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The ABCs of the U.S.A.:

Americana, Seen with European Eyes
By MICHAEL DOBBS

British-born, Michael Dobbs returned to the United States in 1987 after years in
Europe as a foreign correspondent for a major newspaper. He returned with a new
look at things American, which he expresses in these impressions, organized from A
to Z.

America can be a strange experience for a foreigner. My wife and I arrived in
the United States in January after seven years overseas — four in France, three in
Poland. From thé Jjumble of first impressions, we compiled an A-to-Z explanation of
why America can be such a foreign country to those who arrive here from Europe.

I should explain at the outset that I am from Britain, but my Florida-born wife
Lisa is as American as apple pie. In this alphabet, however, A does not stand for
apple pie. It stands for ambition.

Ambition. In the Old World, people are taught to hide it. An exception was
Macbeth who ( Shakespeare tells us) nurtured “an ambition that overleaps itself and
falls on the other side”— and look what happened to him. Here, it seems quite
proper to announce that you are after the boss’ job or want to make a million dollars
by the age of 30.

Breakfast. The American habit of conducting business at breakfast has reached
Europe, but I doubt that it will ever really catch on. In France and Britain,
breakfast is too much a family affair. Here, it has become part of the power game.

Credit Cards. You really can not leave home without them. It is interesting,
and somewhat infuriating, to discover that bad credit is better than no credit at all; I
was refused a Visa card on the grounds that I did not have a credit profile. Speaking
of credit cards, we are bemused by the relatively new fad of destroying the carbons.

4

10



B ARLEBIBERE

20

25

30

50

Back in Europe, people prefer to keep their fingers clean.

Dreams. The American Dream, dented though it is been recently, is still very
much alive. Dreaming great dreams is what keeps American society going — from
the waitress who wants to become a car dealer to the street kid who wants to become
a basketball star. Europeans dream dreams too, but don’t seem to believe in them so
much. See Ambition.

Exercise. A couple of years ago, I came to Washington in the slipstream of
French President Francois Mitterrand. A cheer went up from the French press corps
as our bus passed a fitness center — and we saw body-conscious Americans
bending, stretching and leaping from side to side. America’s fetish for fitness
amuses — and puzzles — Europeans.

First names. In Europe, there is a natural and orderly progression from the use
of last names to the use of first names. Here, it’s first names at first sight. This can
create confusion. I have one acquaintance who calls me Bill — and I am not quite
sure how to correct him.

Gadgets. These can be addictive. It is difficult to imagine now how we
survived for so long without the cruise control, the automatic ice dispenser, the
microwave and the cordless telephone.

Hechinger. If 1 were in charge of arranging the programs of visiting delegations
from East European countries, I would include a compulsory visit to Hechinger. We
know Polish farmers who have to wait months to buy fencing for their livestock.
Their eyes would pop out of their heads in this temple of American capitalism.

Insurance. Americans have a policy to cover every risk, both conceivable and
inconceivable. So far, we have refused rental reimbursement insurance for our car,
death insurance for our mortgage and supplementary title insurance for our house. It
gives us a feeling of living dangerously.

Junk food. Anyone who wants to understand why Americans suffer from
higher rates of cancer and arteriosclerosis only has to look at what they eat.

Ketchup. 1 had to come to America to discover that it can be eaten with
anything — from French fries to French cheese.

Lines. American lines — beginning with the yellow line at immigration
control — are the most orderly and organized in the world. The British queue, once
internationally renowned, has begun to fray at the edges in recent years. La queue

4
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Francoise was never very impressive, and La Linea Italiana is simply a mob.

Money. In Europe, money is something that everybody likes to have — but is
careful not to flaunt. Unless it has been in the family for several generations, there
is often an assumption that it has been acquired dishonestly. In America, the green
Jjustifies the means.

No smoking. No longer just a polite injunction in America, almost an
evangelical campaign. Nobody would dare to ask a Frenchman to put out his
Gauloises in a restaurant.

Ollie North. What other major western democracy would allow a lieutenant
colonel to make foreign policy? A hero for some, a traitor for others, Ollie (see
first names) is a wonderful example of the American go-for-it attitude that both awes
and alarms foreigners.

Patriotism. Exists everywhere, of course, but the American version is brasher,
louder, and more self-conscious than the European. In Britain, it is taken for
granted that a citizen or politician loves his country. Here, he is expected to prove
it.

