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Searching for Your Country? Take a Road Trip 

“The fact is that to traverse the immense stretch of country that we have 

just covered, and to do it in so little time and in winter, was hardly prac-

ticable. But we were right because we succeeded: there's the moral of the 

story.” 

Alexis de Tocqueville1 

SEARCHING FOR AMERICA has been a popular pastime, and the 

method to do it, taking a road trip, has been immortalized in verse, 

prose, song, and film. Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley: In Search 

of America, Woody Guthrie’s Long Ways to Travel, Dennis Hop-

per, Peter Fonda, and Terry Southern’s Easy Rider, are all examples 

from the the middle of the 20th century of the road trip genre which 

most of us are familiar with, and they were all in America. Mer-

riam-Webster defines a road trip as “an extended trip in a motor 

vehicle”. The Cambridge Dictionary’s  definition is “a long trip or 

holiday taken by car”. The American Dictionary says it is “a long 

trip taken for pleasure or business in which the travel is on roads”. 

I like the third definition best of the three because it is more inclu-

sive and takes into account that road trips are not always taken for 

pleasure—indeed, they are an activity that is not always pleasura-

ble, as Alexis de Tocqueville bears witness to in his description of 

his epic road trip in his book, Democracy in America—and the 

mode of traveling on roads is not limited to just automobiles. 

Horses, wagons, motorcycles, bicycles, and on foot have all been 

modes of travel used by road trippers. 

What I do not like about any of the definitions is that they do not 

capture the essence of a person moving outside their familiar sur-

roundings to search for meaning, identity, friendship, knowledge, 

or freedom, whether it is in their own country or, like Tocqueville, 

in another. I believe that these are essential to turn a ‘trip’ into a 

‘road trip’, and I deliberately use the word ‘searching’ in the title. 

Paul Simon and his girlfriend, Kathy, in his 1968 song America, 

“…bought a pack of cigarettes and Mrs. Wagner’s pies/And 

walked off to look for America”. ‘Searching’ implies a “thorough, 

methodical investigation”, while ‘looking’ is “more casual, usually 

referring to visually scanning the immediate surroundings”. I spent 

the better part of the afternoon looking for one slipper, only to find it in 

our dog’s sleeping basket. Paul Simon was an English major at Queens 

College, from which he graduated in 1963, so I assume he was well 

aware of the difference between searching and looking. Although 

‘looking’ is more singable, he and Kathy were ‘searching’. 

A road trip is not the same as a ‘journey’ or an ‘expedition’. One 

definition of ‘journey’ is “the act of traveling from one location to 

another”. The distance between places can be long or short, but the 

objective of a journey is to get to a destination. The word stems from 
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the Latin adjective diurnus, meaning ‘daily’, which became the 

noun jour in French, meaning simply ‘a day’. A journey was some-

thing done in a day. Today, there is no time limit applied to it. A 

road trip may also have a destination, but that destination could 

just as well be the place where the road trip started, and the objec-

tive is to have experiences along the way, to discover what you are 

searching for. An ‘expedition’ is associated with exploration, 

achieving a mission, like finding the source of the Amazon River, 

or discovering a practical water route across North America, or, in 

the case of early humans, finding out whether there is a better 

place to live across that large body of water or over that high 

mountain. James Mantaro in the case of the Amazon’s source, 

Lewis and Clark in the case of the water route, and Mr. and Mrs. 

Clovis2 in the case of searching for a new home on a new continent, 

would most likely bristle if you referred to their expeditions as 

‘road trips’. 

And then there are the ‘missionary trips’, like those made by St. 

Paul the Apostle in the first century A.D. to preach the gospel of 

Jesus and convert the willing. Religious believers take ‘pilgrim-

ages’. Catholics travel to Santiago de Compostela and Muslims to 

Mecca hoping for miracles. Rock and Roll devotees have the birth-

place of Elvis Presley as number one on their bucket lists. 

There is another “Not A Road Trip” category. If you perform an 

Internet search for “First road trip”, two answers pop up. The first 

is a reference to Bertha Benz in August 1888 taking her two sons 

for a ride (ride: to sit it on and control the movement of) in her 

husband Karl Benz’s invention of what is considered the first prac-

tical internal combustion engine motor car. It was a 104 kilometer 

trip from Mannheim to Pforzheim, Germany which she completed 

in one, long day after many stops for repair and refueling. The sec-

ond is the journey taken by Horatio Nelson Jackson and Sewall K. 

Crocker in 1903 from San Francisco to New York City in a two-

cylinder, 20 HP Winton car. After many travails, they arrived in 

NYC on the 26th of July, 63 days, 12 hours, and 30 minutes after 

leaving San Francisco. This was the first transcontinental trip in an 

automobile. It was a trip, and it was on roads (although the roads 

were mostly dirt paths), but it was not a road trip. Neither was 

Bertha Benz’s. They were expeditions, out to prove that something 

could be done; completing the journey was the only goal. 

