FULBRIGHT STORIES. REDISCOVERING THE USA.

Astghik A Shahkhatuni

1. Title. Hi everybody. Thank you for coming. My name is Astghik Shahkhatuni. I was a Fulbright Visiting Scholar in 2007-2008. Today I’m going to talk about my Fulbright experience in the US, what the Fulbright program is, how it is to live in the United States and some of the things I learned about the country. 
2. List of various exchange programs. This is the list of the exchange programs in Armenia funded by the government of the US. There are programs for various levels of education; Flex for high school students, sure many of you tried your English skills here (as I did twice, although failed in the final stage), for undergraduate students, Muskie for graduate students, Fulbright is for those who already have a doctoral degree that is Candidate degree, Hubert Humphrey is also a Fulbright grant but for those in public service, and JFDP for those who teach in universities. Actually Edmund Muskie and Fulbright program are accepting applications now, so you still have time to apply this year. 

3. Facts about Fulbright. Briefly some facts about Fulbright program. It was founded in 1946 by Senator William Fulbright as a means to increase mutual understanding between the people of the US and the people of other countries. Fulbright allows two ways of exchange; American students and researchers can study in other countries, and students and researchers form other countries can visit universities in the US for the exchange of ideas and experience. Fulbright program operates in over 155 countries.
4. Types of Fulbright grants. There are several types of grants for different levels of education for international and American students and scientists. Unfortunately currently only two types of grants are being sponsored in Armenia and only for people with doctoral degrees. 
5. Eligibility criteria. To be eligible for Fulbright program in Armenia you have to be a citizen of Armenia, have a doctoral degree (candidate) or equivalent, be currently enrolled in university or research institution, and be proficient in English. 
6. Research fields. This year the following research areas are eligible for Fulbright scholarship.
7. How to apply. You should write a research proposal, and you better have an idea where would you like to implement your project (US university or research center), and why it is impossible to do in Armenia, contact the professor you wish to work with, and fill an application online.
8. Timetable. The duration of the project is from 6 to 9 months with possible extension for up to a year. So my project was funded, and I had to fly several thousands miles away from Armenia and my family and live on my own.
9. Destination.  What do you think this little star represents? Capital of the US, Washington DC? Well, yes and no. This is actually me, Astrik, that is little star, in the capital of the United States, Washington DC. 

10. My traces. Ok, here are more little stars and more places I’ve been in the US; it’s about 10 states and 10 big cities, like Chicago, Pittsburgh, New York, San Francisco, San Diego, Los Angeles. In some places I did research in universities, in some others I attended conferences, in some others I visited friends, or just traveled and in some... I gambled :o)
11. Delocalization. Well, here I’m exactly at the dividing line between two states: Nevada to the left and Arizona to the right, so one of my feet stepped in Arizona, and that’s how I was counting the states I was in :o) No, I’m joking, of course. This is Hoover Dam on Colorado river, which was one of the most ambitious and grand constructions of its time in 1950s.
12. Washington DC. Although the other day here New York was claimed to be the capital of the world, but actually most of the politics is being thought through and going on in DC. The centers of all three brunches of the federal government are located in DC. DC hosts 174 foreign embassies and headquarters of world bank, International monetary fund and many other institutions and organizations. Washington DC was founded in 1790. Article one of the US constitution provides for a federal district distinct from other states, to serve a permanent capital of the US. The district was named the Territory of Columbia, Columbia being a poetic name for the United States in use at that time. The area for the capital was chosen by George Washington. People would also call it Washington City. And now it is called, Washington, DC.  The initial shape of it was a perfect square with 10 miles sides, which makes about 260 square km, and the land was taken from states of Virginia and Maryland. At some point the land taken from Virginia was given back to the state due to the protests and other political reasons at the moment, so the actual shape of DC now is not a square. Today population of DC is about 600.000, but during workdays due to commuters from surrounding suburbs it grows to more than a million. Washington Metropolitan area or in short DC area has over 5.3 million people, it’s the 9th largest metropolitan area in the country. With the star here I indicated the location of Georgetown University where I did my research project. And like many others I was working in DC, but was living across the Potomac river, which goes through DC, in Virginia state. 
