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Much is being written about the state of democracy in the US. The Pew Research Center, a 

non-partisan group that studies public attitudes, has just released a major study reporting on the 

attitudes of 4,656 US Americans, representative of the US population in age, gender, political pref-

erences and race. Here in July, with our celebration of the birth of the US, it is a good time to look 

at Americans’ evaluation of what is important to them and how they think they are doing. 

Report Card: American Democracy

In the chart to the right, 

note that for every 

value except the last 

two (“People are free 

to peacefully protest” 

and “Military leader-

ship does not pub-

licly support a party”), 

participants think the 

US is not living up to its 

ideals.

Republicans and Dem-

ocrats were quite simi-

lar in what they viewed 

as important. However, 

Republicans gave the 

country a better grade 

than Democrats did for 

how the US is doing 

on having an equal 

opportunity to succeed; 

respecting the rights/

freedoms of all people; 

having a non-partisan 

military; allowing people 

to protest peacefully; 

and respecting minority 

viewpoints. Democrats 

gave the US a higher 

grade for having news 

organizations free from 

government influence.

Compliments of

English at Large
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US Symbols

Flag. The 13 red and white stripes 
on the US flag stand for each of the 
original 13 colonies. The 50 white 
stars on the blue field each stand 
for one state.

Official Seal. Notice the seal on a 
dollar bill. The bald 
eagle, the official 
symbol of the US, 
is holding spears 
in one claw and an 
olive branch of peace 
in the other. There 
is the unfinished 
pyramid, standing for our unfinished 
work. That’s God’s eye watching 
over the country.  The Latin phrases 
mean, “From many, one,” “God has 
smiled on our attempt,” and “A new 
order for the ages.”

Donkey and Elephant. In 1874 
a cartoonist represented the 
Republican Party as an elephant 

and the Democrats 
as a donkey. Is 
the donkey “tough 
but long-lived” or 
“ridiculous?” The 

elephant “clever and 
majestic” or “easy 
to control until he 

is frightened?” Depends on your 
politics!

Pledge of Allegiance. Here are 
the words to the Pledge of Alle-
giance that many American children 
recite every day in school:

I pledge allegiance to the flag 
of the United States of America, 
and to the Republic for which 
it stands — one nation, under 
God, indivisible, with liberty and 
justice for all.

continued on page 3

The Fourth of July
The most patriotic holiday in the US is Independence 

Day, or The Fourth of July (celebrated on that date 

whenever in the week it falls, not as a Monday holiday). 

Americans remember that day in 1776 when the Declara-

tion of Independence from Britain was adopted. With 

the passing of time, the US and England have become 

allies. Today, the holiday is a happy, friendly celebration. 

(See page 4 for a brief history of the American Revolution.)

Stars and stripes from the US flag are everywhere on this holiday. Food, clothes, balloons, hats, 

and signs are decorated in red, white, and blue. Friends and families gather for picnics. Ham-

burgers, hot dogs, watermelon, potato chips, and ice cream are the traditional meal. (See page 

6 for more details on this all-American meal.) Almost every town — large and small — has a fire-

works display after dark. Find where your closest (or largest) fireworks show will be, take a blanket 

to sit on, and prepare to join the crowd in saying, “oh-h-h-h-h” and “ah-h-h-h-h” after each display.

Gift-giving and cards are not a traditional part of this holiday. Federal, state, and local government 

offices and many stores and businesses will be closed. Stores that sell hamburger meat, char-

coal, and watermelon will ... stay open!

8 Tips for Smart Gasoline Buying
1.  First, reduce your car use dramatically. Walk or bike, take public transportation, or carpool. Ask 

about tele-commuting from home at least one day per week.

2.  Do not buy a higher octane level than you need. Most cars only require Regular Unleaded 

gasoline. You may have heard that it is a good idea to fill your tank with Premium gas every 

once in a while, even if you usually use Regular. The US Federal Trade Commission says this is 

not true and is a waste of money.

3.  Maintain your car. Check your tire pressure, change your air filter, keep your engine tuned, and 

be sure you use the right kind of oil — each of these can increase efficiency 10-20%!

4.  Open your windows. Air conditioning uses more gasoline, especially for city driving. Save up to 

three miles per gallon by turning it off. On the highway, open windows cause so much drag that 

the fuel savings are less.

5.  Drive efficiently. In traffic jams, keep moving slowly rather than starting and stopping. Try not to 

speed up suddenly. Don’t speed: driving at 75 mph (miles per hour) instead of 55 lowers fuel 

efficiency by 45%. In newer car models, it may be most efficient to turn your engine off if you 

are going to be sitting for as little as 30-60 seconds; read your car manual.