How did the road trip as a special type of journey in search of 

meaning, identity, friendship, knowledge, or freedom evolve 

from its earliest manifestations into what it had become by the 

1960s, and what has happened to the road trip since then that 

may explain how and why people travel today—not just to and 

in America, but everywhere? Are people today simply counting 

the number of state capitals, countries, national parks, or Hard 

 
2 The Clovis people were long believed to be the very first settlers on North American soil. Over time, however, this was de-
bunked by other archeological discoveries. That doesn’t make this ancient culture any less interesting. Actually, they were one 
of the few that were able to spread so far so rapidly. Additionally, recent research shows that almost all Native American people 
are related to the ancient Clovis people. (History Cooperative (https://historycooperative.org/clovis-people/)  
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Rock Cafes they have visited, or the number of famous trails they 

have trekked or mountain peaks they have perched themselves on 

and recorded with a selfie? Or has the personal road trip been re-

placed by the influencer pod cast, where, to paraphrase the old 

Greyhound Bus ad, “Connect to our pod, and leave the driving to 

us”? Let us explore this together. 

The roots of the road trip 
While the road trip was popularized in America, the country has 

by no means a patent on the activity, and its roots stretch back to 

antiquity. The two preconditions for a road trip, roads and the 

wherewithal (time and money) to use them, did not exist before 

the Roman era. Greeks, like the Athenian politician Solon, who 

took a leave of absence from his public duties for ten years to travel 

“for the love of learning and to see the world,” according to He-

rodotus mostly journeyed by sea. Once the Roman road network 

was largely complete during the reign of Octavian Augustus (27 

B.C. – 14 A.D.), those Romans who did have the wherewithal (i.e., 

the upper class) could begin to travel. They went to Greece to see 

the Parthenon and the Acropolis and to feel the spirits of Socrates 

and Plato. They went to what is now Turkey to see the ruins of 

Troy. They went to Alexandria and Luxor in Egypt and to the pyr-

amids. Wherever they went, they visited the temples, which were 

the homes of the various gods and the equivalent of museums at 

the time. 

Otium was the principal motivation for Romans taking to the road. 

Otium is a Latin term meaning ‘leisure time for self-realization ac-

tivity”. It originally expressed the idea of “withdrawing from one’s 

daily business or affairs to engage in activities that were consid-

ered to be artistically valuable or enlightening, and had a particu-

lar regenerative meaning to businessmen, diplomats, philoso-

phers, and poets”.3 However, even at this early stage of travel for 

pleasure, there were strong differences of opinion about otium. 

One reason for the upper class having the time for leisure was that 

the fall of the Roman Republic and the establishment of the Roman 

Empire in 30 B.C. put many of them out of work, and it seems that 

the Empire made the rich even richer. For the newly idle rich, 

Otium began to be interpreted as idleness and laziness, and activi-

ties performed by the idle were wasteful. To resolve this problem, 

the term was re-imagined as “laborious leisure”, meaning that it 

was time away from public and civic obligations, but spent per-

forming legitimate personal and intellectual duties. It was not just 

the experience of seeing that should be the objective of travel, but 

the experience of gaining knowledge as a result of the seeing and 

using that knowledge for the good of the Empire. 

Saint Augustine of Hippo, born in the Roman province of Numidia 

in North Africa in 354 A.D., near the end of the Western Roman 

Empire, set the tone for Christians for the next thousand years 

when he wrote that otium was the prerequisite for contemplation, 

 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otium 
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and life was happiest when one had time to philosophize. Rather 

than traveling, even for educational and self-improvement pur-

poses, Augustine interpreted otium as meaning to serve God 

through deep thought. He encouraged people to stay put and 

study the bible if they had thoughts of doing anything that was not 

directly productive. By the time the Renaissance arrived, Francis 

Petrarch, a 14th-century humanist, recovered the more expansive 

view of otium to include appreciation of nature, serious research, 

writing, and friendship, as well as meditation and contemplation, 

as valid uses of one’s time. Travel for its own rewards could once 

again be engaged in without requiring a trip to the confessional. 

The Grand Tour and the right of passage 

Before America was even a twinkle in the eye of history, upper-

class European boys celebrated their coming of age with a two-to-

four-year trip through Europe, with Italy as the principal destina-

tion.4 It started in the middle of the 17th century, initiated by British 

nobility as a way to complete the education of their male progeny, 

allowing them to travel, usually with a tutor or family member, 

following an itinerary which combined visiting the centers of art, 

architecture, archaeology, and literature as well as taking part in 

social activities suitable to their class. It was what one might call 

today a “gap year”, time between the end of university and the 

beginning of a life doing whatever upper-class young men did 

when they finished their studies. Historian Edward Gibbon, who 

wrote the History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 

himself a Grand Tourian, said: “According to the law of custom, 

and perhaps of reason, foreign travel completes the education of 

an English gentleman”.  