13. Georgetown University. Georgetown university is one of the oldest universities in the US founded in 1789. It has both old impressive buildings and newly constructed modern facilities. Its mascot is Jack the bulldog, which very popular in university, and you can see him everywhere starting from T-shirts to credit cards. Georgetown sport teams are called Hoyas, and the fans are chanting “Hoya Saxa!” (from Greek and Latin words “What rocks! From former name of the team). 
14. ASA. Of course, as probably many of the universities in the US, Georgetown has Armenian Student Association, but it seems there weren’t many Armenian students in Georgetown. But of course, close to April 24 ASA becomes quite active; they were hanging banners like this one on University buildings and writing articles in university papers. They would organize parties with Armenian food from time to time as well, but unfortunately the only Armenian music they had was “rabis”. Oh, also they would show their patriotism and sense of humor in the design of T-shirts, combining Georgetown’s mascot Jack the bulldog with Ararat like this, and transforming the chanting hoya saxa into some Armenian, like this. 
15. My international lab. Here is my lab, where together worked and befriended Chinese, American, Indian, Mexican, Brazilian and Armenian students. And here we were celebrating our professor’s birthday as it should be: with cake, candles and balloons. Yeah, my professor is quite tough regarding science and very friendly in everyday life.
16. My office. Here is my office, which was my small Armenian corner in the US :o)
17. NMR Spectrometer. And here where I spent most of my time in the US, the ground level room with Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Spectrometer, which helps to examine chemical compounds by resonance excitation of spins using electromagnetic waves at radio frequencies in a very strong magnetic field inside the spectrometer, which is created by superconductive coil which is kept at very low temperatures by using liquid helium and nitrogen.
18. NMR Technique. Actually everything is quite simple; by irradiating chemical compound with radiowaves we get data which after some transformations looks like this nice spectrum, and after analyzing it t we get information about structure, impurities, and dynamics of compound. 
19. Scientific Achievements. I implemented the project I proposed in my application successfully, and I presented scientific results at the international conference in New York, I published two papers in international peer review journals with my American colleagues, and of course opened new possibilities for further collaboration.
20. Adventures. So now I’m going to talk more detailed about my research… No, I’m joking, I’m going to talk about some of the interesting and funny things, which I learned from and about the US during my adventures.
21. Purpose of Exchange program. The main purpose of the exchange program is not just research, it is to increase mutual understanding between people from various countries, which means you should learn about the country you are visiting and also share with the  knowledge about the country you are from, which means I was representing Armenia in the US, I was an ambassador there, and when you are back to your home you should tell about your experience and knowledge about the US from first hands, and you transform to being an ambassador of the US in Armenia. Yeah, that’s who I am right now :o) And this is international diplomacy at public level. Actually, when the Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice was asked what the administration is doing to improve the image of the US in other countries, she mentioned Fulbright as the way information (mainly positive) about the US is being spread around the world. Don’t forget that the program is active in about 150 countries and there are already 300 000 fulbrighters in the world! 

22. Factors that play a big role. Of course, there are several factors you should take into account when applying for an exchange program and which can have a big influence, positive or negative, on your experience. First of all, you should choose a high quality research institution with leading scientists in the field. Second, Fulbright program has so called enrichment programs but only available in several Metropolises, like San Francisco, Chicago, New York, Washington DC, where various interesting events, meeting, tours, cultural programs are being organized for fulbrighters in the area. It is really very important to have a good professor, and not only good as a scientist, but as a human being. I was really lucky with mine. It is always a big advantage to have nice colleagues and it is a requirement to acquire new friends. 
23. What to do besides research. So besides your research, you should participate in enrichment programs organized by CIES, attend events in universities, communities, visit various museums, historical sites, national parks, participate actively in various events related to national holidays and try new activities, like kayaking, biking, hiking, for instance.
24. Enrichment programs. Here is the list of enrichment programs I participated in organized by CIES (Council of International Exchange Scholars) in Washington DC Metropolitan area. As you see there are very various events and all of them were quite interesting and fun.