6.  Be skeptical about products that claim to save gasoline. You may see ads for products like air 

bleed devices and mixture enhancers that claim to save gasoline. For the Federal Trade Com-

missions’ list of the [very] few products that seem to improve efficiency [a small amount], go to:

    www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/autos/aut10.pdf.

7.  Shop for the best price. Prices for the same octane level gasoline differ from station to station. 

Consumer advocates say the gasoline itself does not differ much from company to company. 

Try the free GasBuddy app on your smartphone to comparison shop..

8.  Keep your car light. Even an extra 100 pounds can cost a mile per gallon. So take that bag of 

bricks out of the trunk today...

http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/autos/aut10.pdf
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continued from page 2

If your children feel uncomfortable 
about the pledge but pressured 
to recite it, talk with them about 
respectful ways to remain silent. 

Star-Spangled Banner. The US 
may have the most un-singable 
national anthem in the world. You 
need a huge vocal range to sing 
it properly. Here are the words (to 
the first verse — there are three 
more, although they are rarely 
sung):

Oh, say can you see
By the dawn’s early light,
What so proudly we hailed
At the twilight’s last gleaming?
Whose broad stripes and 
     bright stars,
Through the perilous fight,
O’er the ramparts we watched, 
Were so gallantly streaming?
And the rockets’ red glare,
The bombs bursting in air,
Gave proof through the night 
That our flag was still there.
O say, does that Star-spangled  
     Banner yet wave
O’er the land of the free
And the home of the brave?

Liberty Bell. This large bell was 
rung in 1776 in Philadelphia after 
independence from England was 
declared. 
However, the 
bell wasn’t 
named the 
Liberty Bell 
until 1839 — 
in reference 
to freedom 
for slaves. The Liberty Bell is often 
shown with a large crack. The bell 
has cracked often in its history — 
try not to think about the symbolism 
of that (or maybe, think about the 
fragility of liberty...).

Vocabulary for Today’s News: Laws
Here is a bit of background to help you under-

stand the news coming out of Washington, DC:

attorney-client privilege: In the US, attorneys 

(lawyers) are not generally required to tell a 

court anything their client has told them (or 

to share written communication), even if the 

client has admitted to committing a crime. This 

rule, called attoney-client privilege, is designed 

to encourage people to be open and honest 

with their lawyers so the lawyers can do the 

best possible job defending them. There are 

exceptions to this rule. If you ask a lawyer if 

something would be illegal and the answer 

is ‘yes,’ and you then go do that crime, your 

communication with the lawyer is not protected 

by attorney-client privilege. And the only docu-

ments protected by this privilege are those 

concerning the legal advice given to the client. 

A lawyer’s personal tax or banking records, for 

example, are not protected. There are detailed 

rules that a prosecutor must follow to obtain 

documents, to ensure that this important privi-

lege is protected where it should be. 

The office of President Trump’s personal law-

yer, Michael Cohen, was searched recently, as 

part of the special counsel’s investigation into 

Russia’s role during the 2016 presidential elec-

tion. Trump said this search was an abuse of 

attorney-client privilege. The government said 

it had, in fact, followed the rules.

witness tampering: It is illegal to try to prevent 

someone from testifying in court, or to try to 

convince them not to tell the truth. Just trying 

to do this is a crime; the witness does not 

need to then lie. 

Paul Manafort, President Trump’s campaign 

manager during the summer of 2016, is being 

investigated by the special counsel for several 

crimes; he was recently put in jail because he 

was accused of witness tampering.

plea bargain: A person accused of a crime 

can, sometimes, arrange to get a smaller (or 

no) penalty by agreeing to a  plea bargain. 

For example, he might agree to plead guilty 

to a lesser crime in exchange for having other 

bigger charges dismissed. Or, he might agree 

to help the court understand a bigger network 

of crime  (or learn the identity of other criminals 

or crimes) in exchange for having charges 

against him dismissed. If a person does agree 

to help the court in this way, he is said to have 

flipped.

As the investigation into the role of Russia in 

the 2016 election proceeds, you will read many 

discussions about whether those accused will 

flip as part of a plea bargain.

Inspector General: Seventy-three federal 

government offices have an Inspector General: 

a person chosen to investigate possible fraud, 

waste, misconduct or mis-use of money; and 

to ensure that all rules and security laws are 

being followed. 

The Inspector General of the Department of 

Justice (one of these 73) recently filed a report 

about the FBI’s conduct during the 2016 presi-

dential election.

zero tolerance policy: Law enforcement of-

ficers often decide how strenuously to enforce 

a law. For example, in a 55mph zone, they 

may give speeding tickets only to those driving 

65mph or higher. Or, if they decide to ticket 

anyone driving 56mph, that is, accepting no 

level of illegal behavior, they would be using a 

zero tolerance policy.