The Tour began in Paris once the crossing of the Channel was ac-

complished. Paris was an important stage because the boys were 

given a course in French manners and rules of etiquette, as well as 

dancing, riding, and fencing, which would serve them well in their 

eventual diplomatic or government pursuits. Over the Alps, Italy’s 

cities awaited. Venice, Florence, and Rome were the main goals, 

and Naples was usually the southern end of the line, not for pizza 

(that was invented in 1889), but to experience Pompei.5 Greece was 

out of bounds due to its rule by the Ottoman Turks and their 

threatening attitude toward Europe. On the return trip from Italy, 

the route usually led through Germany and to one of its universi-

ties, which were gaining a reputation of excellence for their focus 

on research and original investigation, rather than just the classics. 

Returning home with souvenirs that would be displayed for the 

remainder of the tourer’s life was an important part of the journey, 

as were the books, works of art, scientific instruments, and library 

paraphernalia. 

 
4 Even to this day, Britons refer to Europe as a place beyond the English Channel, The Continent, not accepting their rightful 
place as a co-member of the geographic entity, the European Continent. 
5 The real rediscovery and systematic excavation of Pompei began in 1748 under the direction of Spanish military engineer Roque 
Joaquín de Alcubierre, commissioned by Charles VII of Naples. Naples was then the capital of the Kingdom of Naples which 
extended over all of the southern portion of the Italian peninsula and at times included Sicily.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
James Grant, John Mytton, Thomas 
Robinson and Thomas Wynne on 
the Grand Tour by Nathaniel 
Dance-Holland, c. 1760. 
 
 

 
 



5 | P a g e    M U S I N G S  O N  M O B I L I T Y   J u l y  2 0 2 6  
 

The French Revolution and Napoleon’s exploits put a major dent 

in travel through Europe at the end of the 18th century. Travel 

picked up again after the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1815. 

Upper-class young girls joined in the Grand Tour tradition at 

about this time. Passenger steam trains started running in Britain 

in the 1830s and all over Europe in the 1840s, which made travel 

more accessible to the masses. The Grand Tour just didn’t have the 

same cachet anymore when it stopped being so exclusive. It sur-

vives in the “gap year”, which did not exist when I passed the 21-

year milestone, because if you left college in the late 1960s to take 

a break, your college deferment from the draft was voided. 

Was the Grand Tour a road trip? I believe it depended on the 

mindset of the trip taker. I expect that most of the boys (and later, 

girls) took the tour because they felt it was an essential part of their 

preparation for a successful adulthood. They couldn’t have possi-

bly done it for the pleasure of the journey, because travel as late as 

the middle of the 19th century was perilous and uncomfortable.  

When the search for America began 
Alexis de Tocqueville is often credited with being the first to take 

a road trip in America, but he was definitely not first. George 

Washington, the country’s first President, was. He made three 

road trips while he was president between April 30, 1789 to March 

4, 1797, and visited all thirteen of the original states. He wasn’t so 

much searching for America as trying to make America, attempt-

ing to unify the new nation while helping him to learn first-hand 

about the citizens and what they both wanted and needed. His 

trips, therefore, had a missionary tinge to them. In my opinion, 

understanding Washington’s state of mind when he decided to 

set out on his road trips is an important part of understanding 

why the road trip is so tightly woven into the myth of America.    

Washington was a seasoned road traveler well before he became 

president at the age of 57. He started life as a surveyor, draftsman, 

and mapmaker. He left the mainland only once, traveling with his 

half-brother Lawrence to Barbados, hoping the weather there 

would cure his brother tuberculosis. It didn’t, and George con-

tracted smallpox on that journey, which left its mark on his face 

and most probably made it impossible for him to father children. 

At the age of 20, he was given a military commission by Virginia’s 

lieutenant governor, Robert Dinwiddie, and spent the next seven 

years more or less unsuccessfully fighting French and Native 

American forces in Western Pennsylvania.  

When the war began in April 1775 with the Battles of Lexington 

and Concord, Washington left his home in Mount Vernon to take 

part in the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia, where 

he was nominated by John Adams to be the new country’s com-

mander-in-chief. He was unanimously elected the following day. 