25. History of the USA. To learn about country you should know its history first. No, I’m not going to tell about history of the US, but rather tell a few stories that I found interesting connected with some of the most important events, 
26. First British Settlement. So after Columbus discovered America, the next most important event in the formation of the US, was the first successful British Settlement in North America in 1607 lead by the captain John Smith at the bank of James River in Virginia and is known as Jamestown.
27. Story of Pocahontas. The neighbor of Jamestown Settlers was an Indian Powhatan tribe. Pocahontas, a daughter of the Powhatan Chief, was assisting British settlers and even saved life of the captain John Smith. You probably know Pocahontas from Disney animation movie, although not everything there is according to historical accounts. At some point when the relations between settlers and Powhatan chief worsened, colonists kidnapped Pocahontas. While a hostage she received lessons in Christianity and was converted to Christianity. Soon as it usually happens, a British man John Rolfe fell in love with her and they got married. Their marriage helped to establish peaceful relations between the Powhatan and colonists for some time. In 1616 they visited England with their infant and she was presented to Royal Court, to convince British that Indians can become loyal and equal citizens if treated properly. 
28. Colonial times. Colonial times is a period of about two centuries in the history of the US.
29. Colonial Williamsburg. One of the best examples of history preservation is Colonial Williamsburg, the historic area (122 ha) of Williamsburg which is now serves as a living history museum. Not only 500 hundred buildings of 17-18 centuries were preserved or restored, but to further recreate an atmosphere of colonial times there are interpreters who work and dress as they did in the era, and they use colonial grammar and diction. And since Williamsburg was a place where some important events happened connected with American Revolution, so there are also reenactments of such events, like visits of George Washington. There are shops, taverns and open-air markets in the colonial style, where you are being persuaded to buy a latest fashion dresses from London, or buy wigs from fine horse hair, or you can see how daily newspaper is being printed and today is actually 26 of July 1776. There are also horses everywhere, since that was the only public transportation at that time, and in the evenings you can also smell vividly the atmosphere of the times, just be careful where you step when enjoying your evening walk in the city. :o) There are actually many places in the US where you can see reenactments of important historical events, but this project stands out, because of the number of people participating and interactivity they provide.
30. American Revolutionary War began as a war between the Kingdom of Great Britain and thirteen united former British colonies in North America, and in 1776 the birth of new nation and new state was declared.
31. George Washington. Who do you think he is? Well, here’s a hint. Yeah, it’s George Washington. And why he had been called like this? Actually, it’s not because he was a commander-in-chief during American Revolutionary war and his army defeated British army, not because of his central role in the formation of the US, not because he was the first and one of the greatest presidents of the USA, but because after the American Revolutionary war was over and he was at the peak of fame, he voluntarily returned to private life and retired to his plantation at Mt. Vernon. King George III said this when he found it out. Of course, several years later George Washington was persuaded to attend the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787, and was unanimously elected the president of the Convention. The Electoral College elected Washington unanimously in 1789 for the president of the US, and again in the 1792 election; he remains the only president to receive 100% of the electoral votes. Washington reluctantly served a second term as president and he refused to run for a third.
32. War of 1812. In 1812 new war between the USA and British Empire started.
33. Inspiration story. (Star-pangled banner) In 1814 young poet and lawyer Francis Scott Key witnessed heavy bombardment of Fort McHenry by British navy during the Battle of Baltimore. The bombardment lasted whole night and when in the next morning he saw the US flag waving in the air over the Fort, he was very happy and was inspired to write a poem, which later became known as Star-Spangled Banner. Later the poem was set to the tune of a popular British drinking song, called “The Anacreontic song” and soon became a well-known American patriotic song. Now it is well known as a national anthem of the US (in 1931 by congressional resolution). This is the banner from the fort that was preserved. At that time there were 15 states, so the banner had 15 straps and 15 stars. Here in the pictures you can see the ceremony of changing star spangled banner in the fort McHenry, when everyone can participate.