It is illegal to enter the US without the proper 

visa, and anyone accused of such a crime can 

be put in jail; any children may then be put in 

foster care. In the past, border control officers 

did not always enforce this rule when children 

were involved. The Trump administration has 

been using a zero tolerance policy, to great 

public outcry.



History of Gun Laws

Because of the role of the militia in 
the American Revolution, the writ-
ers of the US Constitution carefully 
protected the right of citizens to 
have guns. The 2nd Amendment to 
the US Constitution (made in 1791) 
protects this right. Here is the entire 
2nd Amendment:

A well-regulated militia being 
necessary to the security of 
a free State, the right of the 
people to keep and bear arms 
shall not be infringed.

No law that is inconsistent with the 
US Constitution is allowed, so 
neither the US government nor any 
state may pass a law that makes 
owning a gun illegal.

But, you might say, the American 
Revolution seems safely in the past. 
Why does the US still protect this 
right to own guns? Some Americans 
continue to worry that the federal 
government is, or may become, too 
strong. So, they say, people must 
be allowed to have guns to protect 
themselves from the government. 

In addition, some people use rifles 
for hunting and other sports. Others 
own guns because they are afraid of 
criminals having them — presum-
ably if criminals did not have guns, 
this group of people would not want 
them either. 

This is a social issue with a deep 
history, fueled by conviction, 
emotions, and a lot of money. 
Americans are roughly evenly split 
on the issue, with 47% saying it is 
more important to protect the right 
to own a gun and 51% saying it is 
more important to control owner-
ship.

The American Revolution (Briefly)
You need to know something about the Ameri-

can Revolution to understand America’s gun 

laws, attitudes toward government, and, of 

course, its Fourth of July celebration. Here are 

the basics:

• During the Seven Years’ War 

(1754-1763), Britain gained control 

of the North American colonies, 

taking power away from France and 

Spain. Britain now had a huge war 

debt. It taxed the colonies in North 

America to help pay for the war. 

• These new taxes uncovered 

a deep philosophical difference 

between Britain and the colonies 

about government. The British lead-

ers believed that its Parliament represented 

all English subjects, even if they lived in North 

America, and even if they could not vote. (In 

the mid-1700s, only one man in England out of 

30 could vote — it was a privilege of the rich.) 

People living in North America did not feel 

represented by Parliament. They believed that 

people elected to a government should rep-

resent those specific voters who had elected 

them, not simply the country as a whole. 

• Under the Stamp Act, Britain required North 

American colonists to put a tax stamp on all 

printed materials, including newspapers, wills, 

loans, and even playing cards. In addition, the 

Tea Act charged a tax on tea, and included 

laws that favored the East India Company. 

(This company was important to Britain’s econ-

omy and to many British politicians.) Colonists 

objected to this taxation without representa-

tion (being forced to pay taxes by a group for 

whom they could not vote). In Boston in 1773, 

a group of colonists decided to show their feel-

ings about the Tea Act. They threw 342 chests 

of tea (worth about £10,000) from a British ship 

into the Boston harbor rather than pay the tax. 

Today, we call this the Boston Tea Party — and 

this rejection of a centralized government is 

the basis for the new political movement, the 

Tea Party, you may have been reading about. 

A major change happened in the thinking of 

the colonists as a result of these taxes and 

laws. Although most colonists still did not favor 

independence in 1773, the seeds of 

a new nationalism were planted.

• On April 19, 1775, British soldiers 

in Massachusetts marched from 

Boston to Lexington and Concord 

to take the colonists’ guns. William 

Dawes and Paul Revere rode by 

horseback to warn the colonists. The 

legend says they shouted “The British 

are coming!” but this is probably not 

true. Dawes, Revere, and all the other 

colonists still considered themselves 

British; they more likely shouted “The regulars 

are coming!” The British regulars (professional 

soldiers) met the colonists’ militia, called the 

Minutemen (farmers and merchants who were 

prepared to fight “in a minute”). 

• In the picture on this page, notice the Min-

uteman’s gun in one hand and the farm tool by 

his side. Every child in the US learns the story 

of these farmers and shop owners, fighting 

the highly skilled British soldiers. They could 

not have done so if they did not have their 

own guns. Our gun laws today are rooted in 

this history. The memory of the Minuteman as 

an ordinary citizen fighting a far-away govern-

ment is also alive today among a small group 

of Americans who reject the government and 

resist it.

