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For my love, Natalia




This publication is a work of memoir and reportage. It reflects the author’s present recollections of his experiences over a period of years. Some dialogue has been re-created from memory, while other dialogue has been edited for clarity and brevity. Some scenes are composites of events. Events have been compressed and in some cases their chronology has been changed. To watch these conversations in full (and hundreds more), check out Peter Santenello’s channel on YouTube.





Introduction

When I was eight, I told my mom I wanted a book about the Soviet Union for Christmas. It was 1985, and in rural Vermont anything on the other side of the Iron Curtain was supposed to be feared. So of course, in my rebellious little kid way, I couldn’t think of anything cooler.

I still remember ripping the wrapping paper off the slim rectangular package that cold December morning, flipping the pages, and stopping in awe at a picture of a Russian couple on their wedding day. “They get married there too?” I remember saying out loud. I didn’t understand how people from such an evil place could do something as human as fall in love.

Looking back now, I think that’s the moment I became obsessed with one day seeing the world through my own eyes.

By twenty-four, I’d saved up enough money from waiting tables at night and cleaning cars during the day to leave North America for the first time. I spent two years traveling overland, from Europe to Southeast Asia, through fifty countries on a budget of $20,000, amazed by how different the world turned out to be from the fear-based narrative I’d grown up with. I learned that politics and people are two different things, and that most people are open and welcoming.

When I came back home, friends would ask which countries I’d liked the most, and I’d say places like Tajikistan or Syria. The reaction was always the same: a confused look, like Why would you go there? I didn’t have a simple answer for them. That’s when the dream of one day taking a video camera out into the world began.

Over the next fifteen years, I spent long stretches of time outside the US. My plan was to get in as many experiences as possible before turning forty, doing whatever jobs it took to save up the money, then leaving the US, returning home broke, and going at it again. That drive led me through eighty-five countries, including years living in Spain, Switzerland, Thailand, and Ukraine—where I met and married my wife, Natalia.

Then, suddenly, I found myself on the other side of forty. The pandemic shut down the world, and Natalia and I moved back to the US, to San Francisco, and I found myself asking, “What would be interesting to show people around here?” I thought I knew my own country. Turns out, one of the places I understood least was the one I came from. I’d spent years exploring countries that are widely misrepresented or stereotyped, only to realize my own might be one of the most misunderstood of all. So I decided to take the same approach I’d used overseas and point the camera inward. That journey is what’s in these pages—along with everything I found along the way.



Behind the headlines, statistics, and political hot takes is a huge, chaotic, fascinating country—one that’s impossible to comprehend until you’ve seen it. And even then, after years of digging in, you can look at a map and realize how little of it you’ve actually covered. America has tropics, deserts, tundra, and endless stretches of rural back roads. New York City’s greater metropolitan area alone is home to more people than thirty-five of the forty-four countries in Europe. We’ve got 575 federally recognized Native American tribes and people from every nation on earth.

I’ve been making videos about the United States full-time for six years now—driving dusty roads, kicking around downtowns, knocking on doors. I’ve eaten Sunday dinners in houseboats, mansions, and trailer parks, on reservations and in neighborhoods that don’t make the news unless someone gets shot. And what’s surprised me the most in all these places isn’t the problems, although there are plenty. It’s the opposite: It’s how often I’ve walked away from a day of filming more hopeful about America than when I began.

Amish farmers. Cajun fishermen. Chicano artists. Siberian Yupik hunters. Sheriffs. Teachers. Coal miners. Welders. Entrepreneurs. After thousands of miles and thousands of conversations, the thing that keeps hitting me each and every time I find myself somewhere new is how much people here care—about their families, their towns, their little corners of the map. About the country we all live in together. This is one of the easiest places on earth to get a smile or have a stranger hold the door open for you. There’s a beautiful you do you spirit here too. I’m always awed that most of us really do respect others’ paths—even admire them—as long as those paths don’t interfere with our own. That’s what makes this country so dynamic, so interesting. My wife calls the US a “build-your-own-bowl” country. You choose your climate, your culture, your pace, even your politics. If you want to—if you’re physically capable and sufficiently motivated—you can design a life that’s true to you. Live off the land in New Mexico. Disappear into the Michigan backwoods. Carve a life around the rhythm of the ocean waves. Become someone new in a city with every career opportunity and every culture from the furthest stretches of the globe. That freedom—that possibility—is the real American story. That, and the energy of the people living here. There’s a buzz to this place, an enthusiasm unlike anywhere else.

That’s why I wrote this book. Just to get under the hood of America—salt-of-the-earth America, the one you only get from people who don’t normally get a microphone. To share stories that come through only when you put in the time to listen.

To fit all of America into one book is, of course, impossible. There’s simply too much. Too many communities, too many histories, too much square mileage. So I had to pick and choose. What you’ll find in these pages are some of the stories that’ve stuck with me the most on this journey: the places I’ve loved exploring, the people who welcomed me in, the conversations I kept thinking about long after I’d left town. The experiences that marked me.