34. Civil War. The American Civil War was the deadliest war in American history, resulting in the deaths of 620,000 soldiers and an undetermined number of civilian casualties. It was a war between 11 Southern slave states which declared their secession from the United States and formed the Confederate States of America (the Confederacy) and the United States (the Union), which was supported by all the free states and the five border slave states.
35. Revenge story (Robert E. Lee and Arlington Cemetery). In the beginning of Civil War the president Abraham Lincoln offered Robert E. Lee, a West Point graduate and a United States Army officer, the command of the Federal army. But Lee waited for the decision of his home state Virginia, and when Virginia announced its secession, Lee resigned and took command of the armed forces on the side of Confederates. He quickly established himself as an able commander, defeating a series of Union generals, until his final defeat and surrender at the McLean House. Because of this decision and subsequent performance, Lee was regarded as disloyal by most Union officers. The decision was made to appropriate his farm as a graveyard for mostly Union dead. Now his former farm is known as Arlington Cemetery, where more than 300,000 people are buried in an area of 2.53 km2. Veterans and military casualties from every one of the nation's wars are buried in the cemetery, from the American Civil War through the military actions in Afghanistan and Iraq.

36. Respect of history. (numerous and various monuments). One of the brightest examples of respecting history and people who made it is in Gettysburg. The battle of Gettysburg (July 1–3) , which is often described as the Civil War’s  turning point, when Union Maj. Gen. George Gordon Meade's Army of the Potomac defeated attacks by Confederate Gen. Robert E. Lee's Army of Northern Virginia, ending Lee's invasion of the North has the largest number of casualties (50 000 and around 8000 deaths). Now it is a historic museum, with preserved battlefield and there are over 1,600 monuments and markers on the field. 
37. World War II.
38. Historic Shot. This is the iconic photo of the raising of the Flag on Iwo Jima island in Japan taken on February 23, 1945, during World War II, this was first Japanese homeland soil to be captured by Americans. The photograph was extremely popular, being reprinted in thousands of publications, it is regarded in the United States as one of the most significant and recognizable images of the war, and possibly the most reproduced photograph of all time. Later based on this photo the memorial dedicated to all personnel of the United States Marine Corps who have died in the defense of their country since 1775 was built. This is the sunset parade, which is a military ceremony with marching bands. 

39. Friendship story (Japanese and sakura). Sakura is the Japanese name for cherry trees which flower but do not give fruits. In 1926 to celebrate 150th anniversary of American independence, several thousands of sakuras were given as a gift from Japan to USA to celebrate the nations' then-growing friendship. These trees were mainly planted in NY and along the shore of the Tidal Basin in Washington, D.C. In 1965 when the wounds of the World War II were healed the gift was renewed with few more thousands trees. And in 1981 the cycle of giving came full circle; when Japanese took cuttings from the trees in Washington, D.C. to replace cherry trees in Japan that had been destroyed in a flood. With this return gift, the trees again fulfilled their roles as a symbol and agent of friendship. The most recent event in this cycle occurred in 1999.
40. Admiration story (Smithsonian Institution). The US always inspired people, even those who only heard about the country. British scientist James Smithson (1765–1829), who had never visited the US himself stated in his will, that should his nephew die without heirs, the Smithson estate would go to the government of the US for creating an "Establishment for the increase & diffusion of Knowledge among men". After the nephew died without heirs in 1835, President Andrew Jackson informed Congress of the bequest, which amounted to $10,100,997 in 2008 U.S. dollars after inflation. As a result the Smithsonian Institution was founded. It’s an educational and research institute and museum complex. Most of its facilities are located in Washington, D.C., there are 19 museums, zoo, and 9 research centers. Each museum has it’s separate building, often very big, There is over 136 million items in its collections. The most famous museums are: And most fascinating this is that all the museums are free!