• In January 1776, Thomas Paine published a 

pamphlet called Common Sense. He rejected 

the idea that the colonies needed Britain, and 

strongly supported an independent America. 

Within three months, 120,000 copies of Com-

mon Sense were sold. By late spring 1776, 

independence seemed possible and necessary.

continued on page 54

NEWCOMER’S ALMANAC



Birthday Biography:
George Eastman

George Eastman, the founder of
Eastman Kodak Company, was born 
on July 12, 1854. He did not invent 
photography. But, with several inven-
tions, he did more than anyone in his-
tory to make photography something
that millions could enjoy.

First, he made photography portable. 
Until he came along, cameras were 
several cubic feet in size. They 
required the photographer to carry a 
[heavy] tripod, liquid chemicals, glass
tanks and a jug of water. Eastman 
invented a way to use dry plates 
and a machine for preparing large 
numbers of them.

Eventually, he replaced glass alto-
gether — first with coated paper on 
a roll and then (because the grain 
of paper showed up in the photo-
graph)... with transparent film.
Eastman trademarked his new cam-
era in 1888 with the name Kodak. 
(He made the name up — the letter 
K was his favorite so he wanted to 
use it twice in the name of his new 
product. He experimented with dif-
ferent letters in between and finally
chose Kodak.) The Brownie camera, 
released in 1900, sold for $1 and 
truly brought photography to anyone 
interested.

Kodak estimated that 80 billion pho-
tographs had been taken around the 
world in the year 2000. Then came 
smartphones. Current estimates are 
that we take over 1 trillion photos/year.

Eastman was generous with his
fortunes, endowing a school of
music, dental clinics, and MIT.

Happy Birthday, Mr. Eastman.
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continued from page 4: THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION (BRIEFLY)

• In the meantime, many war-related and government decisions were being made in Philadelphia 

by a group of political leaders from all 13 colonies. On July 4, 1776, this group adopted the Dec-

laration of Independence, written mostly by Thomas Jefferson. The preamble (introduction) to this 

Declaration is one of the most important statements of the US philosophy of government.

• France became an ally of the colonists during the Revolutionary War. It sent soldiers, ships, 

guns, clothes, and blankets. And it fought the British outside the colonies, making the British 

strength in the colonies weaker. The British Parliament voted to stop fighting in 1781. However, 

fighting did not completely stop until the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1783.

Fact, Fake Fact or Opinion?
In today’s news environment, we have to ask, all the time, “Is what I am reading a fact or an 

opinion? If it’s presented as a fact, is it accurate? If it’s an opinion, do I agree with it?” It turns out 

we are not very good at making these distinctions. The Pew Research Center just completed a 

study of 5,035 adults living in the US. The researchers read participants a series of statements 

(see below) and asked them to say whether each was an “opinion” or was “factual” (that is, could 

be proven true or false by data). (Take the test yourself before looking at the chart below: www.

pewresearch.org/quiz/news-statements-quiz.) See chart for results. 

You may or may not agree with the “opinion” statements; all the “factual” statements were, in fact, 

true. Overall, 

people were 

not very good 

at knowing 

what is opin-

ion and what 

is something 

that can be 

fact-checked. 

Notice that both 

Republicans 

and Democrats 

were more likely 

to label a state-

ment “factual” if 

it was some-

thing they (or at 

least their party) 

tended to agree 

with. 

This is a big, big 

problem. (Fact 

or opinion?!!)

http://www.pewresearch.org/quiz/news-statements-quiz
http://www.pewresearch.org/quiz/news-statements-quiz


Question from Reader: 
Sunscreen

From a French reader:  I went to buy 
sunscreen. As usual, there are too 
many choices in the US stores, plus 
I don’t see the ingredient I use at 
home. What should I know?

Yes, European and US regulations 
for sun screens are slightly different, 
so you may not find the ingredients 
you like from home (or, you will find 
them listed as “inactive ingredients” 
because they have not passed US 
testing.)

One important part — but not the 
only important part — of the choice 
in sun screen is the SPF: the higher 
the number, the more protection 
from UVB rays you will get. The 
exact meaning of the SPF number 
depends on your skin and where 
you live. SPFs of 15 or 30 may be 
good enough for adults. Lotions 
for children usually have an SPF 
of 30 or higher. The US Food and 
Drug Administration’s advice is that 
higher SPFs are not worth the extra 
cost. Some doctors recommend 
higher SPFs, though, for people with 
unusually high risk and/or those who 
will be exposed to sun for several 
days in a row. Ask your doctor what 
is the best level for you, especially 
if you have very sensitive skin or 
unusual living conditions.