Quiet. American cities are quieter than European cities — thanks to noise
controls on automobiles and the recent spate of environmental legislation. This was a
major surprise for someone brought up to assume that America was a noisy place.

Religion. 1t’s difficult, somehow, to imagine an English version of Jim and
Tammy Bakker. When my parents came to visit recently, they were startled at the
sight of a fire-breathing Jimmy Swaggart denouncing the Bakkers on live TV. That’s
not the kind of way they behave in our dear old Church of England.

Sales. Ever since arriving in Washington, we have been hurrying to take
advantage of this week’s unrepeatable offer — only to discover that it is usually
repeated next week. We are just catching on that there is always an excuse for a
sale.

Television. How grown-ups can watch game shows and sitcoms at 11 :00 a. m.
mystifies me — but the national habit, day or night, is contagious, I recently found
myself nodding in full agreement with a professorial type who was saying that
American kids watch too much television. It was only later that I realized that I was
watching him say this on television.

Ulcers. See Work.
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Visas. Americans don’t need visas to visit Britain ( or most European
countries, for that matter). To get my entry permit for the United States, I had to
sign a document promising that I would not overthrow the government by force, had
never been a member of the Communist Party, and was not wanted for war crimes.
I had to provide details of my affiliation to labor unions as well as affidavits from
four countries stating that I had no criminal record. All this for cruise control and a
cordless telephone.

Work. A leading Polish sociologist, Jan Szczepanski, once told me that many
Poles imagine that they will become rich simply by emigrating to America. He tries
to persuade whoever will listen that America became a rich society through work,
work and more work. It is still true.

X-rated movies. We have them in Europe, too, but not on motel room TVs
and not in most small towns.

Yuppies. The European counterpart remains a pale shadow of the all-American
original. The animal seems more driven, more ubiquitous on this side of the
Atlantic.

Zillion. What other nation would have invented a number that is infinitely
more than a billion? America may not always be the best, but it is certainly the
biggest.

New Words and Expressions

1. Americana /o,merr'’ka:na/ n. (used with the pl. verb) materials relating to
American history, folklore, or geography or considered to be typical of
American culture (552 $zhiA % ) 32 B/ S0k B SRR E/ SRR 8
R B RNy S AU 36 B/ S M ST BERE

2. correspondent /koris'pondont/ n. a person employed by a newspaper or
magazine efc. , to report on a special subject or to send reports from a foreign
country ERICH , EiEHE

3. jumble /'dzambl/ n.

(D a confused or disordered mass JEFLEN 24 F{L Y —HE
 a disordered state; a muddle —BI¥; BELTIF RS, IRELIRES , BIRE Y
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4. outset /'autset/ n. the beginning; the start F i, AT 14

. overleap oneself {3k TifHE B &4

. catch on

@ to understand ; perceive FEffF , 2L
@) to become popular 82T

. infuriate /1n'fjuarieit/ vt. to make (sb. ) extremely angry {8 (3 A ) K3, ¥

BOEN

. on the grounds that [}}------ RIEH, H

9. profile /'praufail/ n.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

(D side view, esp. of the human face i ; (¥ A R M) MU (18)

@ edge or outline of sth. seen against a background B¢, #ME

@ brief biography of sb. or description of sth. in a newspaper, broadcast
programme, erc. (R PICE.J"HETHIH) AYRFHZFA, #8K7,
feug

bemuse /br'mju:iz/ vt.

(D to cause to be bewildered; confuse. fHEEK, {HER

@ to cause to be engrossed in thought. {84 # MG TFILE

fad /fad/ n. fashion, interest, preference, enthusiasm, etc. that is not likely

to last JATHIES MG B ST FIER S

slipstream /'slipstrirm/ n.

(D stream of air behind a moving object like racing-car  ¥& i (B WA I 5
W, INFEE)

@ stream of air thrust back by an aircraft’s engines ¥ ( KHL&E SIVLEIE [
)

corps /kois/ n. group of people involved in a particular activity M ZEEVE D)

A BA s R A

fetish /'firtif; 'fetif/ n. an abnormally obsessive preoccupation or attachment;

a fixation AR, M5 (4) ; RIEH #ELET Lok B Y HERK

gadget /'gaed31t/ n. a small specialized mechanical or electronic device; a

contrivance /ML ; BRI THBK/ MM B H 3N E  VIMEE

cruise control iR
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17.
18.
19.
20.