41. Ongoing Events. Of course, it’s interesting to learn the history, but it is even more fascinating to be with people who make history, attend their lectures and speeches
42. Political figures end lectures. One of the big advantages of living in DC is that political figures of various levels give lectures and speeches and have discussions with students in universities. And here are some of those you know well who gave lectures in Georgetown University. Condoleezza Rice, who was a Secretary of State at that time gave a lecture and appeared quite nice and friendly as opposed to her tough image created in media. Madelein Albright, former Secretary of State was witty as always. Oh, I went to see Obama, campaigning to become democratic party’s nominee for the Presidential elections back then and competing with Mrs. Clinton. He could easily capture 20 000 students at the university of Maryland’s big stadium.
43. Nature. As with history Americans pay a lot attention to nature preservation as well. There are many national parks being preserved by the government.
44. For any taste. The US is very big, it borders two oceans, has many mountains, rivers, lakes, valleys, canyons, it has various climatic zones, so the nature varies a lot and it is often quite impressive and nice. Ok, here are just the examples of what you can see (rather what I saw) in the US (rather only in the East Coast of the US) :o) 
45. Animals. Besides contemplating nature you are encouraged to be close to animals, your younger brothers, by feeding, touching and petting them in various animal parks and zoos.
46. Zebras. So here is the question for you; what is the most dangerous animal after lions and tigers which should be kept separate from other animals in wild animal park? It’s actually zebras, who are quite naughty behave and like to kick, bite and hurt other animals, and for instance they kicked to death poor baby deer in this park, and were punished and live separately now.  
47. Panda. Here’s another question; what is the most expensive animal in the Zoos? It is actually pandas. Yeah, keeping pandas costs five times more than that of the next most expensive animal, an elephant. And here’s why. The Giant Panda is a conservation reliant endangered species. They can be found only in China, about 1.500 (1590) living in the wild and about 250 in captivity (239+27 in other countries). In the 1970s China was loaning Giant Pandas to American and Japanese zoos, which was the first cultural exchange between the People's Republic and the West. This was an important part of Chinese diplomacy and was termed "Panda Diplomacy". By 1984, however, pandas were no longer used as agents of diplomacy. Instead, China began to offer pandas to other nations only on 10-year loans. The standard loan terms include a fee of up to US$ 1,000,000 per year and a provision that any cubs born during the loan are the property of China. So you see why keeping pandas is so expensive and also why there are the most advertised animals in the zoos, they even have separate panda souvenir stores. I was actually lucky, since two out of 3 zoos I visited had pandas; National Zoo and San Diego Zoo.

48. Old man cactus. There are also many botanical gardens in the US, where you can see many diverse plants, flower and trees from various geographical and climatic regions. In one hall there can be several dozens of various kinds of tulips or orchids, and the exhibitions and decorations are quite nice with waterfalls, fountains and sculptures. Also learn simple truths like there is always hope and even the grey haired old man can bloom, well, at least if it’s a cactus :o)
49. Architecture. It’s true, there are no thousands years old castles or churches in the US, but there is a big variety architectural styles and interesting buildings.
50. Skyscapers. For many years there US was a leader in skyscrapers, both the amount and the height, and although now it gave up its, but still Willis tower (formerly Sears building) in Chicago is the second highest occupied building in the world, few meters less than the tower in Taipei with 442 m high., and the first in Western hemisphere so far. But of course, these towers will look very small compare to the very ambitious ongoing construction of Burj Dubai, which will be almost twice the height of this skyscraper (818m). This is Empire state building in NewYork, this building is just in front of the United Nations headquarter in New York, and this is a Turkish center, right in front of the United Nations headquarter. Perfect location! This is downtown Pittsburg, this is Chicago skyline. I should mention than many skyscrapers are really impressive and unique, they are not just “boring stone or glass boxes” :o)
51. Churches. There are many churches in the US for many different kinds of religious organizations. Especially impressive are of course huge cathedrals, this on is National Cathedral in DC, and this is St. Paul’s Cathedral in Pittsburg. Yeah, for some reason here are pictures of mainly catholic churches although most of the US is protestant.
