
		SALIM ASRAWI
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		“If you put in the time and effort, you will succeed one way or another.”

		 

		The founder of Texas de Brazil Churrascaria Steakhouse hails from neither Texas nor Brazil. Salim Asrawi was raised in Beirut, Lebanon. And he’s as fine a restaurateur, Texan, and American as they come.

		In 1981, Salim became one of the one million people who fled Lebanon while a civil war raged from 1975 to 1990. “War became part of life,” he says. He remembers walking to his grandmother’s house or to visit cousins, stopping regularly to take shelter whenever gunfire would erupt. When it got too dangerous to go outside, he played soccer in the hallways of his family’s apartment building.

		Salim recalls the uncertainty of those years. “One day you go to school, the next day you can’t. Some days you have electricity, some days you don’t. Sometimes it would take hours to get a phone line. Some days you have running water, some days you don’t. But I was very fortunate. There were many others over the years who suffered worse.”

		Salim doesn’t remember being too frightened by explosions or stray bullets. He does remember being scared one day when a gun battle started on his way home from school. “The scariest part was the bus driver,” Salim laughs. “In order to protect himself, he ducked down, and the bus was driving itself for ten to fifteen seconds. I’ll always remember thinking, He’s gotta drive the bus, or we are going to wreck!”

		When the violence intensified, Salim’s parents encouraged him to go to the United States for high school on a student visa. A lot of what he knew of the United States came from watching Dallas on TV, so he was not in for a total culture shock when he arrived in Bryan, Texas, where he had some family. “I celebrated my fourteenth birthday with a delicious meal at Luby’s,” he says. “Then we drove to the school.” Salim recalls being welcomed by the principal of Allen Academy. “My English was not that good yet. He asked, ‘Would you like to visit the restroom?’ and I thought, Oh great, there is going to be a place where you can sit and relax. Then I realized, Gee, this is the toilet.”

		As it turns out, Salim would never need a room in which to rest. Relaxing is not in his DNA. He worked hard, sharpened his English, made friends, and did well in school. He got a bachelor’s degree from the University of St. Thomas in Houston, then a master’s in hospitality. He spent three years nurturing his passion and talent for hospitality at a Ritz-Carlton before deciding he was ready to start his own business.

		After visiting an uncle in Brazil, he thought the concept of a churrascaria—which roughly translates to “barbecue”—would do well in America. “All-you-can-eat meat,” he emphasizes. He had become a Texan through and through.

		With his savings, a loan, and backing from his mom, his uncle, and even his landlord, Salim opened the first Texas de Brazil in Addison, Texas, a Dallas suburb. It was tough going, but Salim loved every minute. And he embraced an American creed: “If you put in the time and effort, you will succeed one way or another. It required me to dig as deep as I’ve ever dug. As of today, we have sixty-seven restaurants.”

		On April 4, 2007, Salim became a US citizen, and America gained an entrepreneur and a patriot. Salim says he’s proud to have created four thousand jobs for his fellow American citizens. He enjoys giving back charitably to organizations he cares about—particularly those that support veterans and children’s health.

		Texas de Brazil’s most important contribution to Salim’s life came in the form of a family. Salim met his wife, Shaundra, at work. Today, they have twin girls and triplet boys. “My family gets to live in the greatest country in the world,” Salim says, “a country that is stable, peaceful, and where my voice is heard via my vote. For that, I’m very grateful.”

	
		DIRK NOWITZKI
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		“The people of Dallas took me in from the beginning and made me part of their community. I’ll never forget that for my entire life.”

		 

		In his twenty-first and final NBA season, Dirk Nowitzki surpassed Wilt Chamberlain to become the sixth-ranked all-time scorer in league history, just behind Michael Jordan. Dirk scored each of his 31,560 points as a Dallas Maverick, breaking Kobe Bryant’s record of twenty consecutive seasons with one team. Every time an opportunity to play elsewhere arose, Dirk stayed firmly put, no matter what it cost him. “The people of Dallas took me in from the beginning and made me part of their community,” he says. “I’ll never forget that for my entire life.”