He then headed straight for Boston and spent the next eight-and-

a-half years on the road, mostly on horseback. It was an eight-and-

a-half year ‘campaign’; it was definitely not a road trip. According 
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to Merriam-Webster, a ‘campaign’ refers to “a coordinated series 

of activities aimed at achieving a goal”. One of those activities is 

moving from place to place. Along the way, Washington experi-

enced mostly victories, but also some defeats. He found new 

friends and expanded his understanding of how the world of pol-

itics functioned. However, each day, there was the chance that he 

could be captured or a bullet from a opponent’s rifle, or a projectile 

from one of their cannons, would end his part in the campaign. 

Those things did not happen. His side won. 

After the Treaty of Paris was signed on the 3rd of September 1783, 

and Great Britain officially recognized the independence of the 

United States, Washington disbanded his army and retired his uni-

form to his wardrobe.  

"I am not only retired from all public employments but I am retiring within my-

self, and shall be able to view the solitary walk and tread the paths of private life 

with heartfelt satisfaction ... I will move gently down the stream of life, until I 

sleep with my fathers." 

George Washington in a letter to Lafayette. February 1, 1784. 

He retired from his military life, but he hardly retired. His estates 

and finances were a mess, and he spent all of his efforts attempting 

to rebuild his farming business. His time of moving gently down 

the stream of life lasted a brief three years. The leading issue of the 

day was who should have control of the country: the states or the 

federal government. Since 1781, the new country had foundered 

along under the Articles of Confederation, which provided exten-

sive power to the states and practically none to the central govern-

ment. It wasn’t working. The Federalists, including Alexander 

Hamilton, John Adams, James Madison, and Benjamin Franklin, 

wanted a stronger central government, while the Anti-Federalists, 

including Patrick Henry and George Mason, wanted power to re-

main with the former colonies. George Washington never affiliated 

himself with either side, but he supported Federalist policies.  

There is plenty written about the Constitution, but precious little 

about the Articles of Confederation. It was written in the months 

following the colonies’ Declaration of Independence and adopted 

by the Continental Congress in November 1777. It came into force 

in 1781 while the war was still raging when the last state, Mary-

land, finally ratified it on the 1st of March 1781. It established a 

“league of friendship” for the 13 sovereign and independent states. 

Each state retained “every Power…which is not by this confedera-

tion expressly designated to the United States”. Each state was rep-

resented in Congress with one vote. There was no “head of state”, 

like a president or prime minister. Washington and Madison were 

convinced the country was on the brink of collapse under its state-

centric rules. The central government could not tax, could not reg-

ulate commerce, and had no possibility of setting any meaningful 

policies. 

In May of 1787, a Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia 

with the sole purpose of revising the Articles of Confederation. 

 

General George Washington’s Con-
tinental Army uniform. Good for a 
campaign, and, as it would turn 
out, equally good for a road trip 
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George Washington was there and presided over the Convention. 

Madison, Franklin, and Hamilton were also there. Taking a clue 

from the secretive conclave employed by the College of Cardinals 

to choose a new pope, the delegates shuttered the windows and 

swore everyone to secrecy during three sweltering summer 

months to completely overhaul the design for America’s govern-

ment. The result was the new Constitution, which is still guiding 

the way of government in the United States today. It was ratified 

by nine of the thirteen states in March 1789, when it went into ef-

fect.6 The new Constitution established three branches of govern-

ment, with the Executive Brance led by a president. In the first elec-

tion for president, each state that had ratified the constitution 

chose its two electors to the Electoral College, either by direct vote 

of the citizens or by selection by the elected members of the state 

legislatures. Washington received one of each voting state’s two 

votes, totaling 69. John Adams received 34 votes and became vice 

president. And then President Washington decided it was high 

time someone found out what in blazes the people living in the 

cities and towns and hamlets in all thirteen states were thinking 

and dreaming about for their country. 

Washington hit the road 

Nearly nine years of fighting a war, four years of trying to put his 

life back together, then diving back into the thick of the political 

storm to produce a new Constitution, and two years later agreeing 

to become the first president of the country. I don’t know how 

much more committed to the idea called America a person could 

possibly be. But rather than sitting in his study and expecting the 

world to come to him, giving him advice or asking for favors, he 

set out in search of the new nation’s soul. He took three road 

trips. 

Starting in the spring of 1789 and continuing for the next two years, 

Washington visited all of the original 13 states (14, if Maine, which 

was still part of Massachusetts, is counted). He traveled on horse-

back and in his carriage, he riding and his horses trodding over 

some of the same ground he had covered during his campaign to 

free the colonies from Great Britain. It is said that he often wore his 

old uniform and rode his favorite white stallion when he entered 

towns—for effect. He had not had to campaign (there’s that word 

again) for his office, but he was now campaigning for his country. 