I’ve organized the book into four parts: “Neither Here Nor There” is about groups of people living in the modern world and yet almost alongside the modern world, staying rooted in their values and traditions. It’s about communities that got me thinking about what I could learn—maybe what we could all learn—from these alternate ways of living in the twenty-first century. “The Underdogs” takes us to Central Appalachia and the Mississippi Delta, regions that have suffered through adversity and been written off by most of the country, and yet are full of grit, sincerity, and loyalty. “The Long Game” is about places that have endured and overcome—like Northern California’s Pacific Coast, where the redwoods are older than the Bible, and an island in the Chesapeake Bay where some families have been speaking an Elizabethan dialect of English for nearly four hundred years. The last section, “Pioneering Spirit,” explores stories of that classic American thirst for adventure and discovery—stories of people living true to their own tune. People who got me thinking about how to face the future with excitement and an expansive sense of possibility.

While you may recognize many of these places and people from my videos, a lot of what went into these chapters never reached the internet. So much happens when the power button is off: the spontaneous conversations; the funny moments; the times when nobody’s filming and the story keeps unfolding; the long, silent drives where I process what I’ve learned. There are experiences in these pages I never intended to share with anyone—like a cross-country road trip I took with my best friend at eighteen, which ended up setting the course for my life. This book is a mix of all of that: the filmed, the unfilmed, the seen, the unseen. The rawness, the weirdness, the honesty, the humor, the humanity.

As America celebrates its 250th anniversary, I think we could all use some stories that leave us feeling good about our country. I’m not here to tell you this is a perfect place. But I do want to show you that it’s a special one. I want to introduce you to Americans you might never otherwise get to know and places that are just as American as wherever you’re from. Places that, in some way, are part of your story too.





PART I NEITHER HERE NOR THERE





CHAPTER 1 Amish Country

Red light. I sat stopped at an intersection, arms draped over the steering wheel. Face close to the windshield, mouth open, eyes wide. Bikes crossed the road that looked nothing like the pastel beach cruisers I’d been seeing everywhere else in Florida: wide seats, low frames, baskets strapped to the front. Some were motorized tricycles; others looked hand-built in a barn. Bonneted women pedaled by in long dresses, men in straw hats and overalls beside them.

Amish snowbirds. Welcome to Pinecraft, Florida.

It was February, seventy-eight degrees and full sun. I rolled the windows down to take the place in: modest homes, a soundtrack of birdsong, and low, friendly chatter in Pennsylvania Dutch (a language that has nothing to do with the Netherlands; it’s just German Deutsch with an American accent). Across the street, a billboard read SURRENDER TO JESUS in bold block letters. The message fit; the medium didn’t. I didn’t think the Amish were the billboard type.

It made me curious. If they were preaching from billboards in all-caps Helvetica, maybe they weren’t as off the grid as I’d thought.

There wasn’t much online about the Amish in their own words. Some standard documentary-type content with voiceover from a narrator, sure, but most of what was out there were the punchlines: reality shows about twentysomethings leaving the community, viral clips of family chaos. Plenty of talk about them, but almost nothing from them.

So when my wife found out there was an Amish community a few hours from where we were staying, I knew I had to check it out. I’d been making videos for almost four years at this point, but we’d only been back in the US for six months, so I was in that renewed-awe-for-America stage, excited to see absolutely everything. She sent me off with a kiss and a “Have fun!” as I left our hotel, hopped in a rental car, and took off across the state.

I parked behind a small grocery store called Yoder’s Fresh Market. This wasn’t a tourist trap pretending to be Amish; it was a de facto Amish stronghold. Five men were posted up outside like watchmen at the gates of some backcountry shire, seated on what they told me was the “wisdom bench.”

“How can I get over to the wisdom side of things?” I laughed, ambling over. “I gotta age?”

“No,” one of them said, lightly teasing. “You’re supposed to provide us with wisdom.” He was a stylish dresser even in the Florida heat—white shirt tucked tightly into pants with black suspenders, squared-off sunglasses. He told me his name was John and that he thought I’d have an easy time finding people open to talking on camera. “We’re one big family,” he said, nodding toward the billboard across the street. “You can be part of that big family too.”

I squinted into the sun. To the left, a photo showed a man with his head in his hands, mid-breakdown. The help came with a number: (83) FOR-TRUTH.

“If I follow Jesus?” I asked.

“Yeah. Exactly like that sign says. Find peace. Surrender to Jesus.”

I later learned the Amish credit their entire way of life to the Bible. But that’s getting ahead of the story.

“If you want to see a lot of Amish,” John added, pointing over his shoulder, “get on the Pinecraft path and go that way.”



I strolled down toward the road. The neighborhood felt pleasant with slow hand waves, soft smiles, and the whir of coaster brakes as occasional tricycles rode by. There was a seasonal stillness to it. It felt like a place where the old-timers wintered while the fields sat dormant up north, waiting on spring.

I passed a small park where dozens of Amish men and women in aprons and vibrant dresses—yellow, pink, sky blue—played bocce with surprising intensity. Another group played shuffleboard. Off to the side, a young man practiced yodeling. It felt oddly normal, despite how surreal it all looked; like a dream, with different centuries overlapping.

A few blocks in, I turned down another narrow street, deeper into the neighborhood. Almost every second house had someone out front. There was a whole lot of sitting: on porches, in folding chairs, on wooden benches hidden in pockets of shade. Then came the laughter, earthy and loud.

I turned the corner, reeled in by the sound.