21.
22.
23.

24.

25.
26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.
32.

dispenser /dis'pensa/ n. a machine that gives you things such as drinks or

money when you press a button HZiEHYL; BRI

cordless /'ko:dlis/ a. having no cord Jo4& )

pop out RARHR

reimbursement /rizim'baismont/ n. repayment (of expenses, etc. ) (% H

B R, A

mortgage /'mo:gid3/ n. P, LI

supplementary /;sapli'montor1/ a. additional %MFE/Y, A Y

arteriosclerosis /a:tioriou,sklie'rousis/ n. a chronic disease in which

thickening, hardening, and loss of elasticity of the arterial walls result in

impaired blood circulation ZhfkAE{L, —Fh i T sh Bk ML, B840, K Z 5

F1 UM BIEIAG KIEER

ketchup/'ket[ap/ n. a condiment consisting of a thick, smooth-textured,

spicy sauce usually made from tomatoes ¥

fray /frer/ v. to become worn P&

flaunt /floint/ v. to exhibit ostentatiously or shamelessly 4Z# ; 3& 55 b 2l B

ToHikHb 7R

injunction /in'dzapkfon/ n.

(D the act or an instance of enjoining; a command, a directive, or an order Ay
4,184 A MBIERS T

® (law) a court order prohibiting a party from a specific course of action 2% |-
4 B4, BIE— N RRSMENE S WEERS

evangelical /i:rven'dzelikal/ a. of or according to the teachings of the

Christian Gospel, or the Christian religion &% #; R H 1Y

brash /bra[/ a. hasty and unthinking; impetuous 2 Bf, GIEMABREER

I mhahg

spate /speit/ n. a sudden flood, rush, or outpouring & & FIHL/K , &

the spate of (sth.) a large number of similar events that happen in a short

period of time ( 4G B] PN SR R AE ) KB (L) F4:

fire-breathing /'farobri:din/ a. RS i

mystify /'mistifar/ vt. to confuse or puzzle mentally 2% B%; i3k iR % =k
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33. sitcom /'sitkbm/ n. situation comedy %4/

34. contagious /kon'terdzas/ a.
(D (of a disease) spreading by contact ($8¥N% ) BT HEAE Y
@ (fig. ) spreading easily from one person to another 2% 55 B4t A B4

35. professorial /,profe'soirial/ a. like a professor Z(#2H, &1

36. ulcer /'Alsa/ n. ¥, FBIEY

37. affiliation /ofili'eifon/ n. BEE, MEBXER

38. affidavit / eefr'dervit/ n. (law) a written declaration made under oath before
a notary or other authorized officer (EEB:H) BEEH , 2MiIFE AL
L ARAELESE B EBRA

39. X-rated /'eksrertid/ a.
(D having the rating X X 4
@ vulgar, obscene, or explicit in the treatment of sex {Z & ), F % 11 ,

REH

40. Yuppie /'jap1/ n. FERZ+-( Young Urban Professional [ 45’5 , 4 B A
2 HERAL)

41. ubiquitous /ju:'bikwitas/ a. being or seeming to be everywhere at the same
time EAMFFAER, (BT ) R AZAEN

42. zillion /'ziljon/ n. an extremely large, indefinite number ( 31 ) JE KB FE,
TR RBCTF

43. Pole /poul/n. 22 A

Notes

1. the Old World: [H{E5, REBR, X MAREH FRFEHITERRM o
2. Francois Mitterrand: ( 1916 —1996) president of France from 1981 — 1995 #
FEBA (B M4 1981—1995)
3. Macbeth:
1) King of Scotland (1040 — 1057 ) who ascended the throne after killing his
cousin King Duncan ( died 1040) in battle. Legends of his rise to power and
reign are the basis of Shakespeare’s tragedy Macbeth. 5[4 : &2 EHE

7
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(1040—1057) , ZE—W IR} h AFEH R L E EXRH (5T 1040 47 ) j5 B
o MZFBURNGEIE AR T L L ARRICE 7 B ) ) E B HeA
2) A (P L HEERC(ERA) K FEAL) Probably composed in late
1606 or early 1607, Macbeth is the last of Shakespeare’s four great
tragedies, the others being Hamlet, King Lear and Othello. On the level of
human evil, Shakespeare’s Scottish tragedy is about Macbeth’s bloody rise
to power, including the murder of the Scottish king, Duncan, and the guilt-
ridden pathology of evil deeds generating still more evil deeds. Another
most memorable character in the play is Lady Macbeth. Like her husband,
Lady Macbeth’s ambition for power leads her into an unnatural,
phantasmagoric realm of witchcraft, insomnia and madness. But while
Macbeth responds to the prophecies of the play’s famous trio of witches,
Lady Macbeth goes even further by figuratively transforming herself into an
unnatural, desexualized evil spirit.

