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				introduction

				SEVEN YEARS AGO my husband, Michiel, was just one of the millions of immigrants who came to America legally. He was happy as a permanent resident alien, until the birth of our children. Then he realized he really wanted to belong to our country. So he started down the path to citizenship. On his journey to officially become an American citizen and to get to know his new country, we set out on a road trip across America to attend naturalization ceremonies in all fifty states to meet brand-new citizens to find out why they chose America.

				We expected to see the cultural melting pot in the big cities, but we didn’t expect to see it quite like we did in Tupelo, Mississippi, or Butte, Montana! In every state, we found a diverse collection of new Americans from over one hundred different countries. As we made our way from the Atlantic to the Pacific, we discovered that more and more immigrants are migrating to the suburbs. This confirms the 2010 U.S. Census Bureau data that shows immigrant populations rose more than 60 percent in areas of the country where they made up less than 5 percent of the population ten years ago.

				America welcomes all types—Buddhist monks, homosexuals, scientists with PhDs, cancer patients, Obama haters, Obama lovers, Muslim imams, Christian missionaries, tech geniuses, movie directors, and a wrestler with his own action figure.

				The one thing that new citizens seem to agree on is that those who were born in the U.S.A. don’t realize how good we have it. Our new fellow countrymen appreciate the freedoms here considerably more than people who have been here for generations—and can help us see all that we take for granted: indoor plumbing, democracy, electricity, religious tolerance, free refills, uncensored Internet access, homeownership, funding for the arts, traffic laws, the option to go into debt, the freedom to have premarital sex, the right to bear arms, select your spouse, wear nail polish, read books, smoke, exercise as much as we like, and have as many children as we want. We can learn a lot from those who became American by choice.

				Whether they came here via online dating, adoption, political asylum, student and work visas, or by swimming the Rio Grande (and overstaying long enough to be granted amnesty), they all came here to live an American dream. Although they have made themselves at home in their new country, our newest citizens still look at America with an outsider’s perspective; they hold up a mirror to show us how we look as a nation.

				At a time when it appears that this country is beset with problems—unemployment is at an all-time high, America’s manufacturing base is eroding, the federal deficit is exploding, the poverty rate is at 17 percent, U.S. students’ test scores rank below average in math and science literacy compared to other developed countries—immigrants from every other country on earth still flock here, because no matter how bad it gets here, it’s still a heck of a lot better than most other places on earth.

				In the seven films and two books I have made on the road across America, the one thing that I am still impressed by is how willing people are to welcome us into their homes and let us become a part of their lives. We are grateful to all the new Americans for sharing their stories, and for making this country a more interesting place to live! The best thing about this nation is that we welcome everyone. That diversity makes us great, and if we want to continue to be the greatest country on earth, we have to make sure the welcome mat continues to be out.
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				what are you bringing to this country?

			

		

	
		
			
				I’m going to be the next Steve Jobs
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PIMPREYA JUNE GEORGE

				Born: Thailand

				Home: Sioux Falls, South Dakota

				WHEN I MOVED to Sioux Falls, South Dakota, I became somebody. I started a preschool called the Baan Dek Montessori. Baan dek means “children’s house” in Thai, and it’s the first and only accredited Montessori school in the state of South Dakota. I teach little kids everything about how to live together.

				First I wanted to educate the community in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and now I have an opportunity to educate the whole world. I created an app for the Apple Store and it’s about Montessori material. My app is called Intro to Math, created by Montessorium. It teaches children about numbers and symbols and how to count and understand the symbol and the quantity. And my next app is called Intro to Letters. That one teaches kids about language and the sounds and the names of the letters.

				I would love to be Steve Jobs. We recently got an e-mail from Steve Jobs at three o’clock in the morning. He e-mailed us about our apps and he encouraged us to keep dreaming, which is not dreaming anymore. It says, “I love what you are doing. Thank you. Let me know if we can help, Steve. Sent from my iPad.”

				When I grew up, I would never think that this is what I wanted to do. But in America, I saw the opportunity to become and live my dream. I have two dreams in my life. One is becoming a U.S. citizen and the second one is living an American dream. And I am actually [doing] both of them today.
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				I work on national security projects
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MICHAEL FASSBENDER, PHD

				Born: Germany

				Home: Los Alamos, New Mexico

				I’M A NUCLEAR chemist and I started working with Los Alamos National Laboratory ten years ago. This is a famous, premier nuclear weapons laboratory. It opens a lot of opportunities at Los Alamos if you continue to work as a United States citizen, because as a foreign national, you have limited access to certain information. And as a United States citizen, you have the opportunity to work on national security projects. In Germany I never had the opportunity to work on national security projects, because I don’t think they are as elaborate and extensive as they are in the United States. If you come as a highly specialized, highly trained professional, you’ll probably find an opportunity in the United States you wouldn’t have in Europe.

				In the times we live [in] today, it’s very important to show a loyalty to a country, and the United States was the country that gave me the opportunity to develop my professional career. So I’m delighted to continue to work for the United States government. I think one has to make a decision of loyalty. And I made a decision of loyalty for the United States. Taking responsibility for your own existence is part of the naturalization. As we were going through the oath, you actually promise that you give up loyalties to your previous country. And that’s what I did. So I am no longer a German citizen.