Four men sat in the shade of a stone-trimmed porch, the lawn manicured like their white beards—mustaches removed and the area around the mouth clean-shaven in the Amish style. The palm trees lining the yard were perfectly spaced; the brick driveway had a single, deliberate parking spot. If this were the wealthy part of Miami, it would have held a Ferrari or a Bentley. But here in Pinecraft, there was a shiny electric trike with chrome spokes and pedal backup.

The men, dressed in suspenders and soft cotton in varying shades of blue, were deep in conversation. The source of the laughter—barefoot, unbothered—noticed me and quieted.

“How’s it going?” I asked. A standard, open-ended, Pleasantville-approved phrase.

“Oh, it’s pretty peaceful,” he answered, real warmth in his tone.

I stepped in closer, and he clocked the camera in my hand.

“Are you putting me on TV?”

I stopped, figuring I was about to get shooed away.

“You don’t have to be on any of this…” I said, quickly, putting the GoPro down.

“Turn it on, so we can be on!” said the storyteller, cutting me off before I could finish. With the camera rolling, his voice grew loud and wide, like a dramatic soprano’s, as he spoke of life back in Ohio: how the hills roll green in every direction come spring, and families gather on Sundays and grandkids help in the garden after church. There’s nothing like the smell of fresh-cut hay or the sound of horses at sunrise, he said. But when winter comes, Florida becomes its own kind of sanctuary. No fields to tend. Just sun, neighbors, and rest—a season for playing games, sharing stories, and enjoying the stillness earned after months of planting, weeding, and harvesting. Like the ocean trades places with the land for a while.

Not that life was all idyllic.

“We try and take everything the way it comes,” said the oldest man in the group, his beard over a foot long, like an Amish Santa Claus. “If something happens, we try to live with it. We don’t believe in fear. You can read that in the Bible.”

We talked some more about how they knew people who’d stopped going to Phoenix in the winter, about the drugs and crime in those parts. But they brought the conversation back to fear. It felt as if they had a message that they wanted to tell the outside world.

“Way too much fear now,” said the youngest of the group (maybe in his fifties), his voice rising above the others on the word fear. “People don’t trust each other.”

“What about you guys?” I asked. “Do Amish people trust each other?”

“Yes. And we help each other,” the storyteller replied.

“We have good, we have bad. We work with what we have, with what we can,” said Amish Santa Claus, and everyone grew quiet for a moment.

It was the sort of conversation that’s impossible to have if you show up somewhere with a giant DSLR and a full-on camera crew, and why I always self-film.

“I’m sorry if we wore your batteries out,” said the storyteller, pointing his finger at the camera. “I’ve got some in the house if you need them.” He broke out in laughter, like he knew how wild the idea of an Amish old-timer having spare camera batteries would sound.



Until recently, I think Americans mostly saw the Amish as the odd ones. The ones who hadn’t kept up. Who’d gotten left behind. Most documentaries “othered” them, approaching Amish folks like zoo animals, safely observed from a distance.

And then COVID happened.

Cities changed quickly—lockdowns, shortages, kids home from school, friends and families separated. People started questioning what really mattered. Migration to the countryside ticked up. Space, nature, a quiet life with deeper meaning… it all suddenly became more desirable.

When I posted my video about this Amish enclave in Florida, what struck people most was how removed these folks seemed from the tensions gripping the rest of society. The comments poured in:

“After how the past year has been, I wouldn’t mind living like this—cut off from all the insanity.”

“I used to drive by the Amish when I was stationed at Ft. Campbell, KY in the early 00’s and would feel sorry for them… now I envy them.”

The vibe had shifted from “outcast” and “weird” to “I want some of that.”

So did I.

“If you really want to make a movie about us, go to Holmes County, Ohio,” one of the men back in Pinecraft had said. “I’ll be back there in the summer. I can give you my telephone number.”



I landed in Columbus, Ohio, in flat midday light that washed everything evenly like a coat of primer. The airport was calm and easy, and within ten minutes I was in a rental car heading south. The farther I drove, the more the landscape seemed to relax into long, flat fields, then shallow dips, then a line of hills: green, rounded, and pleasant to the eye, like something arranged in accordance with the golden ratio.

As I neared Holmes County, I started to feel it. A different pace. Barns with laundry strung tight between posts. Black buggies parked at odd angles near roadside stands. There was a certain rhythm coming through the calm: hard wheels on gravel, wind through cornstalks, the hum of my engine breaking the silence like it didn’t belong.

Most people think of the Amish as a Pennsylvania thing, and Lancaster County does have the largest Amish community in the country. But the Holmes County settlement in Ohio isn’t far behind, home to nearly forty thousand Amish. Nationwide there are now a little over four hundred thousand Amish spread across some thirty-two US states. They’re not limited to a few rural pockets either, and their communities are growing fast. With six or seven kids per family and a surprisingly low attrition rate, the population is doubling about every twenty years. In 1970, there were only about eighty-four thousand Amish in North America. Today that number has grown dramatically.

There is a reason we think of the Amish living in Pennsylvania. When their ancestors first came to America in the early 1700s—many with roots in Switzerland but arriving from German-speaking regions of Europe—they were drawn by Pennsylvania’s promise of religious freedom. The colony’s founder William Penn, a Quaker and fellow pacifist, had established policies that welcomed religious minorities and offered affordable farmland with exemption from military service. As land opened farther west in the nineteenth century, many Amish families gradually migrated into the Midwest, settling in places like Ohio.