Be sure to use enough lotion. The 
SPF ratings assume adults wearing 
a bathing suit use one ounce (one 
fourth of a small bottle!) all over 
their bodies. Also, the lotions work 
best if you put them on 15-30 
minutes before going outside. 

                     continued on page 7
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The All-American Picnic
There are two days each year when all Ameri-

cans eat almost the same thing: the fourth 

Thursday in November (Thanksgiving: turkey, 

cranberry sauce, pumpkin pie), and the Fourth 

[day] of July, a celebration of Independence 

from England. Like most aspects of American 

culture, the Fourth of July picnic has its roots 

in other cultures. But, taken as a whole, it’s an 

American feast.  

Of course, families differ a bit in what they put 

in their picnics. But the traditional meal is: hot 

dogs and hamburgers (grilled outside), potato 

chips, watermelon, soda, and ice cream. 

Here’s some background:

Hot dogs. German immigrants brought 

sausages to the US, made from beef, pork, 

and natural spices. Today, American hot dogs 

(also called frankfurters or wieners, from these 

European cities) can be made from beef (the 

traditional one), turkey, chicken, or soy beans. 

It is surprising to me how similar these taste. 

I guess 

I now 

know what 

autolyzed 

yeast, so-

dium erythorbate, oleoresin, and sodium nitrites 

taste like — that’s what’s in most of them. Otto 

von Bismarck said that there are two things 

you do not want to watch being made: laws 

and sausage... 

I say that if you are offered a hot dog on the 

Fourth of July, and you can find one that fits 

your religious beliefs, close your eyes, eat it, 

and consider it an important cultural experi-

ence. One hot dog per year probably will not 

hurt you. By the way, the name hot dog comes 

from a newspaper car-

toonist who thought the 

sausages looked like a 

dachshund, but did not 

know how to spell it.

Hamburgers. Germans 

also brought this 

sandwich to the 

US, again naming 

it after their city. If 

the only hamburg-

ers you have eaten 

come from Mc-

Donald’s, try a real 

one on the Fourth 

of July. Americans 

have strong opin-

ions about what a 

real hamburger is. 

Here’s mine: just 

beef (though some 

people add salt, 

pepper, Worcestershire sauce, garlic, fresh 

parsley, thyme, chives and/or onion, for flavor), 

about an inch thick and 3-4 inches across, 

grilled outside, on a good (toasted or crusty) 

bun (bread) from a bakery. Lamb-burgers are 

also tasty, though not traditional.

Potato Chips. In a restaurant in Saratoga 

Springs, NY, in 1853, a customer sent back 

some French fried potatoes because they 

were too thick. The cook kept trying to make 

them thinner. Finally, frustrated by the custom-

er, he shaved off a slice and fried it, as a joke. 

The customer loved the new invention, potato 

chips. Millions of people agreed — Americans 

eat an average of 4 pounds of potato chips 

each year.

New trends in US potato chips focus on mak-

ing them healthier - baked, organic, gluten-

free, lower fat. Countries around the world 

have potato chips, of course, but the flavors 

differ; the most popular US ones are salt and 

vinegar, sour cream and onion, and barbecue.

Watermelon. Back in the good 

old days (when I was a child, of 

course), watermelons meant the

continued on page 7



continued from page 6

Lotions may claim to be “water-
proof.”  By law, this means they will 
still be effective after 80 minutes in 
the water. Others claim to be good 
for 6-8 hours. Use this kind when 
your children are going off for the 
day and you cannot re-apply it. But 
if you can, put more on every two 
hours. 

Lotions used to only protect against 
one part of ultraviolet light — UVB. 
It is UVB that has been thought to 
cause skin cancer. Newer research 
shows that UVA light causes “skin 
aging” (wrinkles). It may be related 
to skin cancer too. So now many 
lotions protect against both UVB 
and UVA. 

Most lotions claim to be “PABA-
free.” PABA was added to lotions 
as an inactive ingredient for many 
years. But many people found it 
bothered their skin and sometimes 
discolored their clothing. So now 
most lotions don’t have it. Now you 
know what you aren’t getting!

A non-profit health advocacy group 
(Environmental Working Group) 
reviews sun screens for their pro-
tection against UVA and UVB rays, 
for their stability in sunlight, and 
for any other potential dangerous 
ingredients. It recommends avoiding 
sun screens marked higher than 
50+ SPF. It lists and rates many 
specific brands of sunscreen, and 
under Search, you can search for 
a specific product. For a rating of 
the sun-protection products they 
reviewed, see: www.ewg.org. 
One tip: products made for babies 
and children work just as well for 
adults and often may be safer.
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continued from page 6 

beginning of summer. They were huge (two 

feet long), and had plenty of black seeds for a 

spitting contest. They filled our refrigerator and 

the cold juice on a hot day was great. Today, 

you can buy watermelon all year long. You can 

buy slices, or smaller ones (easier to fit in a 

refrigerator, and more reasonable for smaller 

families). You can buy “seedless” ones (they 

still have seeds, but they are white, small, and 

you can eat them). Oh well. Progress. (Water-

melons are an immigrant food, too, brought to 

the US from West Africa by slaves.)