He did not include any state on any of his road trips until after they 

ratified the Constitution. At each stop, he told the crowds that 

gathered to greet him of his hopes for the new nation, and that 

everyone’s support was needed to make this idea for a new nation 

a successful reality. It got the country through the next sixty years, 

and it was during that time that the first well-documented and 

well-publicized American road trip by a foreigner was taken.   

 
6 Rhode Island was the last state to ratify it, on the 29th of May 1790. 
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Detroit Mount Vernon Society, 
1901 (Mount Vernon Ladies' Asso-
ciation) 
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Tocqueville’s search for the meaning of democracy 
Alexis de Tocqueville is best known for his book, Democracy in 

America, which he wrote after spending nine months of 1831 and 

1832 in the United States on a mission from France to study Amer-

ican prisons—which were then considered progressive. He also 

wanted to see "what a great republic is like". Tocqueville's report 

on American prisons is forgotten (Did you know that’s why he 

went to America? I didn’t. But that was before I began reading his 

book.7), but the other product of his trip, his book, is considered a 

classic, an astute picture of American life, as relevant today as 

when the first edition was published in France in 1835. 

Tocqueville was born in Paris in 1805. His parents, aristocrats, had 

been released from prison where they were held following the 

French Revolution. His maternal great grandfather had been guil-

lotined. He studied law, and then, through family connections, 

was appointed to the position of judge at the age of twenty-two. 

Three years later, when the Bourbon King Charles X was replaced 

by Louis Philippe of the House of Orleans, Alexis found himself 

on the outside of the new political clique, even though he swore  

with fingers crossed a loyalty oath to the new king. He and a friend 

in the same boat, Gustave de Beaumont, came up with the idea to 

take a study trip to America in order to inform the work that had 

begun on reforming the French criminal code. Their study tour 

was approved, and they set off in April 1831 for Newport, Rhode 

Island on the American Ship Le Havre. 

Their families would pay their expenses. The two men canvassed friends and rel-

atives about possible contacts in America. They read American literature. They 

read some of the travel books which Europeans had written about America. 

Tocqueville spent 40 francs on a leather trunk to carry two pairs of boots, a silk 

hat, hose and other fashionable apparel, plus note paper and a copy of Cours 

d’economique politique by French laissez faire economist Jean-Baptise Say.8  

Thomas Jefferson was the third president in America when Alexis 

was born. He had made the Louisiana Purchase and sent Lewis 

and Clark off on their expedition before Alexis took his first breath. 

In 1831, when Tocqueville and Beaumont arrived in Newport, 

President Andrew Jackson was in the second year of his first of two 

terms, and they met in the White House. Tocqueville said of Jack-

son: “(He) was a man of violent temper and very moderate talents; 

nothing in his whole career ever proved him qualified to govern a 

free people; and, indeed, the majority of the enlightened classes of 

the Union has always opposed him”.9  They also met former Pres-

ident John Quincy Adams, Senator Daniel Webster, and Mr. Texas, 

 
7 Soon after they left America on February 20, 1832, they began to write the promised book on America’s penal system. Beaumont 
did most of it. The book was published in January 1833 as Du systeme penitentiaire aux Etats-Unis et de son application en France. 
They believed many prisoners could be reformed through isolation and work, but they insisted the primary purpose of impris-
onment must be to punish wrongdoers. The work was a critical success, and the Academie Francaise awarded them the prestig-
ious Montyon Prize. 
8 Alexis de Tocqueville. Biography 1805 to 1859. Libertarianstvo Foundation. 
9 Tocqueville, Alexis de. Democracy in America.  

 

 
 

 
During the nine months Tocque-
ville and Beaumont were in Amer-
ica, they toured cities, including 
New York, Albany, Boston, Phila-
delphia, Washington, Montreal and 
Quebec. They passed through towns 
like Buffalo, Cincinnati, Detroit, 
Knoxville, Louisville, Mobile, 
Montgomery, Nashville, Memphis, 
New Orleans, Pittsburgh. They 
ventured into the hinterlands as far 
west as Lake Michigan. They visited 
Niagara Falls. They travelled along 
the Hudson River Valley. They saw 
the Mohawk River Valley, setting 
for James Fenimore Cooper’s best-
selling novel, The Last of the Mohe-
gans.  They took a boat trip down 
the Mississippi River. 
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Sam Houston. The Battle of the Alamo was still five years in the 

future.  

Both men seem to have had an ulterior motive to making the trip 

right from the start. Beaumont was interested in slavery, and wrote 

a novel called Marie, ou l’esclavage aux Etats-Unis (Marie, or Slavery 

in the United States). Most probably because of the turmoil in 

France and its effect on his family, Tocqueville was interested in 

American political and social life. He wanted to understand how 

America was able “to mix equality, prosperity, law, religion, and 

democracy in the right proportions to make freedom”.10 The find-

ings he presents in his book can be summed up in a single para-

graph that he wrote to a friend: “Picture to yourself, a society 

which comprises all the nations of the world—English, French, 

German: people differing from one another in language, in beliefs, 

in opinions; in a word a society possessing no roots, no memories, 

no prejudices, no routine, no common ideas, no national character, 

yet with a happiness a hundred times greater than our own…How 

are they welded into one people?  By community of interests. That 

is the secret!”  