Before checking into my Airbnb in Millersburg, the Holmes County seat, I swung by a Walmart, which looked to be the best grocery store in town. The parking lot alone was something else. There were cars, sure, but off to the side a whole covered section was dedicated to horse-and-buggy parking. The smell of manure mixed with blacktop heat and the faint sweetness of hay. Horses stood idle, flipping their tails in slow, lazy swats at pickup trucks driving by below the yellow-and-blue Walmart sign. Capitalism doing its thing, adjusting to its customers’ wants.

I’d done just enough oddly specific research to start profiling Amish sects by their rides. One buggy looked kind of modern: black and horse-drawn but curved, almost aerodynamic. The frame was covered in taut vinyl, with plastic windows stitched along the sides. The wheels were thick rubber, and there were rearview mirrors. New Order Amish. Another carriage looked almost handmade: matte black and squared off like a shed, with thin steel wheels that gave it a spindly, serious look. Old Order Amish. Too traditional for rubber tires, too traditional for power lines running to the house. Many Old Order Amish don’t have phones, although some’ll use a shared phone booth down the road. Anything that goes against humility, simplicity, or community is suspect.

I scanned the lot for signs of the group that intrigued me most—the Swartzentruber Amish, the strictest of them all. I’d read their buggies are spartan, like something out of 1781, everything hard and difficult: a flat bench, no windshield. And at home, everything’s stripped down to basics: outhouses, water pumped by hand, walls bare except for coat and hat hooks, no screens of any sort. The Swartzentruber are what most outsiders think of when they think of the Amish. Metal zippers are too modern, too convenient, a sign of vanity. Buttons are allowed, but only in certain configurations. Even the stitching on women’s aprons has to follow an approved pattern. The Swartzentruber Ordnung—the unwritten set of rules that governs daily life—is so detailed that it regulates everything from the cut of a jacket to how many pleats are allowed in a woman’s prayer covering. If Old Order life feels like a considered choice to live simply, Swartzentruber life seemed more like a refusal to change at all.

I didn’t spot any Swartzentruber buggies in the Walmart lot—too modern for them, I figured, even though I knew they must be only a few hillsides removed.

I walked through the automatic doors and—boom—into a bonkers cultural crossover. Bright neon lights, family-size bags of Doritos, bins of pool noodles, camouflage baseball caps. The hum of American consumerism. The place smelled like freshly mopped tile and air freshener. It felt almost like a movie set, with roughly half the actors wearing bonnets and straw hats. I passed a young man dressed in dark trousers, suspenders, and a fitted green shirt. His beard was neatly trimmed. Old Order Amish, I thought. No electricity but room for variation: in shirt colors, beard length, bonnet styles. Lots of Pennsylvania Dutch spoken at home.

Maybe the best way to describe the Amish dos and don’ts is to say that they live in something of a federalist system, like America’s. There are overarching rules for each sect, but then bishops in different regions dictate what’s allowed in their particular community. It’s a lot like how there are dozens of sects of Hasidic Jews, from the Satmar, who are ultra-strict in their devotion to God with few secular distractions, to the Lubavitchers, where the matriarch of a family I visited in upstate New York shopped at Gucci.

Behind a towering cardboard display of family-size cereal boxes and two-liter soda bottles, I spotted a couple in pastels. The woman wore a light blue dress and a white mesh hair covering, pinned neat and flat. The man beside her had on a clean button-down shirt, no suspenders. Beachy Amish, I was thinking. More open to the world. If the Swartzentrubers are the most conservative, then the Beachy are the most liberal. A more traditional house might be lit with kerosene lamps at night, but it wouldn’t be unusual to hear “Outen the lights” in a Beachy home when it’s time to shut off the plug-in lamps before bed. A Beachy Amish family might drive a pickup, have electricity, use the internet (with some restrictions), and get on a plane to fly to Florida for the winter. Which is a long way of saying the Amish, like most things in life, can’t be attached to an easy label.

Feeling like a misplaced extra from another movie, I made my way through the aisles to grab eggs, bagels, cheese, and bacon. I only saw one Amish-branded product in the store: a bag of egg noodles with a beautiful horse-and-buggy logo stamped on the front. The fridges had five flavors of kombucha, and for a second I almost turned around to check if I’d wandered into a Whole Foods off the highway in LA. Nope, definitely not.

Near the deli, I spotted a guy in a T-shirt and sandals—one of the few English people in sight. That’s what the Amish call anyone outside their world, no matter your skin color or accent. If you’re not them, you’re English.

He lived in the area, and when I asked him how he liked it, he just said, “Ignorance is bliss. This Amish world here runs all by itself. They’re almost completely detached.”



My rental was a beautiful two-story home surrounded by a wide lawn on all sides. Road out front, forest in the back—deep countryside.

I called Marcus, the man I’d met back in winter in Pinecraft. The number he’d given me was for a phone shanty near his home, so it took a couple of tries, but eventually he answered. He told me he’d be heading to a friend’s place the next morning to play shuffleboard in a big barn and I could tag along. I asked if I could make a video with him and his friends. He agreed.

It almost felt too easy.

I turned off the lights and lay there, the forest alive with crickets and tree frogs. After years of urban living, sounds like this felt like a brain massage. I fell into a deep sleep.