Soda. The US has given the world Coca-Cola. 

And some people say there is no American 

cuisine! Here’s how it happened. In 1767, 

an Englishman, Joseph 

Priestley, figured out how 

to add gas to water. He 

clearly did not under-

stand the importance of 

this invention, because 

he never patented the 

idea. But John Matthews 

understood it. By 1832, he 

sold soda water in the US 

(with no added flavor) by 

comparing it — in his advertising — to falling 

in love. It worked. Within a few years, someone 

had added some flavor to the water, and the 

soft drink industry was born.

Meanwhile, in 1885, a chemist was trying to 

add to his list of medicines to sell. He had a 

cough syrup, a hair dye, and some liver pills. 

Now he added together some coca leaves 

and some cola nuts (both stimulants) with 

some sugar water, to make a “nerve tonic” 

[medicine]. He called it Coca-Cola, and sold 

it to drug stores. A few years later, he sold the 

recipe and the rights to Asa Candler. Candler 

changed the recipe a bit and kept the ingre-

dients a secret. He sold Coca-Cola along 

with his other big product, Great Tooth Wash. 

Someone added soda water to the Coca-Cola 

syrup, and ... the world had Coke.

The recipe for Coca-Cola is still a secret 

(although you can find several recipes on line; 

maybe one of them is real). There must be 

some coca leaf and cola nut in the drink, or 

they could not use that name. The amounts 

are probably very tiny. (Cocaine, which comes 

from the coca plant, is certainly not now, and 

probably never was, part of the recipe.) Coke’s 

kick probably comes from caffeine and sugar. 

The other ingredients include: water; phos-

phoric acid (for zip); oil from orange, lemon, 

lime, and nutmeg; glycerin (a preservative); 

and vanilla.

Ice Cream. Ice cream was probably invented 

in Italy over a hundred years before it ap-

peared in the US. Every American school child 

learns that Dolley Madison (the wife of James 

Madison, the fourth US President, from 1809-

1817) introduced ice cream to Americans by 

serving it at the White House. Every school 

child is wrong. New Yorkers could buy ice 

cream as early as 1777. And the governor of 

Maryland served it in the mid-1700s.

Have you wondered why ice cream with a 

sauce on top is called a sundae? Yes, the word 

is related to the day of the week. There are two 

theories about the beginnings of this word. In 

one, a drugstore owner sold ice cream with 

syrup for five cents, in the late 1800s. He was 

afraid he would lose money, so he only offered 

it on Sundays. He called it a Sunday. When 

he started to make lots of money from it, he 

wanted to sell it every day. So he changed the 

name to sundae.

The other theory is my favorite. The  people 

of Evanston, Illinois, also in the late 1800s, felt 

that flavored soda water was too much fun 

to be served on a Sunday. (Sundays were for 

going to church and being serious.) A store 

owner offered ice cream with syrup as an al-

ternative to a soda. This was accepted as OK 

for a Sunday. Remember this when you read 

about current debates about moral issues in 

the US today!

http://www.ewg.org


Newcomer’s Almanac is published monthly 
by The Interchange Institute, for people who 
have recently moved to the United States. Its 
goal is to promote international understanding 
by providing information about the American 
holidays, customs, values, social issues, 
and language that often confuse and surprise 
newcomers. It is written by Anne P. Copeland, 
PhD, who is a clinical psychologist and the 
Director of The Interchange Institute. She is an 
American and has lived and worked overseas 
with her family.

The Interchange Institute is a not-for-
profit organization that studies the impact of 
intercultural transitions on individuals, their 
families, and the organizations for which they 
work. From the results of this research, the 
Institute offers seminars and workshops, pro-
duces publications, and provides consultative 
services to the international newcomers, 
their organizations, and to host communities, 
recognizing that change and insight on both 
sides facilitates smooth transition.