He saw both sides of American individualism. “The citizen of the 

United States is taught from infancy to rely upon his own exertions 

in order to resist the evils and the difficulties of life; he looks upon 

the social authority with an eye of mistrust and anxiety, and he 

claims its assistance only when he is unable to do without it.” But 

on the other hand, he said that unchecked individualism can frag-

ment society and weaken democratic institutions. When people be-

come preoccupied with personal interests, they become isolated 

and the civic spirit so necessary for a functioning democracy be-

comes eroded.11 

There’s stability beneath the chaos on the surface 

How was a foreigner, who spent only nine months taking a road 

trip in the country, able to distill the country’s essence into a single 

thought and to make such a lasting impact on how Americans 

view themselves and others view Americans? He did it by travel-

ing long distances and meeting a lot of people. He asked them 

questions and listened to what they said. He remembered what 

they said and wrote it all down in his notebooks. And then he 

thought about what they said. He cogitated. He offered a “broad 

vision rather than a journalistic chronicle which would become 

dated. He was interested in the workings of democracy and illus-

trated general principles with his observations about America, the 

largest country to try democracy. He was concerned about what 

America meant for liberty in France and elsewhere”.12 Tocqueville 

would not be a guiding light for the so-called Democratic Socialists 

who are winning elections in the U.S. today, not with this view:  

 
10 Tik-Tocqueville. THE ECONOMIST JUNE 13TH 2026. Pp. 36-37. 
11 McNutt, Benjamin. Tocqueville’s Fears of Radical Individualism Proven Valid by Proponents of Arming Teachers. American 
University. (https://edspace.american.edu/atrium/portfolio-item/mcnutt-benjamin-tocquevilles-fears-of-radical-individual-
ism/) 
12 Op cit. Alexis de Tocqueville. 
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“Democracy extends the sphere of individual freedom, socialism 

restricts it. Democracy attaches all possible value to each man; so-

cialism makes each man a mere agent, a mere number. Democracy 

and socialism have nothing in common but one word: equality. 

But notice the difference: while democracy seeks equality in lib-

erty, socialism seeks equality in restraint and servitude.” 

A desert is no place for a road trip 

Between the time Tocqueville found the soul of America on his 

road trip and Kerouac, Simon, and Steinbeck went out to look for 

it again, people all around the world wandered in the desert. 

Forced displacement and ethnic cleansing (e.g., Native Americans’ 

Trail of Tears caused by Andrew Jackson’s Removal Act), mass mi-

gration caused by famine and starvation (e.g., the Irish Potato 

Famine), flight caused by wars between and within countries (my 

maternal grandparents), and endless movement looking for work 

amid economic collapse (my paternal grandparents), filled the dec-

ades in the last half of the 19th century and the first half of the 20th. 

Steinbeck’s 1939 novel, Grapes of Wrath, brings all of these themes 

together, including the biblical account of the Israelites wandering 

in the desert for forty years before being allowed to reach the 

promised land. This was neither the time nor the place(s) for road 

trips. 

When the cannons stopped firing, and the fields could once again 

be sowed, it was time for reflection on what had happened to hu-

manity when the world was one large desert, when roads disap-

peared when the wind blew. There was a collective feeling that 

something had been lost and it had to be found. It was bigger than 

a slipper. In On the Road, Kerouac said he was searching for 

God—and claimed he found him. Steinbeck was searching for the 

words that could convince people in power to understand the need 

for greater justice for everyone, particularly the disenfranchised. 

Their method of searching took them on the road. 

The road trip in the age of mass tourism 

It was around the time that this new searching began when I and 

the rest of my generation appeared on the scene, the Baby Boom 

Generation. We were the ones who would listen to Simon’s songs 

and read Kerouac’s books. We fed the rise of life as a collection of 

experiences. We had the roads; we had the means of travel on 

those roads; because of our sheer numbers, we forced economies 

of scale in our favor, allowing us to take Grand Tour trips at bar-

gain basement prices. And, boy, did we use our power! But we 

were not a homogeneous mass, all doing the same thing at the 

same time. We had to swim in our own lanes, just like the genera-

tions before us, and those lanes were defined by wealth. 