52. Beautiful and grand Monuments. Of course, Americans pay attention to the beauty and grandness of the buildings, and Washington DC is a bright example of such tendencies. Lots of thought were put to build the capital, both the design of the city and the buildings as well. This is the Capitol building where the Congress has its meetings, this is Thomas Jefferson Memorial, Abraham Lincoln Memorial. This is National Archives building, among all other historical documents the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and the Bill of Rights are being kept. This is Washington Memorial. This is the tallest structure in the city, 169m. As we can see different architectural styles were used to design various buildings.
53. Peaceful coexistence. The US is quite friendly, and here peacefully can coexist not only various individuals and communities, but also various types of buildings, for instance, churches with skyscrapers (here are two different churches squeezed in between skyscrapers), this is Central park in New York, where the forest of green trees is surrounded by the forest of skyscrapers. This is a military headquarters Pentagon, and right here is a public metro and major bus station. Here is Chinatown ark right in the center of the capital of the US.
54. Culture.
55. Cultural life. There are many various cultural events in the US, and Americans value good opera, classical concert, ballet and theatre performance not any less than we do. They have many various kinds of art museums, and also various kinds of festivals.
56. Your inspiration. And here how inspiring a trip to the opera was for me, which end ended up with me dancing right on the roof of the Kennedy center of performing arts.
57. Who’s guilty? And here how philosophical you can become visiting art museums. Who is guilty; Eva, Adam, snake or maybe even God?
58. Museums. Ok, as I remember from my childhood, in soviet museums you couldn’t touch anything and should have been very quiet, so I was very pleasantly surprised and impressed by museums in the US, where the learning process can be not only interesting but also entertaining. I wish I would be one of the numerous children who would run from one exhibition to another, pushing, playing, listening, watching, touching everything and asking questions their parents. And in the US I learned that one can make a museum out of everything and about anything, be it an old military submarine, replica of a ship, airplane, lighthouse, just an old house, or a house where some famous people once were, etc. 
59. Military toys. Ok, although I haven’t seen military parades in the US where the country brags with its military, but there are many museums connected with the history of weapons and military. And there is a risk than you can become obsessed with real big soldier toys :o)
60. Patriotism.In science and technology museum your ambitions and patriotism will show through.
61. Holidays. Of course, like every nation Americans have their traditions, and they are most reflected in their holidays.
62. Holidays. Here is the list of the most celebrated holidays in the order they appear during year. I must say that people here live from holiday to holiday. And there is a big advertisement campaigns, accessories and things made exactly for each holiday. I think Thanksgiving is the most family and friends oriented holiday, and also uniquely American holiday as well as most favorite holiday of Americans. Thanksgiving is tied to the deliverance of the English settlers by Native Americans after the harsh winter. Georgetown University organized a big party for those students who couldn’t travel home to spend the holiday with family. And my professor invited all members of our lab including members of the family (company of about 20 people) to their house full of tasty turkey and other meals, prepared by my professor and his wife. Also CIES enrichment program invited everyone to various American families, so they would feel the taste of this holiday and hospitality of Americans. 
63. Pumpkin day. Halloween is the most fun holiday. It has roots in Christian holy day of All Saints’. The day is strongly associated with symbols like the jack-o'-lantern, a carved pumpkin. Typically the top is cut off, and the inside flesh then scooped out; an image, usually a monstrous face, is carved onto the outside surface, and the lid is placed back. At night a light (usually a candle) is placed inside to illuminate the effect. Usually the carved faces should be scary, but for a romantic girl like me stars and romantic couple of cats is good enough.
64. Looking for pumpkins. Ok, there is a question arises; where to get all those pumpkins. As with everything in the US you have several choices; supermarkets (where you don’t have many good pumpkins), on the street (isn’t this a familiar scene, just replace these pumpkins with watermelons and it’s just like in Yerevan :o)), and go to the farm and cut them by yourself. The last one was really a good adventure. Halloween activities include trick-or-treating, ghost tours, visiting haunted attractions, reading scary stories, watching horror films and of course, wearing costumes and attending costume parties. Halloween costumes are traditionally those of monsters such as ghosts, skeletons, witches, and devils, which are said to be used to scare off demons. But of course, nowadays they are quite imaginative and quite elaborate, now they are also based on characters from television shows, movies, politics and other pop culture icons. Now several billions of money is spent each year on costumes.
