



Flag International
After the publication of my first book Flag: An American Story (2001), which documented how Americans viewed themselves, many people asked me to follow up with the people in the book and find out if their thoughts about America changed after 9/11. The option was not appealing to me. To be honest I thought I would be bored out of my mind revisiting a past idea.  Every time someone brought the idea up I politely declined, until…
Late one night I received a phone call from a friend who was quite insistent that I revisit the Flag project. ‘Forget about backtracking, go abroad, now is the time’. Hmmm. ‘Maybe. I’ll think about it.’ was my reply. And think about it I did.  I woke up thinking about Flag International and quickly formulated a list of global destinations. For one full year I logistically planned shooting in twelve countries with a full production crew.  
I wrote countless sponsorship and grant proposals, and constantly reworked the details.  
In the end I finally realized that in order for Flag International to work I needed to just start shooting.  It was paramount that I shoot this story while President George W. Bush was still in office because his administration has played such a crucial role in international politics. So in order to meet my self-imposed deadline I needed to streamline the logistics and start shooting right away.  In order for me to do this I could no longer wait for grants, which meant I would not be working with a production crew.  My crew was going to be me, myself, and I.  I also would not be traveling to the far corners of the world. The world would become Europe via train, bus, foot, and ferry.  

My obsession was focused and my mission was clear. Explore Europe with the American flag and investigate how the international community views America in the 21st Century.  This mission may sound simple but it was not. I was a one woman band handling still photography, video, text and audio interviews.  I walked throughout eight countries in search of people to interview and photograph.  Did I mention I am only completely fluent in English?  Do I need to remind you of the Dollar vs. Euro exchange rate? Not to mention the well intentioned but discouraging remarks from people in the U.S.

First of all, Americans have recently been conditioned to think the rest of the world hates us, the world is a dangerous place, and people want to kill Americans for sport. Secondly, people told me I must be out of my mind for even thinking about traveling with the American flag. Lastly, Americans generally believe they already know what other people think, so what’s the point of asking them?  
The reason for beginning a dialogue is to learn from the dialogue. Without dialogue there can be no cultural understanding. Cultural understanding is not only how a people or a nation views itself, but also how the world views you.  The world has become a global marketplace and everyone is on display.  No one is above critique, not even the United States of America.
One of my discoveries on my journey throughout Europe was that there is a new Europe!  You know that E.U. thing you keep hearing about? The old Europe (which I was familiar with) was basically where you went to see ‘old stuff’ such as castles, and was comprised of a homogenous population. Europe was beautiful but everywhere you went you needed a visa and some other type of money! The new Europe is a dynamic, cosmopolitan, and ethnically diverse continent with a youthful push towards a unification of cultures and resources. The new Europe reminded me of the idea of America, which constitutes a vast array of people striving to create a new way of being. As I traveled throughout Ireland, England, Holland, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, and Spain, I could not help but to wonder how the new Europe will deal with the same old challenges facing America such as nationalism, immigration, racism, fundamentalism, and apathy. Will the opinions and concerns voiced by the people in Flag International, become self-prophecies for their own nation and unification? Only time will tell.
What I can say for certainty is 'mission accomplished'.  I photographed, interviewed, and video taped every conceivable type of person possible. I traveled to eight countries in eight weeks without getting lost, killed, or ripped off. Before leaving I joked that I needed to complete this project while I have the energy for it. Well that didn't turn out to be a joke after all.  I'm not sure I would be able to pull this project off in the same manner five years from now.  It was and is physically exhausting.  Since returning home I am suffering from post-project pain. But even with all the aches, my journey became more than an adventure, it was a wild escapade which I will never forget, do not regret, and cannot duplicate.  Before I embarked on my trip my mother asked me ‘Aren’t you afraid to do this project?’  I immediately replied ‘I’m afraid of not doing this project’.          Now with all that said….
If there is something in life you always wanted to do: Do It.  
If people give you reasons not to try: Do It.  

If you don't know how you are going to get the money to reach your goal: Do It.  

If you're not sure who will understand you: Do It.  

If people will think you're crazy: Definitely Do It. 
 
Happy Trails,                                                                                                                      Lauri Lyons 

 
 
 