				I’m going to be labeled “U.S. citizen” now, and no longer “working alien,” which will even help me further doing important work for the nation. I’m going to be doing national security work for the United States. The U.S. needs people, not only me, but people like me. The strength of the United States is based on the skills and talents of people worldwide. And actually the National Laboratory is the world’s greatest science protecting America. And I’m going to be part of it, and I am proud of it.
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					Jeanine, Michaela, Michael, and Kristin Fassbender—Los Alamos, New Mexico.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I will find the cure for AIDS
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DR. MOHAMAD F. JAMILUDDIN

				Born: India

				Home: Frederick, Maryland

				I WANTED TO become an American so I can do the best research possible. Recently I got a patent in HIV research. I’m trying to develop a vaccine against HIV, and America does cutting-edge research. Particularly with the biotechnology research, America is number one. So I think I’ll get the best opportunity to do research here, compared to my home country. Also I think America is in the best position to distribute the fruits of my research. My work got patented very fast, within two years. In India, I would not be able to have a patent at this age. In ten years I was able to have a patent and several publications, which wouldn’t be possible in India. I did a postdoc at Cornell Medical College; it’s one of the best in the world. And now whatever I learned I’m employing here. My company is developing a vaccine against TB, HIV, and malaria, and a number of other diseases. I’m particularly working on HIV/AIDS, and I think the technology and the other infrastructure available here make it possible to develop a vaccine against HIV. The citizenship and patent both happened at the same time. It’s recognition for our hard work, which we did here. We got citizenship based on our employment and our achievements. We work hard and our hard work has gotten recognition. It’s kind of a reward for our hard work and whatever achievements we have made in our field. My wife and I both have PhDs. She was working on TB—host-pathogen relationships in tuberculosis. Since we are both in the same field, we both feel that this country is very good for us professionally. Here, you don’t have to struggle for the essential items, like electricity and water—you have those things in abundance, so that gives me time to focus on my career and do something for society, for the world.
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					Dr. Mohamad F. Jamiluddin and Dr. Savita Prabhakar with their children.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I protect American soldiers

				JEETESH KHEMANI

				Born: India

				Home: Bloomfield Hills, Michigan

				I WORK FOR BAE Systems. They’re a defense contractor. I build tanks and armored vehicles for the U.S. government. The soldiers are our customers, so we basically build things that would help our soldiers protect us. The U.S. is after terrorists or active terrorism. So that’s our basic goal; our company’s motto is, “We protect those who protect us.” So we’re protecting our American soldiers in the field. Our company is basically providing for the government, because they’re trying to fight terrorism. So I’m proud of helping the American soldiers who are there protecting us.

				I’m here to be a citizen, so this is my country now. And when I’m taking the oath, I’m not just taking an oath to get citizenship; I’m taking an oath and I’m going to abide by it, which means that I’m going to be protecting my country, which is going to be America. I will be helping America because this is my country. This is my soil now.

				I really want to work for NASA, and for me to work for NASA, I have to be a citizen. It’s just one of those “dorky” things to say: I want to be a rocket scientist. I want to build spaceships, and to go explore the deep unknown. I’d been hearing about NASA since I was a kid. I used to watch all these things on TV about space shuttles and about the technology that goes into it. I’m fascinated when I think about the speed of light. I want to be a part of R & D, research and development, and maybe design something... like one of those Star Wars movies, that you’re standing there in a booth and “poof,” the next second you’re gone and you’re ten thousand miles apart and you’re there. It’s really hard to imagine, but I’m sure Edison didn’t know that there’s something known as a “lightbulb,” but he did it.

				The fact that America was able to send someone to the moon, I think that is an amazing thing in itself that no one else has done other than America. My American dream would be to work hard and be a part of NASA and not just work there, but actually make a difference. Maybe change the way they work things. Maybe be a part of an amazing technology that’s going to change the world, that’s going to be part of history.
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				I keep the streets safe
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HENRY BETHAM

				Born: Samoa

				Home: Ewa Beach, Hawaii

				I AM A correctional officer at the Oahu Correctional Community Center. I uphold the law and keep the public safe. I am here to help my fellow man. I contribute to America by doing this job, keeping the streets safe, keeping the bad guys in. My job is to protect the public from people who are making bad choices with drugs and all that. I have been protecting the public for nineteen years. This kind of work, dealing with inmates, isn’t cut out for everyone. I maintain security, monitor inmates; we have different programs for them—like rehabilitation. There is good in everyone; some people made the wrong choices and we are there to help them get back on a straight path, so to speak. I have to escort them to court, that type of stuff; it can get dangerous at times. I have felt threatened a lot. There are situations when you have to take inmates down if they are not obeying the laws of the facility. There are highs and lows; you just have to be prepared. We have training that keeps us ready for when the situation arises. My wife didn’t want me to do this job. She was worried about my safety. But that’s my job; I am committed to public safety. I am here to help everybody.
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				I saved America from Y2K
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SANJEEV MALLICK

				Born: India

				Home: Salt Lake City, Utah

				IMMIGRANTS HAVE A PR problem. Of course, the language is a problem. I can speak English very well because I learned it back in my country, but a lot of immigrants from other countries can’t speak English very well, so they’re always going to have a PR problem because they cannot really represent themselves.