		When Dirk came to the United States after being picked in the 1998 NBA draft, he was fulfilling his childhood dream. “I grew up in Würzburg, Germany, in a sporty family,” he says. As a boy, he tried everything from handball to tennis to soccer to basketball. “I basically grew up in a gym.” Dirk spent his summers honing his skills on the court with his coach and mentor Holger Geschwindner, painting homes for his parents’ small business, and daydreaming about “coming to the US and playing for the best league in the world.

		“The hardest part was leaving my family, leaving my friends,” Dirk says of his journey to Texas. “And the unknown. Not knowing if I was going to make it in my new profession in the NBA.” The twenty-year-old was living on his own and getting used to a new language. “Lisa Tyner with the Mavericks helped me with everything. She basically took me under her wing and helped me get adjusted to living in another country. I will never forget it and will always be grateful to the Mavericks for helping me get settled and eventually feeling comfortable off the floor as well as on the floor.” Dirk didn’t spend much time off the floor. His work ethic was legendary. He practiced so much that at one point, the coaches had to lock him out of the gym to force him to rest.

		One thing the Mavs didn’t provide was a style consultant. Dirk keeps a photo of himself with former teammate Steve Nash from the 1998 press conference introducing them to Dallas. “I had an earring and a brutal bachelor boy 1990s haircut,” he says. I like Dirk because he can laugh at himself. I almost painted him from that picture, but I respect him too much. “Every time I see that photograph now, it makes me smile because that’s where the journey started,” he says.

		That journey has been one for the record books. Dirk’s signature one-legged fadeaway jumper was a game-changer. Defying physics, he could launch his already-seven-foot frame high enough into the stratosphere that it was nearly indefensible, inspiring imitation shots from high school gyms to NBA arenas. He also changed the game by raising the profile of international players and paving the way for more to follow him. Dirk was named the league’s most valuable player for the 2006–7 season and the NBA Finals’ MVP in 2011. That year, he delivered one of the grittiest performances in playoff history, leading the Mavericks to their first NBA championship. And in 2017, the fourteen-time All-Star earned a less notable but most fitting recognition: the Twyman-Stokes Teammate of the Year Award.

		Throughout his career, Dirk was beloved in Dallas and respected across the league. In his final season, 2018–19, Dirk got a standing ovation during almost every appearance. In Los Angeles, Clippers coach Doc Rivers called an inexplicable time-out with nine seconds left in the game. He walked over to the microphone and asked the crowd to join him in cheers for “one of the greatest of all time.” Dirk’s final game was in San Antonio, whose Spurs had been his rivals for decades. They sent him off as if he were one of their own, and Dirk broke down in tears when they welcomed him onto the court for the last time. LeBron James called him “unstoppable.” Kobe Bryant tweeted, “I loved and hated competing against you.”

		Dirk appreciated all the tributes, but he’s most proud of his family. He and his wife, Jessica, have three young children: Malaika, Max, and Morris. “They had to sacrifice a lot these last few years while I was still playing and traveling. Now it’s mostly about family time,” he says.

		The lanky and lovable star picked up more than one nickname while he was playing. The Blond Bomber. The Dunking Deutschman. But in Dallas, many children have a more endearing name for him: Uncle Dirk. For more than a decade, Dirk has been a frequent visitor to Children’s Medical Center—especially at Christmastime, when he arrives with more gifts than he can carry. He has spent hundreds of hours there wandering from room to room, playing Guitar Hero, and bringing joy and laughter, the best medicine, to kids who need it most. He has insisted on doing so in private—no press coverage.

		When asked about the former Maverick, the team’s owner, Mark Cuban, says, “For all his accomplishments on the court, it is Dirk the person—the dad, the philanthropist, the friend—that makes Dirk so special to me and all of Dallas.”

		That, even more than his remarkable career, is why I included Uncle Dirk in this project. The Dirk Nowitzki Foundation has been as generous and loyal to the children of Dallas as its namesake was to the city’s NBA franchise. His dedication to our community and our country represents the greatness of America. We are fortunate to have Dirk Nowitzki on our team.