Until the “meows” came.

These weren’t soft, cute meows—they were aggressive, get-out-here-now meows. Still half asleep, I stumbled downstairs in my underwear and opened the back door. Five cats stood around empty food and water bowls. Next to the washing machine, I found a giant bag of cat food, hauled it outside, and shut the door fast as two of them tried to dart in. I filled the bowl, and they swarmed like it was a Reno buffet. The meowing stopped.

Dawn had just begun to tint the horizon. I felt good. There was still time to catch a little more rest.

Bag in one hand, I reached for the doorknob with the other. Turned it left—nothing. Right—nothing. Back and forth, a tiny bit of play between movements—clicking, but no give. The keypad above the handle was electric. A grid of numbers useless without the Airbnb app on my phone, which was inside.

Then I heard it.

I looked around the side of the house. Hooves on pavement. Steel wheels behind. Old Order Amish.

I darted around to the back of the house so fast my underwear started to slide down. I peered my bald head around the corner. The buggy was gone.

The cats had slowed their eating, licking their lips and looking up at me with that silent, judgy cat stare.

What now?

Obvious. Check the windows and the front door.

Another buggy passed. Not yet 6:00 a.m., and the road was coming to life. Amish rush hour.

I peeked around the house again. The coast was clear.

I bolted, all ghost-white chest and legs, toward the nearest window.

No luck. I tried a second, a third. Locked. The front door, locked. At this point, I looked less like a guest and more like a naked burglar.

The cats were lounging now, bellies full. Not a care in the world. The sun crested the trees. My skin caught it, glowing like one of those metallic reflector emergency blankets. The noise of hooves and metal wheels got louder. The Amish were coming, the Amish were coming.

I retreated to the backyard, trying to think. My video shoot—the one I’d flown out for, the one I’d rented a car for, the one I’d gotten almost impossible access for—was about to start. I could ask for help… but that meant walking almost naked across the road and down a long driveway to the neighbor’s house. The one without electric wires. Deeply conservative, Old Order or Swartzentruber. Yeah, they were going to love that visit.

Or, option two: Smash glass.

I grabbed a rock from the flowerbed, pulled it up over my right shoulder, and threw it at the glass-paneled door, which shattered in a million pieces inside and out. The cats scattered. I tiptoed over the shards, reached through, and unlocked the door.

I spent the next thirty minutes cleaning up: sweeping, picking glass out of corners, trying to undo the mess I’d made. I showered, then called the Airbnb host, told them what happened, and said I’d replace the glass. The voice on the other end sounded entertained, like the story would be told many times to friends and neighbors.

I’ve filmed all over the world in some hardcore conditions, but somehow it was five cats in the Amish countryside that nearly took me out.

I sped off, late to make my video.



The drive south to pick up Marcus was a decent haul through rolling hills and green pastures, a soft landscape that makes you immediately question why you don’t live there. After about forty minutes, I pulled into a farm, collected Marcus, and headed off in search of his friends. We drove deeper into the hills, talking about the land, the lifestyle, his recent surgery covered entirely by his church. Though Marcus was Old Order Amish, that didn’t mean he opposed modern medicine. He’d had the procedure done at a top-tier hospital.

We were about forty-five minutes into the drive, and I figured it was time to start filming. I pulled over and grabbed my camera.

“What are you doing?” Marcus asked curiously. “We’re almost there.”

“I’m going to start making the video we talked about.”

An awkward silence fell between us.

“Yeah… I’m really not interested in being in a video right now.”

I respected his wish; I didn’t think much of it. It was probably better to start with the action of his friends playing shuffleboard, anyway.

We drove the rest of the way, continuing with our small talk, until an oversized red barn emerged from the tree line, big enough to make the big house next to it look small. Inside was a shuffleboard setup and a crew of old Amish buzzards hanging out, cracking jokes, and playing like they were betting on the game. It was perfect. The setting, the energy, the people. This is going to be amazing, I thought. Two of the men yelled out when their disc knocked away the other team’s, Pennsylvania Dutch and English getting jumbled up together. It felt like another country.

Sensing it was the right moment, I asked one of the men if I could film their shots. The response wasn’t a no, but it wasn’t a yes either. I read the room and hung back, watched the game, listened to the conversation. I waited for Marcus to give me the green light.

But that moment never came.

He and his friends weren’t interested.

After a few hours, Marcus said he was ready to leave. I said goodbye to the guys and drove Marcus an hour back home. He thanked me, and I went on my way.

A few days later, I told this story to a couple of Amish guys.

“Oh yeah,” one of them said, laughing. “He used you for a ride. Old Orders aren’t allowed to drive, and there’s no public transportation out there. They’re always trying to bum rides from English.”

I smiled to myself. Marcus totally played me.

And just like that, I was back at square one, with no footage, no story, just a bunch of cats and a broken window with mosquitoes flying through it at my Airbnb.



I did what I do when I’m out of moves: I drove. It was one of those near-perfect days in rural Ohio. Puffy clouds. Soft green fields stretching toward the horizon, cows grazing in the distance. Every few turns, a mailbox came into view: Yoder, Miller, Yoder, Troyer, Miller again, as if the county were a family reunion stretched across four hundred square miles.