65. Halloween costumes. Here is a Halloween “parade” in DC, with lots of people in costumes, walking on the streets, showing off and of course partying in the bars. You can make fun of politicians (see the blood on her hands), of your pets, and of yourself. 
66. Christmas lights. Christmas is another family holiday, when family members gather together from various parts of country. It starts long before Christmas with the hunt for presents for various family members and also decorations of community, your house, your apartment and Christmas tree. Once again here where Americans show their imagination and creativity. The last two pictures are from Alexandria Christmas Lights parade and these are actually boats decorated with Christmas lights and they sail slowly along the Potomac river.
67. National Christmas Tree. So this is a National Christmas tree in Washington DC, well, once I saw it, I thought “He, our tree in the Republic square in Yerevan is much bigger and impressive, and this one seems not even symmetrical”, but it turns out there is something special about this tree, it’s a living tree, and it was planted here since 1978, since there were complains that each year damaging one big tree is incorrect. In 1995, the National Christmas Tree was lit by solar energy for the first time. Talking about green movement. Colorado blue Spruce from York, PA. And here how this tree looks without all these decorations. 
68. Easter. Easter is most appreciated holiday by children, since it’s time a time for chocolate bunnies, eggs, decorations for eggs and baskets, bunny toys.
69. July 4th fireworks. Independence day. To say the truth I haven’t really seen fireworks in the US besides that on Independence day (Ok, and one in Disney World). In Yerevan you can see or at least hear fireworks every day. So there is a big anticipation for fireworks that day. In DC area people try to take places with good view several hours in advance. They bring chairs, blankets, food, and could have picnic while waiting, and even rain won’t make them move from their places. This place is across the Potomac river and overlooks DC with its monuments, and fireworks look even more impressive when lighting and coloring monuments in DC.
70. Cuisine. 
71. Yum-yum.  Though every one complains about Americans who invented and spread fast food (and even Americans do), but actually here in the US you have many choices of different types of cuisine and of course, fast food itself. You can have Mexican, Chinese, Thai fast food, or elaborated meals of every nation in the world if you would want to, and of course, you can prepare meals by yourself. 
72. Food and drink serving sizes. Of course you have a choice when choosing how much food you would like, but often even the small portions are quite big. Actually Americans are quite imaginative, I especially like names for the portions of Cold Stone ice creams – “Like it”, the small portion, “Love it”, and “Gotta have it” – biggest portion, or ice creams “to go”, to take home with you; “Mine”, “Ours” and “Everybody’s” sizes.
73. Hand-made cakes. Well, we all heard, that even the same meals prepared in the US are not tasty as in Armenia, well, I must say that at least, tolma, blinchiki, various eggplant dishes, pakhlava and cakes are pretty tasty, well, at least when I make them :o) Well, at least I’ve been told so. My colleagues in the lab write me they miss especially my cakes.
74. Empty boxes. Ok, so here are empty boxes which were full of Armenian food prepared by me for a Christmas celebration of Fulbright alumni, where everyone should have brought meals of their national cuisine. Of course, not always food in supermarkets is great, but you should take into account that you can get berries, fruits and vegetables all year long, so be ready to sacrifices in their taste and remember that they could have traveled many miles and days to reach you.
75. Farms. Actually during the right season you can pick fruits, berries and vegetables by yourself from trees and bushes directly in the farms and just weigh them to pay. I picked strawberries, several types of raspberries, blueberries, cherries and also collected some peas.
76. Ordinary People. So even though the USA is a superpower, Americans are ordinary people like us with simple joys and similar problems.
77. Hospitality. We all have heard that people in US are not hospitable; I have to say this is not true. I was a guest in several American families, where husbands and wives would work equally in the kitchen and prepare various tasty meals. But actually the most hospitable person in the US is the president, since hundreds of people visit his house every day, although yeah, he’s not quite a good host, since usually he’s busy working or meeting with other guests. Yeah, there are tours to White House every day. And a congress takes example from the President; you can visit both houses of Congress in Capitol, and if lucky even see and find a senator by their assigned seats.
