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			Part I: The Origin and Evolution of Indebted America

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1:

			The Current Indebtedness of Americans

			We have met the enemy and he is us.

			—Pogo, the opossum character in Wal Kelly’s 

			cartoon strip of the same name

			In the first quarter of 2025, millions of Americans find themselves deeply in debt due to the high balances that they have on their credit cards. Nationally, credit card debt is approaching $1.7 trillion and according to the latest report from the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia, average individual credit card balances at the end of 2024 hit their highest levels in twelve years. Nearly eleven percent of American card holders are making only the requisite minimum payment monthly on their cards and approximately 3.5% of all balances are at least thirty days past due.

			According to Lending Tree, to make matters even more dire for those behind on repaying their credit card debts, the average interest rate on a credit card right now is 24.25%. Although the inflation rate has come down somewhat, prices now are still higher than they were five years ago. What is more troubling is that most groceries, which are essential expenditures, are twenty-eight percent more expensive than in 2020. The Federal Reserve Bank reports that more consumers are using their credit cards to live. Moreover, when one adds in the dramatic rise in fixed home mortgage interest rates, many Americans will be tied to their long-term financial obligation for years and, for some, many more decades, to come.1 

			

			In terms of the United States’ national indebtedness, as of March 2025, America has both the world’s biggest national debt, which resolves to a debt-to-GDP ratio of approximately 121.31% (the per capita rate is a staggering $98,204).2 U.S. spending so far for FY 2025 (July 1, 2024–June 30, 2025) has been $711 billion, which is $201 billion more than the same period in the previous fiscal year. The Peter G. Peterson Foundation, a nonpartisan organization dedicated to increasing “. . . public awareness of the nature and urgency of the key fiscal challenges threatening America’s future and to accelerate action on them,” warns Americans that the nation’s out of control spending must be addressed. It has stated that 

			Fiscal year 2025 has gotten off to a bad start in terms of growth in the deficit. The federal debt is approaching its post-World War II high and is on track to continue rising rapidly, which is unsustainable. The new Administration and Congress must take action to put the nation on a more sustainable footing.3

			Clearly, a large portion of Americans are deeply in debt, but the federal government is hardly setting a good example itself.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2:

			Indentured Servitude in Exchange for a Voyage to the New World

			It’s you. The indentured servant. I mean, the tenant-slash-cleaning lady.

			—Celeste Ng, 

			Little Fires Everywhere (2017)

			Americans have had a long and often tortured history with debt. Indeed, from America’s inception, many of its earliest inhabitants from Europe had to go into debt just to face the challenges of trying to make it to the New World. Today, few Americans seldom consider—or simply don’t realize—just how oppressive, and occasionally intolerable, life was for those born into the lower classes in Europe at the time of the New World’s alleged “discovery,” (the reality was that Indigenous people had already “discovered” the Western Hemisphere). Often, only after a contemporary American reads one of Charles Dickens’ or Victor Hugo’s novels, does he/she have an inkling of just how brutally repressive the class system was in most of Europe. For those low-born, working-class people, a lifetime of hopeless drudgery was the only existence that was possible in their native European lands. For these “miserable ones,” to borrow Hugo’s term, the single hope for them was to try to escape their plight by somehow getting to the new lands of opportunity across the Atlantic Ocean. 

			

			The sole solution for most of them was to barter with a bondsman for the costly passage to the New World. In exchange for their transatlantic voyage, these destitute men and women would forfeit their freedom and submit to hard labor for a set amount of time in the New World to repay their debt. They were classified as bonded or indentured servants and their commitments to serve their masters generally existed somewhere between five and seven years. Most of these male indentured servants worked as farm laborers and most of the women served as domestic servants. These debtors often worked in deplorable conditions, were exposed to the elements, and were given the bare necessities to survive. If they completed their bonded indentureship, those hearty souls who endured their ordeal could potentially live as free people in a classless society. The sad reality was that of all the northern and western European newcomers, roughly fifty to seventy-five percent who came to the colonies between the 1630s and the start of the American War of Independence came as indentured servants.4 

			Obviously, debt in this instance was simply something that most of America’s earliest inhabitants had to request. This commitment is nothing that those Euromericans should feel ashamed about; indeed, in this instance, their decision to go into debt to obtain a better life for themselves and their children is something to be honored and celebrated. In addition, many creditworthy Americans have been rendered insolvent at various times in U.S. history due to panics, recessions, and depressions. Although some of these eras were triggered by the inevitable dips in the business cycle, others, such as the Panic of 1837, were due to political and business leaders’ decisions. In this case, the economic meltdown did not occur until shortly after President Andrew Jackson left office. However, the panic was caused by Jackson‘s decisions—not his successor’s, Martin Van Buren, who was unfairly blamed for it and then degraded as “Martin Van Ruin.”5

			

			Those Europeans who were able to come to the New World without going into debt sometimes benefited from war or due to a nation wanting to expand its influence in the New World. For example, following the suppression of the Monmouth Rebellion of 1685, Lord Justice George Jeffreys, 1st Baron Jeffreys, PC (known as “the Hanging Judge”) and his “Bloody Assizes” (trials) sentenced almost seven percent of the rebels to death. In a strange twist of fate, those lucky enough to be exiled ultimately lived better by virtue of getting to the North American colonies in chains but free from having to go into debt. In another instance, a prison reforming member of Parliament, James George Oglethorpe, was able to get the last of the thirteen colonies, Georgia, established with land ceded to it from the colony of South Carolina. He was able to get it founded as a refuge for the insolvent British adults languishing in debtors’ prisons. Although the initial inhabitants of the new colony were not former prisoners, in time, thousands of debtors were brought to the crown colony. Every debtor received fifty acres of arbitrarily designated plots, which they were obligated to make fruitful and subsist on with the proviso included that this gift was not to be sold. Unfortunately, many of these areas were not suitable for northern crops. Oglethorpe’s grand experiment failed because large numbers of supposedly reformed debtors abandoned their barren lands and simply crossed over into adjoining colonies. Finally, “Henry” Astor (born Johann Heinrich Astor), the brother of America’s first millionaire, “John” Astor ((born Johann Jakob Astor), signed on to become one of the “Hessian” mercenaries who fought for the British in the American colonies during the War of Independence. Henry deserted his unit once he was in America, opened his own butcher shop in Manhattan, and then stole cattle from farmers in the outlying countryside to slaughter and sell the meat at a one percent profit.6

			

			When the Declaration of Independence was finalized and fifty-six American colonial representatives affixed their signatures to the document, two—James Wilson and Robert Morris—had been incarcerated in debtors’ prisons and one, Button Gwinnett, had had a long history of borrowing money and then fleeing from financial accountability. Gwinnett, a delegate from Georgia, was born in England, borrowed the funds for his transatlantic passage to the colonies, and never repaid the debt. Then, he borrowed money to make a fresh start as a merchant in Charleston, South Carolina, but that failed and, again, he did not repay his debt. Yet again, Gwinnett borrowed money to start a business in Savannah and when it languished, he simply walked away from his financial obligation. Following this, he then thought he could become a plantation owner, so Gwinnett obtained a loan, bought slaves as well as St
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