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The Difficult Birth of the American Dream 

 The “American dream” is a concept that relates the United States as a place where a 

person could show up with nothing and make a success of himself. America is the land of plenty, 

the land of opportunity, the land of the free and the home of the brave.  This country is a place 

where people can escape the oppression of totalitarian dictators, somewhere that one can live 

comfortably with safe food to eat, and clean water to drink. It is a place to come where even 

people possessing little to no technical or professional skill can come and make money, not only 

enough to live comfortably themselves, but enough to then send back to a family, who may not 

have joined them on their journey, in order to make their lives in their motherland more 

tolerable. All this and more is attainable in the Utopia that is the United States of America, 

provided that one is willing to put in the work. 

 Through some of the earliest writings from this continent, we witness the birth of the 

American dream.  Contained in those writings are descriptions by some of the first non-

indigenous people to set foot on her shores of the wonders that they saw and smelled, the people 

and animals that they came across, the endless expanse of land that was, in their eyes, there for 

the taking. There is Christopher Columbus in his “Letter to Luis de Santangel Regarding the First 

Voyage” exemplifying this sentiment by proclaiming, “There are six or eight kinds of palm, 

which are a wonder to behold on account of their beautiful variety, but so are the other trees and 
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fruits and plants. In it are marvelous pine groves and there are very large tracts of cultivatable 

lands, and there is honey, and there are birds of many kinds and fruits in great diversity” (26). 

Also among those writings are stories from people who established the first European 

settlements on these shores singing the praises of the “new world” and trying to convince their 

peers to join them by exalting the riches of the land. Such as John Smith in his “A Description of 

New England” when he calls to his countrymen in England to make the journey east and escape 

the crowded, dirty confines they presently called home and arrive in a land where, instead of 

fighting to attain the basic necessities to sustain a pauperous existence, one would be “…a very 

bad fisher [that] cannot kill in one day with his hook and line, one, two, or three hundred 

cods…” (71). All of this was available to even the person of lowest status as long as they were 

willing to do what was necessary to make and survive the journey across the ocean. 

 During the pre-revolutionary war period of this land, many came voluntarily across the 

sea to take advantage of the bounties extolled by the likes of Christopher Columbus and John 

Smith. They found a way to scrape together what was necessary to make the journey. One way 

which many took advantage of, in order to chase a better life, was the path of indentured 

servitude. Those that made that choice decided that the opportunity to live in the land of milk and 

honey was worth several years of hard labor at the hands of the person who would pay their way 

to the new country. Although indentured servitude was often unpaid, other than their passage, the 

servant often gained valuable skills. In a way it was a very restrictive, harsh apprenticeship.  

Though this work was hard, the term of servitude was set in a contract worked out before the 

journey across the sea began. Several of these servants came out the other side of their servitude 

and fulfilled their goal of finding fulfillment and success in this new land. One such story is that 

of George Taylor. In a short recounting of his story, we learn, “George Taylor, a signer of the 



3 
 

Declaration of Independence, was an Irish redemptioner who was sold to the owner of a furnace 

near Easton to shovel ore and charcoal and who later, by a fortuitous marriage, became the 

proprietor, amassed a fortune, and was elected to the Pennsylvania assembly in 1764” (Crary 

47). Through this relation, one can understand that even those who came from the lowest class in 

their home country, came over only on a compulsory work contract, and saw themselves sold to 

another person could, through effort and a occasionally a little luck, become a great success in 

the land of opportunity.  

 There are, though, stories by other early arrivers that very much seem to conflict with the 

traditional idea of the American dream. Stories of dangerous natives, tales of great loss of faith 

and of personal belongings. For instance, early in the autobiographical tale of a famous 

conquistador “The Relation of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca,” he explains that not everything on 

this side of the sea is perfect.  In fact, he informs the reader that his story will be his account of, 

“what I saw and heard in the nine years I wandered lost and miserable over many remote lands” 

(30). There is also Mary Rowlandson, who gives her captivity narrative. Her family was 

slaughtered and she was taken from her home by a group of natives. She describes the scene of 

the massacre and her struggle with her faith, “Oh the doleful sight that now was to behold at this 

house! ‘come, behold the works of the Lord, what desolation he has made in the earth.’ Of thirty-

seven persons who here in this one house, none escaped either present death or bitter captivity, 

save only one, who might say as he, ‘And I only am escaped alone to tell the News’” (129). 

These stories go to show that although there were many singing the praises of the new world that 

the reality, for many, stood in stark contrast to the rose-tinted view of those would-be pitchmen 

of opportunity without repercussion.   
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The time period which bore these writings was also the time that this nation was being 

“discovered.” It was an era when people across Europe were struggling. Europeans were derided 

for their religion, they were not given a chance to make something of themselves solely on 

account of the class of people they were born into. It is human nature to want more out of life. 

No one would be happy with the conditions that many of the people who turned into the 

forefathers of this country were coming from. During this period of nascence, the people who 

made their way across the ocean to this land that was so raw and untouched could not believe 

their eyes at the bounty laid out before them.  They wrote back home of the beauty, the plenty, 

the vastness of the land and encouraged those who were back in Europe to join them in this 

“New World.” Though there were writings that were not in line with this view, the writings of 

those like Rowlandson and Cabeza de Vaca, the steady stream of people coming to this land 

across the sea never stopped. The drive to come to a land where the only thing that could put a 

cap on one’s potential was the ability to put in the necessary work, and the desire to achieve 

greatness. It was through the descriptions, and the desire to escape the oppressive nature of their 

homelands, that the belief developed that anyone, regardless of class, can come to America, put 

in the necessary work, and become a success. In these writings we witnessed, through the eyes of 

those who lived it, the birth of the American dream. It is from these ideas set forth by those who 

came first that poet Emma Lazarus penned her now famous sonnet “The New Colossus” in 

which America call out to the world to “‘Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp! Cries she / 

With silent lips. ‘Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 

/ The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. / Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, / I 

lift my lamp beside the golden door’” (Marcovitz, 20). 
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