One back road led into another, until the signs thinned out and I turned down a gravel lane I assumed was a shortcut. At the end of the lane was a good-size white farmhouse with a tight clothesline behind it, long black dresses and brown work shirts swaying like they were nodding yes or no, depending on how the wind hit.

I felt bad intruding and started to turn around.

A man and woman were in the yard, barefoot, spreading hay with pitchforks. They looked to be in their mid-twenties. He wore a faded black hat and suspenders pulled snug over a plain gray shirt. Her dress was brown, sleeves to her wrists even in the heat, a crisp white bonnet tied low beneath her chin.

They looked at me with curiosity.

I rolled down the car window and waved. “Sorry, wrong turn.”

The man nodded once. “It happens.” His voice was flat, polite, with a German accent that made it sound like English wasn’t his first language. The woman just smiled.

I hesitated, then asked, “Are you… Old Order?”

He shook his head. “No. We’re Swartzentruber.”

After all the buildup, it felt strangely casual.

“Really?” I said. “I’ve actually been hoping to meet someone from your group.”

The woman gave the faintest smile. The man leaned his pitchfork against the fence.

“Well,” he said, “you just did.”

We got to talking for a bit, mostly about the land—what they grow, how wet the spring had been. They said it’s their usual topic of conversation: nature, seasons, chores. They rented the house from extended family for $250 a month—no indoor plumbing, no electronic conveniences.

I asked what they thought about the US now. They just looked at each other and smiled. I asked them if they knew who the president was; they didn’t. At one point, I asked if they ever traveled outside the area. The man laughed softly.

“No need,” he said.

The woman glanced up at a long white streak trailing across the sky. “Have you ever been on an airplane?” she asked, like this question had been in her for a while but she just hadn’t found the right person to ask.

I nodded.

“What’s flying through the clouds like? How does it feel to be like a bird?”

I paused, not expecting that. It took me a moment to figure out how to explain something so routine I’d stopped really thinking about it. “Like being in another layer of the world,” I said. “Everything below gets small. You can see the curve of the land. Flying through clouds is peaceful, like… floating inside a thought.”

I told them I’d been flying a lot lately—because of my work, which was the only reason I was standing here now, in the middle of the Ohio countryside, talking to them.

“Ivan might be open to the video thing,” the man said. They’d heard of videos but had never seen one. “He’s Old Order, but he talks to English people on the phone when he sells his produce and milk.”

“Ivan?”

He nodded toward the road. “Down past the sawmill. He’s got tall white hydrangeas out front. You’ll see it.”

I thanked them and got back in the car. In the rearview mirror, the woman was looking up again at the sky with a smile.



When I first saw Ivan, he was halfway through a hayfield, standing on a narrow cart hitched up behind two chestnut horses. The air was thick with the sweet, earthy smell of summer work. I called out from the edge of his property, but whatever he shouted back got lost in the distance. He waved me in.

Ivan looked to be in his forties: thin, composed, with a light presence about him. He had on a short-sleeved yellow polo shirt and a straw hat that shaded his face, casting a checkerboard of light across sun-darkened skin and a wide, open smile. His kid was with him, maybe eight years old.

I asked if Ivan might be willing to talk on camera, just a short conversation about Amish life. He said he was good with it, as long as he could keep working. As I stepped onto the cart beside him and his son, he made a high-pitched kissing sound with his lips, and the horses moved forward, the soft rustle of cut grass filling the air beneath us.

Our small talk started with what most outsiders fixate on: modern conveniences. I was trying to make sense of it all as Ivan explained that later he’d be using a motor-driven baler and that he had solar panels elsewhere on his farm. In Amish country, I was learning nothing was as straightforward as it seemed.

“Our church allows it,” Ivan explained. “Some don’t. There are more than one hundred and forty churches around here. Each district has its own rules, set by its bishop.” He grinned, then added with a wink, “Sometimes an Old Order Amish person will move to another district just because they’re allowed to bale hay a little easier.”

“So first it was from Switzerland to America,” I said, “and now it’s down the road to a different bishop to get around a rule?”

He threw his head back and laughed. “Exactly,” he said. “Gotta adapt somehow.”

“What does it look like to you,” I asked, “living in the Amish world, when you look out and see other parts of the country? What do you think of it? Or are you just in your own world and don’t even notice?”

“Yeah, you notice,” he said after a pause. “I follow the news some, and it’s just… I can’t imagine the stress.

“Wherever there’s people, there’s gonna be problems,” he continued. But what the Amish had here felt special. He pointed toward a hill in the distance. “My neighbor, William Miller, he was mowing hay, and he had a real bad accident. And just this last cutting, five of us went in and cut all his hay. The next day, there were fourteen of us raking.”

“And he’s just your neighbor?” I asked.

Ivan nodded. “Us farmers in this area go out through the pastures, over to the farms, and help each other. But it takes a certain type. You gotta like hard work.”

I adjusted my footing as he spoke, trying not to wobble as the machine rocked gently beneath us, leaving combed lines in the grass like a freshly brushed carpet. Ivan’s son heard a call from his brother and ran off in his tall rubber boots across the field toward the barn.

“I usually wake up a little before four,” Ivan said, almost casually. “Wrap up around ten at night. Winter’s different—we might turn in around eight, eight-thirty.”

I looked out over the field. “It does feel peaceful, though, when you’re this connected to the land.”