	
		LEV SVIRIDOV
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		On his first morning in the United States, eleven-year-old Lev Sviridov woke up early. It was April 1993 in Burlington, Vermont. “At four a.m., I looked out on a foggy pasture filled with cows and small homes. I couldn’t believe my eyes and thought that we must be in the wrong place,” he says. “I ran and woke up my mother. She looked at my panicked face and asked what was wrong.

		“I said, ‘Mom, are we in America?’ She nodded her head and said that we were. I yelled out, ‘But where are all the nukes?’ ”

		Lev and his single mom had just arrived from Moscow, Russia, and were staying with friends. Lev was born near the end of the Soviet era and grew up doing “duck and cover” drills to prepare for nuclear attacks from the United States. Communist propaganda had shaped his image of America as a faceless, futuristic empire packed with nuclear warheads all aimed at him. “Things I took to be the norm on the Russian side turned out to be the exact opposite of reality as it was,” he explains.

		As a young boy, Lev had spent his summers in Ukraine with his grandmother, a Holocaust survivor. The rest of the year, he’d lived with his mom in a communal apartment in Moscow. “I loved waddling to school in my overcoat,” he remembers. He attended the first grade at age seven, then the second grade, before skipping all the way to fifth. He says they “studied Russian, a bit of history, math, and nuclear preparedness.”

		The last years of the Communist era were marked by food shortages, and the Soviet government had struck a trade deal with the United States to import surplus chicken. Lev remembers lining up with his mom to receive their weekly rations of two chicken legs, each of which seemed as large as an entire Russian bird. They became known as “Bush Legs,” named for the American President, my father.

		Lev’s mother, Alexandra, was a filmmaker and journalist. When the USSR crumbled, she started a popular television show called Top Secret. “It exposed former members of the KGB to make sure they would never have access to the halls of power within the new democratic state of the Russian Federation,” Lev says. “Every week for close to two years, her reporting resulted in the resignations of state deputies and even the head of the Russian Central Bank.”

		Alexandra was blacklisted for her provocative investigative journalism, and at least two attempts were made on her life. After she survived a gas attack exiting the subway near their apartment, a colleague advised her to take a “long vacation” with Lev. She arranged a series of research fellowships in Canada and the United States, and the two of them flew out in April 1993. “When entering the United States for the first time, I remember a member of the US Customs Service asking me what I would do while my mom was working,” Lev says. “I proudly responded with a phrase I spent a long time learning: ‘I want to eat.’ ”

		Later, just as Lev’s mom was finishing her last research fellowship at NYU, the family’s “long vacation” was unexpectedly extended. A constitutional crisis led to a violent military standoff in Russia. “When it came time to return, my mom watched in horror as the second coup erupted in the streets of Moscow, and I rejoiced at the prospect of staying in America. As I said to Mom at the time, no mother would take their child into a war zone.” Overstaying their visas, however, meant Alexandra was no longer able to work.

		Soon, the mother and son found themselves homeless in New York City. They stayed with friends when they could but spent many nights wandering the streets. At the peak of their hopelessness, just as they considered returning to Russia, Lev and his mom heard about the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights—now Human Rights First, where Lev is a board member with Sanja Partalo (this page). That’s where they met my friend Tom Bernstein, an attorney and businessman who has been involved with the organization for decades.

		“Tom invited us to celebrate Thanksgiving with his parents,” Lev recalls. “To this day, it was the most food I have ever seen in my life.” The Bernsteins went on to help the Sviridovs with their immigration paperwork and support them financially for years. “Tom and the Bernsteins changed the course of my life,” Lev says. “I am eternally grateful.”

		Lev became an American citizen in 2004. The following year, he graduated from the City College of New York summa cum laude. “I am most proud of the public university system that gave me a superb education,” he says. “No other place would see me for who I could be versus what I was in the moment. It is a uniquely American outlook on opportunities that led to my being nominated and selected as a Rhodes Scholar.” That scholarship led him to the University of Oxford, where he earned their equivalent of a PhD in inorganic chemistry. Lev and his brilliant mind have published papers with titles I cannot even pronounce, like “An In Situ Synchrotron Study of Zinc Anode Planarization by a Bismuth Additive,” “Magnetic Properties of Fe2GeMo3N: An Experimental and Computational Study,” and “A Manganese-Doped Barium Carbonate Cathode for Alkaline Batteries.”