Hechinger: a chain of home improvement retail stores selling lumber, tools,

hardware, garden supply and plants

John Hechinger, Sr. helped pioneer the do-it-yourself industry; from a single

hardware store established by his father in 1911, Hechinger grew to a 64-store

chain.

. temple: X H$ CHrii ) Hechinger H& ., MR “EBT", FTEHEH

ASTHESERRE, B T B FE SR

. La queue Francaise: French queue %:E A KR

7. La Linea Italiana: Italian line 2K FJA B BAH

10.

. The green justifies the means. The end justifies/sanctifies the means; if a

result is good, it does not matter if the methods used to get this result are
unfair, unjust, violent, etc. REHMKIEY, 7\l IAETF B,

Gauloises: a brand of cigarette of French manufacture. It is produced by the
Company Altadis & /548

Ollie North: ( =Oliver North ) BF| 38 - i5iT

Oliver North was former military aide to the US National Security Council,
whose name became a household word over the course of the Iran-Contra
Affair, American political scandal of 1985 and 1986, in which high-ranking
members in the administration of President Ronald Reagan arranged for the



11.

12.

13.

14.

Unit One

secret sales of arms to Iran in direct violation of existing United States laws.
The dual goal was to better American relations with Iran and obtained release of
American hostages held in Lebanon by pro-Iranian terrorists. Profits from the
$30 million in arms sales went to the Nicaraguan right wing “contra” guerrillas
to supply arms. North was instrumental in setting up a covered network for
providing support to the contras with ship, airplanes, airfield, and secret bank
accounts.

Jim and Tammy Bakker: James Orsen Bakker and Tammy Faye, James Orsen
Bakker, born January 2, 1940, in Muskegon, Michigan, is an American
televangelist, a former Assemblies of God minister, and a former host ( with his
then-wife Tammy Faye Bakker) of The PTL Club, a popular evangelical
Christian television program. A sex scandal led to his resignation from the
ministry. Subsequent revelations of accounting fraud brought about his
imprisonment and divorce and effectively ended his time in the larger public eye.

Tamara (Tammy) Faye Messner (March 7, 1942 — July 20, 2007) was an
American Christian singer, evangelist, entrepreneur, author, talk show host and
television personality. She was the former wife. of the televangelist, and later
convicted felon, Jim Bakker, and she co-hosted with him on The PTL Club
from 1976 to 1987. She was known for her tendency to wear heavy makeup —
particularly mascara and false eyelashes — and for her eyebrows, which were
tattooed on. She was a participant in the 2004 season of the reality show, The
Surreal Life.

Jimmy Swaggart: Jimmy Lee Swaggart, born March 15, 1935 in Ferriday,
Louisiana, is a Pentecostal preacher and pioneer of televangelism who reached
the height of his popularity in the 1980s. Swaggart is the first cousin of
recording artists Jerry Lee Lewis and Mickey Gilley. The sons of three sisters,
all of them share similar middle names and play the piano. All were born within
a year of one another.

Church of England: the episcopal and liturgical national church of England,
which has its see in Canterbury. EEE#H <, ZEXAS, BHR 2 EHIEM
AL ER B, ERFHEER .

Jan Szczepanski: a Polish sociologist and politician (14 September, 1913 — 16
April, 2004) f-U)#% 5 (1913—2004) , ¢ 232X X FBUAK
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Language Points

1.

/0

From the jumble of first impressions, we compiled an A-to-Z explanation of why
America can be such a foreign country to those who arrive here from Europe.
MR TR T, RMBT —EK A 2] Z 6585, R A4 & 237 2
MM B X B AR, £BLRIH—MEEGEER,
EAAIFHHEBNINE, E— WA B why 5] 34 of MEE, - MIAIE
TS — M By who 5| 34E those IEIE

An exception was Macbeth who ( Shakespeare tells us) nurtured “an ambition

that overleaps itself and falls on the other side” — and look what happened to

him.