He smiled. “Oh, it’s so relaxing. We don’t have electricity, so we mostly read. The true books is what we normally do. I like history, World War II. My kids do too.”

I raised an eyebrow. Who’d have thought pacifists would love military history?

It’s always amazed me how differently so many groups live in the US. Historically speaking, Native Americans have some of the highest military enlistment rates per capita, and then there’s the Amish, pacifists to this day. During World War II, they were given the option of alternative service in hospitals or for food programs. As far as I understand, not a single active member of the Amish church fought in Iraq or Afghanistan.

Compared to the other countries I’ve lived in, America does a great job of letting people live how they want, as long as it’s not hurting anyone else. And so the Amish keep on living in the middle of Ohio, somewhat autonomous. Still here… but also in their own version of there.

“But there’s fun too,” Ivan was telling me, wiping a bit of sweat from his temple. “Games, sitting around a fire. It keeps you happy. Like tonight, there’s singing practice at the church. Every other Thursday, we play volleyball.”

We rode in silence past blackberry bushes, the metal rotating rake clattering softly behind us. The barn came into view, low and wide against the afternoon light.

“Ho,” Ivan called out. The horses stopped, and he stepped down from the cart.

Everything on his farm was organic, he’d said—the only way to compete with Big Ag.

“They’re the big threat?” I asked.

“The biggest threat,” he said, guiding the horses toward the barn, their tails flicking lazily. “And they get all these government subsidies…”

“The Amish don’t?”

“No.” He glanced over. “Well, we probably could… but we try not to depend on government. We take care of our own.”

He said it plainly, like it was just common sense.

“Big farms, a couple thousand cows,” he continued. “I can’t imagine how they do it. What lifestyle would that be? Even the cows’ lifestyle, can you imagine? You’d never get out on pasture.” He shook his head, then pointed behind the barn, where a herd of about thirty cows—black-and-whites, reddish-browns, a few creamy Jerseys—spread out across a field, each doing her own thing.

“See those lines on the side there?” said Ivan, nodding toward one of the cows and pointing near the rib cage. “It’s always on the left side, kind of looks like ripples. If they have those, they’re relaxed. They’re happy. And same way with the calves. If they’re used to you when they’re young and they grow up with you, it’s a big difference.”

“What about Amish people?” I asked. “Do you guys have happy lines? If you get on that pie program every day…” I have to admit the Amish make the best pies I’ve had to date.

Ivan let out a loud laugh, then turned abruptly, as if an idea had just struck him. “Did you have a ride on those already?” he asked, nodding toward the buggy parked beside the barn.

I shook my head.

“Well, maybe we should hitch up and go for a ride.” He smiled. “It’s kind of an Amish farm pickup.”

He disappeared into the barn and returned a moment later with a chestnut gelding. The horse stood still, ears twitching to shoo off summer bugs.

“This is Rex,” Ivan said, looping the traces over the horse’s back. “He was born in the neighborhood, knows all the roads around here. Even stops at every stop sign without me telling him.”

The buggy had four steel wheels, a two-row bench, and a triangular orange SLOW-MOVING VEHICLE sign bolted to the back. Ivan led the horse between the shafts, secured the tugs to the singletree, then clipped the bridle reins to the hames. He checked everything twice—buckles, lines, tension—and waved me over.

“Hop on,” he said.

I climbed up beside him. The bench creaked slightly under our weight. With a soft cluck, Ivan flicked the reins and Rex stepped forward, hooves clicking steadily on the gravel as we rolled away from the barn.

The buggy rattled, tracing small cracks in the country road. Ivan held the reins in one hand, his body relaxed but alert, like someone used to long stretches of quiet between turns. Though social, he gave off the feel of someone who spent a lot of time in his own head, just the sound of hooves and wheels, and whatever his mind wandered through for company.

The breeze felt warm on my face as we rustled between the cornfields and well-spaced Amish farmhouses that lined both sides of the road. Holmes County felt more prosperous than I’d expected: clean, orderly, rural but not poor. Construction (a booming business for these folks known to be hard workers), furniture crafting, and many kids helping out around the property had gone a long way. Ivan pointed to a 150-acre lot for sale that he thought could fetch $3 million. Farmhouses stood alongside bigger farmhouses, the landscaping simple but beautiful, almost competitively so. Keeping up with the Joneses Amish-style meant neighbors outdoing each other with their flower beds’ edging patterns and sheer square footage of green.

When I pointed out a particularly extravagant flower bed with a little buggy sculpture and an elaborate composition of blooms, Ivan smirked. “That’s our way to relax,” he said, his Swiss heritage poking through.

He nodded toward a tall building—the new one-room schoolhouse they’d recently built to fit the growing number of children nearby. Out front was parking for bicycles and a covered lot for horses. The school, like most Amish schools, was built and maintained entirely by the community, with no government involvement. Classes are mixed ages, usually first through eighth grade, all taught by a single teacher—typically a young unmarried woman, often just eighteen or twenty years old, who’s only studied up to eighth grade herself. The curriculum is basic: reading, writing, arithmetic, some history, some High German or Pennsylvania Dutch, though the main language of instruction is English. There are no computers; there is no standardized testing, no high school or college after. At fourteen, most Amish kids start working full-time on the farm, or homemaking, or learning a trade. Legally, they’re allowed to do it this way. After a 1972 Supreme Court case—Wisconsin v. Yoder—the Amish were granted religious exemption from compulsory schooling beyond eighth grade so they could emphasize practical skills over formal academics. The schools teach what’s needed to be a good neighbor, a good worker, a faithful partner, and a reliable part of the community. Amish schools also generally don’t include the Pledge of Allegiance. Their allegiance is spiritual first, local second, and national somewhere after that.