		Lev is a lot like the Energizer Bunny. He just keeps going. At the CUNY Energy Institute, he helped develop large-scale batteries for backup power and renewable energy delivery. For the last seven years, he has directed Macaulay Honors College at the City University of New York’s Hunter College. “Our students meet the highest academic metrics and go on to fantastic professional and academic careers,” he says. “The vast majority are either the first in their families to go to college and/or are immigrants or children of immigrants. I have done my best to make the most of every opportunity afforded to me. The opportunities themselves are what I am most proud of and what I try to pass on to all of my students.”

		I had the privilege of meeting Lev and his mother in New York City in early 2020. For such a brilliant man, Lev is down-to-earth and humble. And his mom, a brilliant person in her own right, is a force of nature. I walked away feeling uplifted and fortunate to call them both my fellow Americans.

	
		ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER
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		“I wish every American realized that being born here is the greatest opportunity. You don’t know how lucky you are. And because of that, it’s our duty to do everything in our power to leave a better America to the next generation.”

		 

		As a boy growing up in Thal, Austria, after World War II, Arnold Schwarzenegger dreamed of a better life. And he knew exactly how he would achieve it: by becoming the world’s most muscular man. “It was a very strange time,” Arnold says. “We were poor, food was scarce, and the adults were suffering from what we now know as post-traumatic stress. Our house had no plumbing, no shower, and no flushing toilet. The nearest well was almost a quarter mile away, and we had to walk to fetch water, no matter the weather. My father was strict, and he made us train with knee-bends or crunches or push-ups or chores to earn our breakfast.”

		Arnold took to the physical training more than the chores and started spending time at the gym. His father, a police officer, wasn’t too enthusiastic about Arnold’s bodybuilding pursuits. “I felt like I was out of place in Austria,” Arnold says. “There was no room for my big dreams.”

		There was even less room inside of the tank Arnold drove as a part of his mandatory military service. Every morning during his year with the Austrian Army, he woke up three hours early to work out. “Focus, visualize…whatever it takes,” he told himself. In Arnold’s Blueprint, an ESPN 30 for 30 film, he recounts sneaking off base and onto freight trains in order to reach Stuttgart, Germany, to pose in the 1965 Junior Mr. Europe competition—which he won. “It was one of those important moments, because I realized I wasn’t dreaming,” he said in an interview for the film. “They’ve never heard of me, and they picked me. So I must have something that is unique.”

		When Arnold got back to base, he wasn’t exactly greeted with a hero’s welcome. His superiors sent him to solitary confinement for going AWOL and sentenced him with the classic punishment of peeling potatoes. The extra time to work out alone and the opportunity to devour protein in the kitchen turned out to be a gift. Arnold gained twenty-five pounds of muscle that year. His comrades started to rally behind him and pushed him to train even harder. The next year, he won Mr. Europe, then Mr. Universe in London in 1967 and 1968.

		“I had always thought of coming to America,” Arnold says. “I had this gut feeling that I just belonged in America. It was a beacon of opportunity for me, a place where I could make my dreams of becoming a bodybuilding world champion and getting into movies a reality. After I won my second Mr. Universe contest in London, I finally got the telegram I dreamed of from Joe Weider, the king of the bodybuilding world, when he offered to bring me to America.”

		Arnold arrived in Los Angeles in 1968 on a tourist visa to train for the US Mr. Universe and Mr. Olympia competitions. “I remember the generosity of Americans more than anything,” he says. He compares moving into his apartment to a sitcom episode: “One bodybuilder brought over a set of dishes; one bodybuilder brought a little old TV; one bodybuilder showed up with a couch. It was an endless parade of big muscular guys just showing up to help me move in and feel at home in a new country.” He and his new friends trained hard every day—“focus, visualize…whatever it takes.” But the man who could bench-press 520 pounds missed his family, and he missed his mom’s schnitzel.