78. Learning cathedral. This is the Cathedral of Learning in Pittsburgh with 27 Nationality Rooms, classrooms depicting and donated by the ethnic groups that helped build the City of Pittsburgh. There is also Armenian Classroom, which was inspired by the 10th- century monastery of Sanahin. 
79. Joy. Americans can have fun, and also be silly. This is a fountain in Chicago, this face on a display from time spits or well, throws water on the people below. And here is the kite festival in DC, where young and old are flying their kites, some are handmade on the National Mall with the Capitol and Washington Monument on the background. This was really fun event, with lots of couples, groups, and families.
80. Humor. Yeah, Americans like to decorate their cars, and especially their license plates show their humor and demonstrate their preferences.
81. Spite house. Of course, not all Americans are friendly. This is a typical so called spite house - a building usually built to annoy someone, usually a neighbor by blocking out sun light or access to neighboring buildings, because inhabiting such structures is usually a secondary goal at most. This one is built in 1830 in Alexandria, Virginia to prevent people from using the alleyway.
82. Crime. Actually Washington DC in the 1990s was known as the murder capital of the United States and often rivaled New Orleans for the number of homicides, but the level of violence declined drastically. Property crime, including thefts and robberies, although declined, by still are frequent. For instance, in Georgetown university campus there were lots of thefts, but usually because students forget to lock the doors or windows at nights. Anyway, I think it was quite safe in general in the US, but of course from time to time some strange guys were approaching me, I’ve been attacked a few times and even was under the gunpoint.
83. White squirrel. I don’t know how this white squirrel feels among millions of grey squirrels in the US (actually it seems squirrels occupied the US, but that’s another story), but everyone in the US can feel welcomed and remain unique at the same time.
84. Armenian traces. Actually, the first Armenian immigrant actually goes back to 1607 Jamestown, the First British settlement I told you about earlier, "Martin the Armenian introduced the cultivation of silkworm" into the New World and became its first naturalized citizen. Ok, I’m not going to talk about little Armenia neighborhood in Los Angeles or Glendale, since yeah, there are lots of Armenian traces there. In DC area, I saw only one Armenian café Arax, which was established by an Armenian couple from Lebanon. There are two Armenian churches in DC area. This is a children bell chorus from St Mary’s apostolic church, and here they were playing Christmas songs. I heard the bell chorus for the first and it was really nice. Alexandria which is very close to DC and our Gyumri are sister cities, and there is an annual Armenian festival in Alexandria, with Armenian songs, dances and food, and here dancers try to teach volunteers simple dance ver-veri. So Las Vegas also has singing and dancing fountains, and although it’s much bigger than ours in the Republic square, but one have to wait 30 minutes or 15 in the evening between each show, which is only a one song. Also our fountains are colorful :o) So the second time I heard the song it was so familiar, I thought wow, it’s Khachaturyan, from Gayane ballet, and if it was a Sabre dance I would not be surprised, since I noticed some people know it in the US, well, I mean, usually it’s not that they know who Khachaturyan is or even who the Armenians are :o), but probably because they heard the tune in some cartoon or advertisement, but it was another melody, and it felt very organic with the dancing fountains. Anyway, later I wasn’t so surprised anymore, well, part of Las Vegas (including this casino named Bellagio) belonged to Kirk Kirkorian at that time. 

85. Unveiling myths. I really hope my stories helped to discard at least some of the myths about US.
86. Conclusion. And I hope my story inspired you to participate in exchange programs and particularly Fulbright program. Fulbrighters really get lots of honor and respect in the 
USA, since they are considered to be the best in the area of their research and also interesting and adventurous people in general. Living in a new country, in a new environment is really a life changing and enriching experience, you learn about new country, new people, and especially you learn about yourself, reveal new qualities in yourself, and become a better person, and I urge you all to try it.
87. Thanks. Of course, without these people my experience wouldn’t be so bright, so I’d like to thank them once again.
88. Questions. And thank you very much for your attention and patience. I’ll be happy to answer your questions. 
