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One Dream Leads to Another: An American Legacy

My Finnish great-grandmother, Ida, was small in stature—shorter than her farm’s water pump—but packed from the toe of her wool socks to the center of her hair bun with determination.  She used willpower and work ethic to achieve her American dream of self-sufficiency.  Due to invention and innovation, a century later my lifestyle is dramatically different than hers.  When she came to America, she wouldn’t have imagined that a man could land on the moon or that a message could be sent overseas with the click of a mouse.  In many ways her life was simpler, and in other ways much more difficult.


Her American dream was to have food on the table for her family.  The new American dream, which assumes food will be there, is to provide luxuries for the family and to give them a happy life.  Through all the advances, though, American lives have become too fast paced.  Children are raised on fast food and instant messaging.  Video games have replaced outdoor activities and many kids go home to empty houses while their parents work two jobs to pay the bills.


My American dream is to raise my daughters to be happy, confident people.  How do I keep them centered?  How do I teach them to value a dollar and to value work ethic?  The American dream is a paradox.  On one hand, we proclaim that everyone in this melting pot is equal; on the other, we each want the opportunity to climb higher on the social ladder.


As I sit with my laptop computer writing this piece, my belly is full from Thanksgiving leftovers.  My two daughters, ages 7 and 9, have already turned their thoughts to the next holiday as they flip through an American Girl catalog and point to which $100 doll they each hope to find wrapped under the Douglas fir.  It’s a season of gluttony and I hope to have enough money in the checkbook to pay my credit card bills, let alone buy dolls that cost as much as the MP3 players and cell phones which will probably be next on their lists.  Before I can center my daughters, I need to center myself and be a better role model.  I need to teach them that enough is enough, and show them by starting with myself.  


Yet, as I say this, I am unwinding from the day-after-Thanksgiving slaes.  At 5:30 a.m., hundreds of shoppers with their arms full of presents stood in line at Kohl’s department store.  They looked like sheep, and the lines literally wrapped all the way around the main aisles of the store.  I had to drive three times around the mall parking lot just to find a space.  Fortunately, I wasn’t looking for the new PlayStation 3 game system because a Wal-Mart shopper in Connecticut was shot trying to buy one of those.  Other holiday news?  OJ Simpson writes a book about how he would have murdered his wife, had he been so inclined.  And if you don’t have a TV in the bedroom, bathroom and kitchen, you’re not keeping up.  It is reported for the first time that Americans now have more TV’s in their homes than family members.  Yes, my household knows about this.  We even watch TV in the garage.


My American dream, I am realizing, is to stop the excess.  If I want my family to be happier, we need to simplify life.  Even American heiress Paris Hilton tries to go back to the ‘Simple Life’ in her reality TV show.  But I don’t think she’s ready to give up her collection of $1,500 Louis Vuitton purses anytime soon, and I don’t think she’s happy.


I wonder what life would have been like 100 years ago.  How would I have supported myself?  Would I have traveled to America to fulfill a dream?  Would I have had the courage that my great-grandma had?


Ida departed Finland in 1902 on the steamship Arcturus.  She voyaged to England and then crossed the Atlantic on the ocean liner SS Dominion.  With $10 in her pocket, she said goodbye forever to friends and family to pursue her dream of America, the land of milk and honey.  She was 19 years old and probably had a rope tied to her waist, securing herself to her 19-month-old daughter, Linda.  I’m sure Ida held on tightly to her ticket, sent by her husband, Antti, who had ventured to the Upper Peninsula a year earlier to work in the mines.  Their American dream was to build a home, farm the land, raise children and have bread in such plenty they might wish to feed some to the mice.


I center myself by thinking back to the stories I have heard about Ida’s life.  When she was six, her mom died of Tuberculosis.  Her father lost the family farm and they had to move in with cousins.  In the evenings, Ida often would feel lonely when her father didn’t return home from work.  If her aunt saw Ida crying, she would give her bread with a pat of butter on it and say, “Go by the brick oven and spread the butter on the bread.  When the butter melts you won’t be so lonesome.”  Often the butter pat fell in the oven, as it was hard to see with teary eyes.


Soon Ida got work babysitting for the caretaker of the Fortsa, which was Russian Emperor Alexander III’s palace in Lappeenranta.  She took care of two children for room and board, but no pay.  Of course, she was still a child too.  When Ida was 12, the czar came to visit Lappeenranta.  The city was trimmed and the people were kept away from the royal path along the road by ropes held by firemen and soldiers.  The next emporer in line, 19-year-old Nikolai II, rode in the next carriage.  Ida had a good view of all this when she climbed a gate.  This was her first glimpse of royalty and wealth.  It was her chance to dream of better times.  


After that Ida held a number of jobs such as cleaning rooms in a school for children of a better class.  As a teen she worked in a spool factory, where she met her future husband Antti.  This is when they began talking about their dreams of traveling to America.  Ida had been working since she was a little girl, always struggling to find her next meal.  Now, she had someone to share her dream, someone who could help her make it come true.  Not that it would be easy, but they could do it in America.


Flash forward 100 years.  I watch my while my daughters flip through the American Girl catalog, and wonder what makes these dolls so special.  The slogan on the cover says, “Follow your inner star.”  I look inside and read that each doll is the star of a historical series of books, which provide lessons of love, friendship, courage, compassion and change.  I think of Ida’s humble childhood and how she was working for food by the time she was the age of my daughters.  My girls could gain strength from hearing lessons of her life.  They could learn from her determination.


Whatever my daughters’ American dreams may be, they need to know that the key to achieving them is through work ethic, the kind our ancestors needed to survive in a new country.  I want my daughters to know the stuff they are made of, to see that their own willpower can take them through any stones that may block their paths.  If they can be happy and live with values and compassion and the strength to make their own dreams come true, then I will have achieved my American dream—and I owe that to my great-grandmother, who never could have imagined that a century after she followed her dreams to America, her hardships and strength would serve as an example to future generations, shaping the dreams and potential that my daughters have in America today.