		Arnold’s hard work and sacrifice—and his schnitzel-free diet—soon paid off. In 1970, he fulfilled his dream of becoming the greatest bodybuilder in the world when he was crowned Mr. Olympia in New York City, the youngest ever at age twenty-three. He also won in ’71, ’72, ’73, ’74, ’75, and, famously, in 1980, after five years away from the sport. The story was chronicled in a documentary called The Comeback.

		Having proved all the naysayers wrong, Arnold set out to defy expectations again by pursuing a film career. Once again, he was told to give it up. Talent agents said he would never make it in Hollywood with a funny name, heavy accent, and massive body. “Focus, visualize…whatever it takes,” he told himself. His drive and personality proved even bigger than his twenty-two-inch biceps, and he started to earn roles that called for a unique physique. After Arnold appeared in Hercules in New York in 1970, he started the process of getting his green card.

		In 1982, Arnold got his big break as an actor when he was cast as Conan the Barbarian. And the next year, he got his biggest break when he became a US citizen. Arnold sent me a photo from what he calls the proudest day of his life. Festooned in red, white, and blue, he looks like a buffer version of Uncle Sam. At his request, I painted him from that photo. I tried to capture his energy, his determination, and his sheer joy in that moment.

		“One thing I learned quickly is that nobody becomes a US citizen on their own,” Arnold says. “A lot of people helped me along the way. I could never have done it without Joe Weider and countless others who helped with my English and made me feel like part of the American family. I tell people they can call me Arnie, they can call me schnitzel, they can call me Danny DeVito’s twin. Just never, ever call me a self-made man. There is no such thing.”

		After appearing in dozens of blockbusters and earning a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, Arnold set his sights on a new goal: to give back to the country that had given him everything. “To me, being an American means getting off the couch, working your ass off, and changing the world. You can’t change the world if you are sitting in front of your television yelling at it,” he says. “If you want to be an actor or an athlete, put in the time and training necessary to get there. If you are unhappy about the politicians, voice your opinion. Being an American is being a doer who gives back.”

		Arnold had gotten a taste for public service when my dad asked him to chair the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports. (The two of them struck up quite a friendship. Dad called him “Conan the Republican,” and Arnold was at Camp David sledding with my parents when Mom crashed into a tree and broke her leg.) In 2003, Arnold took on perhaps his loftiest goal of all: to become the thirty-eighth Governor of California.

		All the experts said he couldn’t win. Arnold felt that his state was in a crisis, however, and he had a plan to save it. He campaigned hard and won by more than a million votes. I was President at the time and saw the action hero in action, particularly when wildfires ravaged Southern California. Arnold provided calm, decisive, organized leadership.

		When asked if he is living the American dream, Arnold says, “Duh. Who would have thought that a farm boy from Austria could come here and become a bodybuilding champion, then the highest-paid actor, then the Governor of the largest state, all in one lifetime? One of the great things about America is that every time I accomplish one dream, another dream begins. Now my dreams are bigger.

		“I wish every American realized that being born here is the greatest opportunity,” Arnold says. “You don’t know how lucky you are. And because of that, it’s our duty to do everything in our power to leave a better America to the next generation.” As the proud father of five children, the former Governor is focusing on just that. At the USC Schwarzenegger Institute, he continues his work on issues he cared about as Governor, including the environment, homelessness, and immigration reform.

		“Any effort to solve this problem must be comprehensive, and any politician who truly wants to get something done must be ready to compromise,” he says about the third item on that list. “We need better border security, we need a better visa system that makes sure we attract the best workers, we need to have penalties for employing illegal immigrants, and we also need a system to deal with the millions of hardworking immigrants who are already here.”

		I hope our country takes a cue from Arnold—focus, visualize, and do whatever it takes to pass comprehensive immigration reform.

	
		SANJA PARTALO
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		For the first ten years of her life, Sanja Partalo had a comfortable, carefree childhood. She grew up in Banja Luka, Bosnia and Herzegovina, which was then a part of Yugoslavia. “My mother was an electrical engineering professor—the only woman in her graduating class, and to date, still one of the most brilliant people I know. My father worked for an oil and gas company. They were high school sweethearts,” Sanja says. “Our home was always ringing from the sounds of lively conversation and random visitors. My extended family lived nearby, and we spent a lot of time together. We were close, we were fun, and we were many.”

