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Springfield, VA – Whenever I have to fill out one of those annoying forms asking my nationality, I always skip the choices offered and write “American.”  In my mind, there is zero confusion.  I am not some hyphenated version based on my ancestor’s location in the world, or my perceived ethnicity (don’t get me started on this category)….I am an American.  I was born here, lived here all my life, and hope to die here some day in the very distant future.  My parents were neither wealthy nor well-connected.  My father’s education ended after the 3rd grade;  my mother was a Kentucky coal miner’s daughter.  Yet, I have enjoyed enormous freedoms (compared to many other nations), a superb education, and the opportunity to lead a comfortable life.  In short, I feel very blessed to have been born in the United States.
Recently, while doing my once-every-decade cleaning of the top drawer in my work desk, I found a small, very yellow, slightly torn clipping from the Cincinnati Enquirer, my local hometown newspaper.  It was obviously very old because the phone number listed for the Enquirer on the back of the clipping was alphanumeric (PA 1 -2700).  The words suggested that the article was an excerpt from a longer essay, because it began, “As a closing note…”  Apparently the author had decided to close his thoughts with a quote from a famous essay by Dean Alfange which had been recently published.
I would be surprised if you are familiar with Mr. Alfange.  He was a relatively obscure New York state politician who ran unsuccessfully for several offices, including Governor and U.S. Congress.  He was appointed to several patronage positions, such as head of the New York State Racing and Wagering Board.  He also was a member of a number of activist organizations; one was dedicated to the advancement of Greeks in American.  
Alfange had been born in Constantinople (then in the Ottoman Empire) to Greek parents.  In 1902, when he was three, his parents moved to the U.S.  He served in the Army in WW I and then attended college before becoming an attorney in Manhattan where he became wealthy and politically active.  His entire career was relatively non-descript until he wrote a brief essay in the early 1950’s which was published initially in This Week magazine, and later in Reader’s Digest.  Its original title was “An American Creed” but later was shortened to simply “My Creed:”
I do not choose to be a common man.  It is my right to be uncommon if I can.  I seek opportunity, not security.  I do not wish to be a kept citizen, humbled and dulled by having the State look after me.  I want to take the calculated risks:  to dream and to build, to fail and to succeed.  I refuse to barter incentive for dole.  I prefer the challenges of life to the guaranteed existence, the thrill of fulfillment to the stale calm of Utopia.  I will not trade freedom for beneficence, nor dignity for a handout.  I will never cower before any earthly master nor bend to any threat.  It is my heritage to stand erect, proud, and unafraid, to think and act for myself, enjoy the benefit of my creations, and to face the world boldly and say, this I have done.  All this is what it means to be an American.
There are several minor online variations of this “creed” as it was quoted in my newspaper clipping, but the tenor remains much the same.  Alfange’s essay gained importance in my mind this past week as I read a survey which allegedly found that a large number of Americans would choose not to fight for our country if we were invaded in a manner similar to what the Ukrainians are currently facing from the Russians.  If this survey is an accurate reflection of the American mood today, we, as a nation, are in trouble. We need to do a far better job in our families and in our education system to make our citizenry appreciate the incredible advantage of having been born, or brought to, America.  Alfange was an immigrant who flourished under our system of opportunity.  In his adulthood he recognized the incredible opportunities which had been presented to him during his lifetime in the U.S.  I would love to have Alfange’s creed discussed in every American high school classroom.  I plan to do so this fall when I am again teaching. 
Does our nation have flaws?  Of course…but having had the benefit of traveling to most regions and governments on our planet, I would have to agree with the millions of immigrants to the U.S. who continue to vote with their feet by coming to America.  Like Alfange, they seek opportunity…and freedom.  I urge everyone to pause to reflect on our good fortune, and to be willing to fight to keep this wonderful experiment alive and well.
I thought you might like to know.
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