At first, road trips were for the purposely poor or the rich 

My family took rides and journeys in our car. A Sunday afternoon 

ride could end up at my grandparents’ or one my mother’s sisters’ 

homes or back at our home. There was no fixed destination. We 

were on a ride. We did not take vacations in the summer. Both of 
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my parents worked, and neither had more than a week off (for the 

entire year). We went on extended family picnics to state parks in 

caravans of three or four cars every Sunday from the end of June 

when school was out and the beginning of September when it 

started again. We left after early mass and took with us our Sunday 

dinners, kept warm in picnic hampers. We did not have winter or 

spring breaks from school (I was twenty-two the first time I 

clipped myself into skis). We had one week off at Christmas and 

one week off at Easter. Since those were religious holidays, and we 

were expected to be in church, we did not travel during those 

times.  Families gathered at the home of the oldest relative, and we 

ate the foods of our grandparents’ generation. 

The longest trip we took before I left for college was from our home 

in Scranton to Philadelphia to see the Liberty Bell. One hundred 

miles. We stayed overnight with a former neighbor and friend of 

my father’s who had married someone from Philadelphia. The 

highlight of the trip was playing miniature golf at a place across 

the wide boulevard where they lived. I never took a road trip 

across the country that many of my college classmates took during 

their summers, most of them choosing Route 66. I worked to earn 

spending money for the school year. I did take one road trip while 

in college between my sophomore and junior years. It was over a 

long weekend, from Princeton to Montreal to visit the Montreal 

Expo ’67. I was with three roommates and two upperclassmen, all 

of us footballers at the time, bonding and getting ready for pre-

season camp. I added a country (Canada) to my experience list on 

that trip, making it two, but my state list remained at three: Penn-

sylvania, New Jersey, and New York.  

It stayed that way for another three years when I took my second—

and still most memorable—road trip. That was in the summer of 

1971. I flew on an English Speaking Union charter flight to London 

where the road trip began, then I hitchhiked around parts of Eng-

land, Wales, Scotland, and the Republic of Ireland. There were a 

few bus and train rides, and ferry rides over to and back from Ire-

land, but I used my thumb the rest of the time. I slept in bed and 

breakfasts and youth hostels, only once having to rough it when I 

could not get a ride and twice being invited to stay in people’s 

homes. My stated purpose for the trip, for which I received $200 to 

pay the airfare, was to study British new towns and university ar-

chitecture for my thesis work. My ulterior motive was to get a feel-

ing for life in Britain. 

I decided during that three-week trip that I was going to move to 

London when I graduated with my master’s degree the following 

year to live and work in London, maybe forever. Richard Nixon 

was still president. I hadn’t voted for either candidate in that elec-

tion. Jobs for architects or urban planners on the East Coast of the 

U.S. were scarce in the autumn of 1972. I had come home from my 

road trip to Britain with the idea that there was a calmness in the 

way people interacted with one another which seemed to make life 
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move more smoothly. No bumping or shoving, no shouting or ges-

ticulating, calling attention to oneself. I lived and worked there for 

one year. After that year, I realized that the stability on the surface 

disguised the chaos that laid beneath. I have never lost my love 

and admiration for Britain and all of its people, but I could not live 

there. 

The main purpose of travel became sharing of the experience  

The Lost Generation (born 1880-1900) were those who were forced 

to travel out of desperation. The Greatest Generation (born 1901-

1924, my parents), were those who took the brunt of the Great De-

pression and got us through World War II. The Silent Generation 

(1925-1945) were the loyal middle managers who rebuilt their 

countries after the War, and who took over after the Johnsons and 

Reagans and Mitterands, who had taken over from the Eisenhow-

ers and Nixons and de Gaulles. Baby Boomers (1946-1964), the tel-

evision generation, first marched in parades of celebration, then 

marched in parades of protest, then fed the rise of consumerism, 

including the culture of mass travel. Generation X (1965-1980) used 

computers as toys and watched globalization change their cities. 

Generation Y, Millennials (1981-1996) came of age in the wake of 

9/11, the war on terror, and the Great Recession.  

Generation Z (1997-2012) defined and are defined by social media. 

They are the “sharing generation”, not because they are any more 

generous, charitable, munificent, or benevolent than earlier gener-

ations, but because they discovered that by calling everything they 

do “sharing” they can do it with a clear conscience. That’s why 

they insist on calling using an Uber or Lyft “ride sharing”, rather 

than what it is, a taxi ride. Or why they insist there is a ecological 

difference between staying in an Airbnb rental rather than in a ho-

tel, even though 60% of the listings are in hotel-like flats that are 

owned by rental investors, not people “sharing” their homes. They 

record every moment of their travels with their phones and in-

stantly send them to all of their friends on Instagram or TikTok so 

that their friends can “share in” the experience. Their friends re-

turn the favor immediately, so that both of them can be in two 

places at once. 