RIS RE LG (T E B EFEMNG), ELABSEE (25 W
B, REAQTRE, FALYTHE

BEAT A B A 5E 38 AT who B R 1B M A &M Macbeth , that 5| 8
{&4fi ambition, M /E]H overleaps itself and falls on the other side #§/™3f %1
HIBE RN BHERR, BT 5 5 V764 B 3hid look REEIEH , FRIGE
i B A%

. Dreaming great dreams is what keeps American society going—from the waitress

who wants to become a car dealer to the street kid who wants to become a
basketball star.

PREREAAQETEHN, MNBRARETOLHFEINBRABHAZ
BT kB AAMA B T EA,

WA 35 IS B4 i7) 48 E from the waitress. . . to the street kid. . . & X
B FREX @B, A8 T £ T4 % Everyone in America dreams
great dreams. JFHA B H who 5| & 1B NI BB 1 the waitress Fl
the street kid,

A cheer went up from the French press corps as our bus passed a fitness center

and we saw body-conscious Americans bending, stretching and leaping from side
to side.

ERMNGKEE M SR EF, EELH ARt k, KNAHNE
FRENEDALTERY ,4FRMA, @23k,
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WA and HEET WA T, BT E AR E A A as 51 EERE NG 5 H
B4 BA47] , Ho v bending, stretching Fl leaping J& = 3F 51 i 2 i) S IBEVE R
1#E %0 2 i ; body-conscious & P E & 45 ¥ 1E £ 1& ; conscious H 5 safety,
energy , weight, health SR G 45H, R XX FHE KK, 0. safety-
conscious B X MK, A LLEIR.

We have to be very safety-conscious about this kind of machine. & 4744 R E %
TRIANEGTLHE,

. A hero for some, a traitor for others, Ollie ( see first names) is a wonderful
example of the American go-for-it attitude that both awes and alarms
foreigners.

—HARRBA(RER) REM, M H—BAFEI R, 2 LR AR
R XEF LB X FHRGHHE,

MHA]H A hero for some, a traitor for others J&3£ % 4% Al S iEERIEREAE
RN ; that 5| 1 E 1N AE M attitude ;

go-for-it FfiRISTIE Fl & F#F # ERVEE 1E , B attitude, XFER L5 AW
1R % : 4 : do-it-yourself

. Ever since arriving in Washington, we have been hurrying to take advantage of

this week’s unrepeatable offer—only to discover that it is usually repeated next
week.

BB B, BAT— L &R R IINERF 6 — R BB I NL ER TR,
BRFEAATR XL HARHMEE,

iXH]H Y only to discover EAE RMIFIEL FRIE, R A SRS, only
FeiX LR AR

only to do sth. XFPEEHIFRBHATRABMER, AHBMRE. .

I raced home to tell my family the good news, only to fall down the stairs and
break my leg.

B H E RRBACHT I BE T RIDD, 45 R AR L 8T AR,

. All this for cruise control and a cordless telephone.

BT — AR RBRILFF £, drdrd 35,

XA F RG], ALl this BT 488 T EIH%4544 1 did (All this for cruise
control and a cordless telephone. ) , All this 7§ BAVEH I IE B I &
B EEE  BEARDUR BT A

7
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Exercises

I. Questions to the text:
1. What was the author’s purpose of compiling this list?
2. For what reason does the author feel that he “should explain at the outset”
where he and his wife are from?
3. Does the author admire any of the American phenomena that he mentions in his
list?
4. Which of the American attitudes and habits on the list does the author say (or
imply) that he’s adopted himself?
5. How does the author define the American Dream?
6. Why did the French journalists “ cheer at the sight of body-conscious
Americans” ?
7. According to the author, how does the American use of first names confuse
Europeans?
8. How does the author explain the European attitude towards money?
9. Judging from the other descriptions in the text, why does the idea of having
religion preached on TV alarm Europeans?
10. What does the author mean by “Ulcers: See work” ?
11. What does the last sentence of the text mean?

II. Choose a proper word from the list to fill in each blank in the following
passage. Change the form if necessary.

such arrive disappoint impatient it
minute - miss ¢ nothing . occur . on
over s‘ayingj's’.« often . o wait . wear
Almost every American (1) a watch, and, in nearly every room in
an American home, there’s a clock. “Be (2) time. ” “Don’t waste
time. ” “ Time (3) for no one.” All of these familiar (4)

reflect the American obsession with promptness and efficiency. Students and

£