Subscriptions: Please contact The 
Interchange Institute for information about 
subscription fees, site licenses, and discount 
rates:

The Interchange Institute
Tel. 617.566.2227 
www.interchangeinstitute.org
email: newcomer@interchangeinstitute.org

That Crazy English: Lying and Laying
The word “lie” is used and mis-used frequently in the US. First, some grammar: he verb to lie means 

to recline or to tell a non-truth. To lay means to set down. We say:

s I lie (or am lying) on my bed now. Yesterday I lay on my bed. I had lain on my bed for an hour.

s  I lie (or am lying) to you now when I say traffic made me late. Yesterday I lied to you. I had lied to you 

the other times I was late, too.

s  I lay (or am laying) the book on the table now. I laid the book on the table yesterday. I had laid it 

there before I went for a swim.

Never say to your dog, “Lay down.” It should be “Lie down.” If you master this rule, you will be ahead 

of 90% of Americans!

Idiom use is easier:

They have not noticed our mistake. Let’s just lie low and see what happens. (They have not

     noticed our mistake. Let’s do nothing to attract attention and see what happens.)

I am not going to take this lying down. (I am not going to accept this without a protest.)

She is learning the lay of the land before making any changes. (She is learning about the current

     situation and facts before making any changes.)

He is lying through his teeth. (He is saying something he knows is false, and does not apologize for it.)

Copyright 2018.
Anne P. Copeland.
All rights reserved. 
No photocopying 
allowed except under 
terms of site license.
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HOMEWORK
VOCABULARY

Each of these verbs or verb phrases is used in The American Revolution (Briefly) on 
pages 4 and 5. Use them to replace the underlined words in the sentences below (use 
the correct tense). Some items have more than one good answer.

gain control  object to  reject  require
tax   favor   resist  
represent  march   adopt
elect   notice   support

  1.  Be sure to look at  ________________ the story about us in the newspaper.  

  2.   John got into a winning position  ________________ of the tennis game when he 
started hitting to her backhand.

  3.  She was chosen by a vote  ________________ to be president of the club.

  4.  Are you sure you want to take as your own  ________________ that position?

  5.   The state government has decided to collect money from  ________________ 
those who use the highways.

  6.   The ball players walked in a formal line  ________________  onto the field.

  7.   I don’t feel my interests are considered  ________________ by that senator.

  8.   The boys did not want to obey  ________________ the teacher’s suggestion.    

  9.   The children said “no” to  ________________ the plan for a beach party.

10.  That law benefits  ________________ people who live close to the city.

11.   Her parents have always encouraged ________________ her efforts.

12.  If you disagree with ________________ the way I have organized the meeting, 
       then next time you can organize it.

13.  The law makes it necessary for ________________  judges to give a 5-year 
       sentence. 1
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WITH A PEN

1. Read US Symbols on page 
2 and 3. Write a description 
of your home country’s flag 
and its symbols. Write an 
English translation of your 
national anthem. Describe 
any symbols on your paper 
money or coins. Draw then 
describe any other political 
symbols a newcomer to 
your country might not 
understand.

2. Read The American 
Revolution (Briefly) on pages 
4 and 5. Pick one important 
event in your home coun-
try’s history and write an 
English description of it, in 
no more than 100 words. If 
this date is celebrated each 
year, describe how.

3. Read The Fourth of July 
on page 2. Write a list 
of holidays in your home 
country that are based on a 
historic event. Describe one 
in detail.

4. Read The All-American 
Picnic on pages 6-7. Write 
the menu for a traditional 
meal in your home country 
and the recipes for 1-2 
dishes. Include any historic 
information you know about 
the food.

5. Read Fact, Fake Fact or 
Opinion on page 5. Write 
5 true factual statements, 
5 false factual statements 
(that could be disproved 
with data), 5 opinion state-
ments you agree with and 
5 opinion statements you 
disagree with.
2
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GRAMMAR AND IDIOMS

Read That Crazy English: Lying and Laying  on page 8. Fill in the blanks below:

Grammar:

1. Please go __________ down; you look very tired.

2. I had __________ the ticket on the table then forgot it there.

3. I’m sorry I __________ to you yesterday; I should have told you the truth.

4. My dog was so tired after his run; he just __________ there and panted.

Idioms: 

5. It is important to learn the lay of the __________ when you start a new job.

6. The thief was lying through his __________ when he spoke to the policeman.

7. I’m not sure what will happen. Let’s lie __________ and see.

8. She didn’t take the criticism lying __________. She told him just what she thought.

UNDERSTANDING WHAT YOU READ 

Read Sun Screen on pages 6 and 7. Mark each of the sentences True (T) or False (F):

1.   A sunscreen with an SPF of 30 makes it safe to stay in the sun for 30 
minutes.

2.   If you swim with a waterproof sunscreen lotion on, you must re-apply 
it as soon as you get out of the water.

3.   Skin cancer may be caused by UVA light.

4.  For many years, PABA was added to sunscreens to increase the SPF.

5.   A person with light skin living in southern California needs a sunscreen 
with a higher SPF than a person with dark skin living in Maine, if both 
will be in the sun for one hour.