		“It was a beautiful life,” she remembers. “War put an end to all of it.”

		In 1992, the Bosnian war pitted Serb (Orthodox Christian), Croat (Catholic), and Bosniak (Muslim) forces against one another. Sanja’s city was taken over by extremists. Her father, of Orthodox Christian heritage, was issued “wartime orders” and forced to leave home. Before departing, he taught ten-year-old Sanja and her mother how to shoot a gun to protect themselves.

		“For the next four years of my life, I watched my home country disintegrate into a lawless, artillery-shelled purgatory that swallowed everything I once held dear,” Sanja says. “It would take merely weeks for ethnic cleansing to begin, first in the dark of night and then in broad daylight.”

		Soon, Muslims and Catholics were no longer welcome in Banja Luka, a divide that ran through Sanja’s own household. “My mother and family, because of their Muslim background, were subjected to persecution and daily instances of humiliation—being forced to sweep the streets, called names, and spat on,” Sanja says. “Toward the end of our time in Bosnia, we spent the majority of our days in our basement waiting for the air-raid sirens to stop.” After being injured, Sanja’s mom decided to leave as soon as she recovered.

		“It’s an utterly disorienting feeling to pack your whole life in a backpack and leave your home, your community, every smiling face that knows you and cares about you, not knowing when you will see them again, or if you ever will,” Sanja says. She, her mom, and her sister joined a group of Muslim and Catholic refugees and began a two-week trek toward the Hungarian border.

		At one point, the group was captured and imprisoned in an abandoned school. Ironically, it was an attack that saved them. “The area was bombed, and the military retreated, leaving us behind in a collapsing building, able to scatter into the countryside.”

		For nearly two years, they lived in a refugee camp in Békéscsaba, Hungary—which today houses Syrian refugees. “It was a deeply depressing experience to be confined behind barbed wire, without any hope or near-term solution,” Sanja says. “We had escaped war, and now it felt like we were in jail.

		“It would take a series of suicides to attract the attention of the international community,” she explains. “In 1996, the United States, Canada, and Australia opened up a program to accept Bosnian refugees still living in camps. It all culminated with a flight from Budapest to Minneapolis that November. It was the first time I’d been on a plane.”

		Sanja’s only reference point for her new home was knowing that a character from the show Beverly Hills, 90210 came from Minnesota. Starting from nothing was difficult, but her family was warmly received by Catholic Charities. They took them to the DMV to get identification, enrolled the girls in school, and covered the $400 security deposit for their one-bedroom apartment. “Resettlement agents are special people,” Sanja says, “and organizations that do this type of work should be celebrated more than they are. Ours, Mr. Kossel, worked small miracles for us.”

		At almost fifteen years old, Sanja went back to school for the first time in two years. “I spoke little English and had only finished the sixth grade in Bosnia,” she says. “I was placed in ninth grade and was afraid I would never catch up. So I got to work. And I did not stop.” She perfected her English and quickly excelled at Edison High School. At the same time, Sanja worked thirty hours a week in a secondhand store. She cleaned houses with her mom on the weekends and taught her English at night. “I was our translator, our negotiator, our second income, and my mom’s partner in crime in helping her find a job in her field.”

		In time, Sanja’s family rebuilt the beautiful life that they had lost decades ago. Her dad made it to the United States a few years later and became a bus driver. Her mom went on to lead engineering teams at Seagate, a premier technology company. Her parents recently retired and migrated one last time, from Minnesota to Florida. Sanja’s sister lives in New York City, where she runs marketing for Spotify. And Sanja, a graduate of George Washington University and Columbia Business School, now works as the youngest executive vice president at WPP—the largest marketing services company in the world. She teaches at Columbia Business School and serves as a board member of Human Rights First, where she supports refugees as they make their own way in her adopted home.

		“I will forever be thankful to this country and the many Americans who showed me kindness,” Sanja says. “They could have chosen to see a sack of skin and bones in secondhand clothes, speaking in broken English. What they chose to see instead was a fighter. An ambitious young person. Someone worthy of betting on. That is uniquely American.”
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