







#13 Trailblazing Road Trips


Before endless paved roads, gas-guzzling automobiles, and whiny small people in the back seat, Americans set out on even more foreboding journeys of discovery. For example, the Lewis and Clark expedition. Commissioned by President Thomas Jefferson, the two-year trek would have begun with a canoe launch under the St. Louis Arch—except it wasn’t built for another 159 years. In North Dakota, the explorers invited teenager Sacagawea to join the journey. They’re still jealous that she got her own dollar coin (introduced by the US Mint in the year 2000) and they didn’t.
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Then there’s the Oregon Trail, used by four hundred thousand settlers chasing the dream of western expansion. The dream of one caravan, the Donner Party, turned into a nightmare when they became snowbound in the Sierra Nevada and opted for the worst kind of potluck to survive.


Here’s hoping your own trailblazing road trip includes just enough adventure—unexpected detours, questionable restrooms, memorable meals, and dizzying scenic overlooks—to provide a lifetime of memories.







#14 The Lunar Road Trip


Some American road trips are really out of this world. One such trip was emboldened by John F. Kennedy’s unimaginable declaration in his May 1961 speech before a joint session of Congress that the United States “should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to the earth.”


[image: An astronaut stands on the moon’s surface beside a lunar rover, with Earth visible in the background.]
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On July 20, 1969, the world watched Neil Armstrong make humanity’s first extraterrestrial footprint during the Apollo 11 mission. Buzz Aldrin followed. Reports indicate Michael Collins, observing from the Command Module, was never jealous that the other two set foot on the lunar surface, but that seems doubtful.


Keeping with our “road trip” theme, let’s also acknowledge Apollo missions 15, 16, and 17 that featured lunar rovers. Those three moon buggies allowed astronauts to explore more of the moonscape, proved the viability of electric vehicles, and created an unanticipated used lunar car lot.
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		#211 Super Soakers



		#212 OshKosh B’Gosh



		#213 Microwave Ovens



		#214 The Assembly Line



		#215 Play-Doh



		#216 Potato Chips



		#217 Weedwhackers



		#218 Popsicles



		#219 Slinky









		Land of Opportunity



		#220 Kids Can



		#221 Grassroots



		#222 Small Business



		#223 Family Business



		#224 Reinventing Yourself



		#225 Blooming Late



		#226 Natural Resources



		#227 A Spirit of Competition









		It’s A Festival



		#228 Super Bowl



		#229 Kentucky Derby



		#230 Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival



		#231 Sundance Film Festival



		#232 Comic-Con



		#233 RC Cola–MoonPie Festival



		#234 Food Festivals



		#235 Parades



		#236 Halloween



		#237 Thanksgiving



		#238 Groundhog Day



		#239 Times Square on New Year’s Eve



		#240 Block Parties









		Emerging Patriotism



		#241 Civic Engagement



		#242 Honoring Those Who Serve



		#243 Voter Registration



		#244 Leaving Their Silos



		#245 American Resilience



		#246 The End of Meanness



		#247 Hamilton: An American Musical



		#248 Patriotism Poll



		#249 The Freedom Trail



		#250 “The Star-Spangled Banner”
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