6.  Zinc and titanium protect skin against UVA rays.

7.   Vitamin A is now thought to give added sun protection, especially  for 
children.

8.   The higher the SPF, the better, so the US government recommends 
buying the highest SPF sunscreen possible.

9.   To get the advertised sun protection, apply one ounce of sun screen 
(one fourth of a small bottle).

T       F

T       F

T       F

T       F

T       F

T       F 

 
T       F

T       F

T       F



OUT AND ABOUT

1.  Read US Symbols on pages 2-3. During the week before the Fourth of July, make a list of all the red, white, and blue 
things you see for sale in stores. Compare the display of flags and patriotism with that shown in your home country.

2.  Read Report Card: American Democracy on page 1. Pick one of the statements in the chart and observe it in action for 
a few days. How do you think the US is doing?

3.  Read US Symbols on pages 2 and 3. Look up in a dictionary every word in the Star-Spangled Banner that you don’t 
know. (Hint: “O’er” is short for “Over.”)

5.    R ead Sun Screen on pages 6 and 7. Go to a drug store or supermarket and read the labels on bottles of sun screen. 
Find one especially for children — how is it different from the others? Find one that is “waterproof” — what are its 
instructions for re-applying after swimming? What is the highest SPF you see? Does it cost more than the others? 3
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IF YOU USE THE 
WEB

1. Read about guns in the 
US on page 4.  Visit the web 
sites of two active groups 
in the gun debate: the 
National Rifle Association 
(home.nra.org) and Brady 
Campaign to Prevent Gun 
Violence (www.bradycam-
paign.com). What do you 
think?

2. Read The American 
Revolution (Briefly)  on 
pages 4-5. View re-enact-
ments of the Revolution 
at www.youtube.com/
watch?v=lZgc1-nNoYU

2. Read The All-American 
Picnic on pages 6 and 7. Go 
to www.epicurious.com 
and type “hamburger” into 
the Search box. Then add 
“lamb” or “turkey” or “veg-
etarian” and find 3 recipes 
for hamburgers made from 
something besides beef.

6. Read all the articles about 
the US history and democ-
racy in this issue. Take a quiz 
to test your knowledge of 
US government here:
www.people-press.org/
quiz/what-do-you-know-
about-the-u-s-govern-
ment/

WITH A FRIEND

1. Read the History of Gun Laws and The American Revolution (Briefly) on pages 4 and 5.  
Describe to a friend or partner what the laws about gun ownership are in your home 
country, and any history you know about why those laws exist. 

2. Read US Symbols on pages 2 and 3. Think of symbols used in your home country that 
a newcomer might not understand. Draw a picture of each, and describe it to a partner 
or friend. If you know it, tell the history and/or meaning of the symbol.

3. The The American Revolution (Briefly)  on pages 4 and 5. Describe one important 
moment in your home country’s history to a partner or friend. How has that moment 
influenced daily life today?

4. Read The All-American Picnic on pages 6 and 7. Describe to a friend or partner a typi-
cal outdoor meal in your home country. Describe one particular outdoor meal that you 
remember. Who was there? Where were you? What was the weather like? What else 
did you do besides eat?

5. Read the History of Gun Laws and The American Revolution (Briefly) on pages 4 and 5.   
Describe to a friend or partner a social problem in your home country about which people 
disagree strongly. Are there organizations or other groups that support one side? 

6. Read Birthday Biography: George Eastman on page 5. If you have a smartphone with 
a camera, show a friend or partner 3-5 of your photographs and describe why you took 
them.

7. Read Report Card: American Democracy on page 1. Tell a friend or partner which of 
the statements in the chart is most important in a democracy, in your opinion. Which of 
the statements describes your home country the best?

8. Read Fact, Fake Fact or Opinion on page 5. Show a friend or partner the statements 
you wrote for exercise 5 under With a Pen (page 2 of this worksheet). Ask him/her to 
say whether each statement “factual” (and if so, if it is true) or “opinion” (and if so, do 
the two of you agree?).
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ANSWER CORNER
Vocabulary
 1. notice
 2. gained control
 3. elected
 4. adopt
 5. tax
 6. marched
 7. represented
 8.  resisted (or objected to)
 9. rejected
10. favors
11. supported
12. object to (or resist)
13. requires

© The  
Interchange Institute, 

2018

Understanding 
What You Read
1F  2F  3F  4F  5T  
6T  7F  8F  9T

Grammar and 
Idioms
1 lie   2 laid
3 lied  4 lay
5 land  6 teeth
7 low  8 down
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