The sound of hooves, the wind in my ears, the saturated green and blue of the landscape… it felt almost like meditation. Part of me thought: I could do this. I could stay here for months. Couldn’t I? But like everything in life, there’s the honeymoon period, that stretch of time when everything feels new and fresh and full of possibility. Especially in a place as peaceful as Holmes County, with people as kind as Ivan.

Still, I’ve been through this cycle before. Novelty wears off. And by year three or four, what does it feel like then?

From the outside, this place is easy to romanticize, especially when you’re only seeing the good. And for most Amish, it is good: Around 80 percent stay in the church, even though many are allowed a period of rumspringa—a chance to experience the outside world before deciding whether to commit to the Amish ways for life. The Amish have built something robust and stable: tight-knit families, shared values, practical support systems. They run their own health care networks, and homeowners contribute to a shared insurance pool, scaled to the value of their property. If a house burns down, there’s funding to rebuild and an army of neighbors ready to do the work. Amish auctions draw hundreds (sometimes thousands) from across sects, and English too, bidding on everything from leaf blowers and grills to horses and furniture—sometimes even items prohibited by their own church, just to win and gift them back, letting the auction keep the money. One recent auction raised over $500,000 for the Rainbow of Hope fund, which covers children’s medical care.

It seems a lot like the Amish have figured out the answers to problems so many of us are going through today, without even trying. They just stayed looking at their fields while the modern world put its eyeballs up to screens. “Everyone knows each other,” a viewer commented under my video; they’re “literally hanging out just enjoying one another’s company. No phones, no TV, no distractions. It’s just so refreshing to see people who aren’t messed up by the modern world.”

To thrive in a group like this, of course, you have to stay aligned with its values. And I admire that. But it’s not for the free spirit. Not for someone drawn to change, to discovery, to unanswered questions that don’t start, or stop, with the Bible. Not for someone who wants to try integrating new ideas into everyday life. Not for someone like me.

Maybe that sounds selfish to the Amish. Maybe it is. But the America that lets the Amish be the Amish is the same America that lets us all chart our own paths. So many of our ancestors came to this country looking to get away from monarchs or dictators or repressive landowners. Looking for less top-down control, more life on their own terms. But everything in life is a trade-off. You give something up to get something else. It’s all a choice. And the table must be set to allow people to flourish, whatever choice they make. That’s the beauty of America.

We passed a buggy in the opposite lane: black canopy, two riders, a wave exchanged without breaking stride. It felt like living in a postcard from another century: simple, timeless. Then a tractor-trailer roared past, dragging its noise and its weight with it, snapping us back to the twenty-first century.

Rex turned down a gravel lane and slowed to a stop. Ivan let the reins slacken and looked off into the trees, head tilted slightly, listening.

“I love bird watching,” Ivan said. “If they’re migrating, I see a lot of them.”

“How many different types of birds are here?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, squinting slightly. “If you count the migrating birds and everything, two hundred thirty-seven.”

“And you know all their sounds?”

He nodded. “More than that.” The small wink that followed felt like the first time all day he’d let himself brag.

I looked at him for a moment. There was something utopian about the idea: a man who could sit still long enough to memorize the voices of hundreds of different birds.

Back at Ivan’s place, his three sons came rolling up the gravel lane in a small two-wheeled fore cart pulled by a mule. They looked to range from eight to fourteen, all squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder on the bench. The youngest boy jumped off first, cupping something carefully in his hands. He ran straight toward us, a proud grin on his face.

“Ah,” Ivan said, already smiling. “Look what he’s got—three worms.”

The boy held out a pair of broad milkweed leaves. Curled on top were three fat caterpillars, striped and slow-moving.

“What are you gonna do with them?” I asked.

“He’s gonna put ’em in a jar,” Ivan said with a soft smile. “They eat the milkweed.”

The boy turned and trotted back toward his brothers to help with the mule.

“I just… I can’t imagine not having that,” Ivan had said earlier, looking at his sons in the distance, running in the field. “Growing up, I had seven sisters and two brothers. I was in the middle, and there was always something happening. You can imagine.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

“You’re never bored. All the cousins… we had a lot of fun. Oh, we had a lot of fun.” His gaze drifted away as he said it, like he’d stepped briefly back into the memory, and there was a brief pause before I asked, “What advice would you give the outside world? What could they learn from you guys?”

He smiled. “Maybe we should be learning from them.”

I laughed. “Ah, I wouldn’t say so these days.”

He looked around for a moment, thinking. “I think if they go back and base a lot of stuff off the Bible,” he said, “morally, I think that would help a lot. But it’s definitely not for everybody… as you know.”

He and I talked a bit about values, about drugs and alcohol. I told him about all the theft at the Walgreens near my apartment in San Francisco, about how stealing up to $950 was just a misdemeanor and so the DA wouldn’t prosecute, so the cops gave up on catching criminals who’d be
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