GenZ has now redefined the road trip, from a search for personal 

meaning or gratification to a quest for being the person who has 

brought the most joy to the most people simply by being able to 

combine the most number of cheap flights, train rides, and airbnb 

overnights to the places where someone who has called them-

selves an expert tells them they have to go. There can be no other 

reason for so many people walking on tarmacs all around the 

world in airports that are far from ideally placed to stuff them-

selves into airplanes with Durgin Park service so they can photo-

graph themselves in front of the fake statue of David in the Piazza 

della Signoria.13 The proliferation of podcasts by reputable organ-

 
13 Founded in 1874 and named after the two brothers-in-law who started it, John Durgin and Elbridge Park, Durgin-Park was a 
Boston icon until it closed in 2019 because it ran out of clientele who would put up with its mediocre food and terrible service. It 
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izations like the BBC, NPR, and THE ECONOMIST,14 who are offering 

digested content of the places everyone wants to visit at least once 

before they die, is perhaps an indication that the next generation, 

Generation Alpha (2010-2025), would rather stay put and experi-

ence everything virtually virtually. THE ECONOMIST advertises 

their podcast as a “six-part podcast of a road trip”. 

Perhaps I’m too harsh on where my generation and the one that 

followed allowed GenZers to go. If so, I admit that I share in the 

blame. Mea maxima culpa. So, where are we headed? 

We are on a personal inward journey rather than attaining 

an external destination 
I don’t think Tocqueville could have lived in America. He wasn’t 

searching for a new home; his aim was to find a better way forward 

for the home he had. For all his yearning for justice, Steinbeck 

never moved to another country. He died in New York City but is 

buried in the Steinbeck family grave in Salinas. Paul Simon from 

Queens lives in a big house outside of Austin, Texas. It wasn’t war, 

famine, or even political dissatisfaction that was the reason I 

moved to Sweden thirty-four years ago. It was simply a series of 

events that led me to marry a Swedish woman, and our joint deci-

sion that it would be best if we lived in Sweden and nowhere else. 

What has bound me to Sweden and keeps me here after my wife 

died one year ago, are the road trips we took together up and down 

and across this country. We made multiple stops along the way to 

the place we set as a destination, drinking coffee, eating waffles 

and wienerbröd, and smoking a cigarette or two until we both 

stopped that habit in 2004. More often than not, the road trips were 

to and through places where my wife had traveled with her family 

on their long summer holidays, which all Swedes enjoyed even 

back in the ‘60s. They traveled in their Volvo Duett PV445, father 

and son sleeping in a tent, and mother and daughter sleeping in 

the car, the colorful curtains made specially for these trips provid-

ing privacy for the ladies. I got to have the family road trip experi-

ence I did not have growing up. I’m sure she planned that. 

I believe that Herman Hesse sums up the reason we take road trips. 

“The life of every man is a way to himself, an attempt at a way, the 

suggestion of a path,” he said. “We are on an intensely personal 

inward journey rather than an external destination.”15 Eventually, 

for practical reasons, our road trips are closer to home, in our own 

town, then in our own neighborhood, and finally, in our own head. 

Totems we have collected during our lives jog the memory. 

 
maintained the tradition of communal seating at long tables. It served “traditional New England–style fare”, seafoods, chowders, 
broiled meats and boiled dinners. The waiters were encouraged to adopt a "surly" attitude and "backtalk" the clientele. It was an 
anchor tenant when Faneuil when it opened in 1976. 
14 Quote from THE ECONOMIST JUNE 13TH 2026 in its article titled Tik-Tocqueville: To mark America’s 250th birthday, The Economist 
took a road trip in the company of Alexis de Tocqueville and made it into a six-part podcast. To listen go to: econo-
mist.com/tocqueville-road-trip 
15 Hesse, Herman. Demian. Peter Owen Vision Press. London (1919) 
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About Michael L. Sena 
Through my writing, speaking and client work, I have attempted to bring clar-

ity to an often-opaque world of highly automated and connected vehicles. I 

have not just studied the technologies and analyzed the services. I have de-

veloped and implemented them and have worked to shape visions and fol-

lowed through to delivering them. What drives me—why do what I do—is 

my desire to move the industry forward: to see accident statistics fall because 

of safety improvements related to advanced driver assistance systems; to see 

congestion on all roads reduced because of better traffic information and im-

proved route selection; to see global emissions from transport eliminated be-

cause of designing the most fuel-efficient vehicles; and to see everyone who 

needs a ride get one. 

I put vehicles into their context. It is not just roads; it is communities, large 

and small. Vehicles are tools, and people use these tools to make their lives 

and the lives of their family members easier, more enjoyable, and safer. Busi-

nesses and services use these tools to deliver what people need. Transport is 

intertwined with the environment in which it operates, and the two must be 

developed in concert. 
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