				The moment you hear the word “immigrant,” there is a bad connotation to it. Let’s admit it, right? I don’t know how many people look at us walking down the street and think, “Oh, they’re here legally.” The word “immigrant” actually brings to people’s mind somebody who is here illegally. As immigrants, we are lumped together. It’s not fair for all of us who have gone through this huge process—it was expensive, it cost close to ten grand, and it took about twenty years. But we did it the right way. I think of this country as my country. I’m honored and proud to be a citizen of this country. But it is sad that we get lumped together with those who don’t come here in a legal way.

				Nobody likes the people who came here illegally; they broke the law, so the government keeps making more immigration laws, but they don’t apply to the illegals, because they’re breaking the law. All those laws actually apply to me, the legal citizen who follows the laws, so it makes it difficult for us, trying to follow all the rules.

				America is letting me stay because I have the talent and the skill they need right now. America needs me. I’m contributing to America. I’m contributing my talent. I’m a skilled worker, and there are not enough people who can do the job I do. My wife and I were here during Y2K. We worked hours and hours trying to get the system ready. I know nothing happened, but that’s because we worked so hard that nothing happened. And then we stayed here. In the technology world, there are not enough people to do the job. Nobody gives you a job for charity. The businesses don’t run charities.
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					Sanjeev Mallick with his family.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				I employ Americans!
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AUSTIN NWOKO

				Born: Nigeria

				Home: Houston, Texas

				ANYBODY WHO NEEDS some insurance, come to Austin Nwoko State Farm and we’ll take care of you! I own my own State Farm insurance agency and I have five employees here.

				This is the country that gave me the opportunity to own a business. I put the American flag on my truck because I wanted to show my patriotism to the United States, to show that I love my country and that I am what I am today because of the country that I’m in.

				Everything I do has my photo on it. Before I opened up, I asked an older African-American agent and he said, “I didn’t want people to know what I looked like.” But things have really changed since then. I’m a real Texan. I feel so much at home here. My wife is a full-blown Texan. I make fun of her every now and then ’cause that accent comes out and she starts really talking “country.” I met my wife at work at Walmart; we had a Walmart baby; he loves the store too. I feel like the all-American dad. My great-great-great-great-grandfather had the pleasure of having twenty-five wives, but for me, one American wife is enough.

				I never feel any racism in Texas. My father-in-law actually is a hard-core Republican. I’m a Democrat myself, so it makes for interesting conversations. My mother-in-law got me this beautiful poster of Obama. And it said something about leadership and she’s like, “Put it in your office.” I just don’t want to piss certain people off. Republicans buy insurance too.

				In the olden days, people would come to America and change their name so they could fit in. When I first got here, the cabdriver happened to be African and he said something that stuck with me; he was like, “Your last name will prevent you from being successful here.” But you have football players and basketball players with these ridiculous names like Hakeem Olajuwon; you would think, “Why don’t you change your name so we can pronounce it?” But in today’s America, the bottom line is my picture and my name brings intrigue, ’cause customers always ask, “Nwoko, where are you from?”
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				I make Americans beautiful!
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DR. ABDEL FUSTOK

				Born: Syria

				Home: Houston, Texas

				I’M A PLASTIC and reconstructive surgeon. The history of this specialty is really related to the United States of America in a very major way because of the wars and the injuries that happened during the wars and the desire to make the injured look normal.

				Plastic surgery used to be for the elite, for the wealthy and famous, and then there was an explosion of aesthetic and cosmetic surgery. Now the secretary can do it, anybody can do it. People can go and borrow money to do it. They can borrow money to go buy a new car, they can borrow money to have a new nose, they can borrow money to have new ears, they can borrow money to have a new face, or change their face completely. The fact that anybody could do it is a uniquely American thing. The uniqueness of this country is that it is available, it is possible, and it’s accepted. Here, we accept that if you want to change yourself to look different, if you want to have a different nose or a different face, it’s acceptable.

				I came to America because every single new study that I was reading was in English and was from the United States of America. Every single new book, every single new discovery was from here. I wanted to go to the source.

				Once I got into the system I was treated like anybody else. If I were in France you have an old system; in a hospital you have first chief, second chief, third chief, and you are the lowest person on the totem pole—it is by seniority. You die before you get to anything. I would never have been able in France to be ahead of anybody else if they were French and I was a foreigner. There is no way. Here, once I was in, I was like anybody else. Here only my expertise, my energy, my hard work matter, not whether my name is Abdel or Jack or John. Only your hard work, your knowledge, your expertise will get you ahead of anybody else, not where you came from, not what your name is.

				That is uniquely American.

				When I applied to a plastic surgeon position I thought: Why would they take me, a foreigner with a heavy accent, ahead of all these good-looking guys and gals that were my colleagues? And they were all turned down. What counts the most is your knowledge and your expertise—what you bring to the table. You will not find that anywhere else in the world. That I know for a fact.
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