A DIFFERENT MIRROR

THE EXODUS FROM RUSSIA
Pushed by Pogroms

CALIBAN COULD ALSO have been Jew-
1sh. In Russia, Jews were degraded as the
“Other.” Coming from a different shore than
the Japanese, they began their migration to
America during the 1880s. A persecuted eth-
nic minority, they were forced to leave as
settlers rather than sojourners; unlike the
Japanese immigrants, they felt they could
not return to their homeland. In an import-
ant sense, they were political refugees. “The
government itself had set off the pogroms in
order to save the throne from a revolutionary
upheaval,” observed immigrant Abraham
Cahan. “By making the Jews the scapegoats,
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it had confused the common people so that
in the end the peasants were certain that the
Jews and not the Czar were the cause of their
troubles.” Almost everywhere, government
officials encouraged acts of violence against
Jews.1

The repression in Russia was pervasive.
Jews were required to live in the Pale of
Settlement, a region stretching from the Bal-
tic to the Black Sea. “Within this area the
Czar commanded me to stay, with my father
and mother and friends, and all other people
like us.” recalled Mary Antin, who emigrated
to America in the 1890s. “We must not be
found outside the Pale, because we were
Jews.” Special borders contained them; like
Caliban, they had been “styed.” Prohibited
from owning land, most Jews were forced to
live 1n the urban areas where they earned
their livelihoods as merchants and artisans.
In 1879, 38 percent of the Jews were em-
ployed in manufacturing or crafts, 32 per-

cent in commerce, and only 3 percent in agri-
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culture. Their concentration in crafts made
many of them especially vulnerable. “It was
not easy to live, with such bitter competition
as the congestion of the population made
inevitable,” an immigrant explained. “There
were ten times as many stores as there
should have been, ten times as many tailors,
cobblers, barbers, tinsmiths. A Gentile, if he
failed in Polotzk, could go elsewhere, where
there was less competition. A Jew could
make the circle of the Pale, only to find the
same conditions as at home.”2

Life in the shtetls, Jewish towns and vil-
lages, was also intensely insecure, for anti-
Semitic violence was a ubiquitous reality.
Especially dreaded were the pogroms—mas-
sacres of Jews and the destruction of their
shops and synagogues. “I feel that every
cobblestone in Russia is filled with Jewish
blood,” an immigrant bitterly recalled. “Ab-
solutely every year, there was a pogrom be-
fore Pesach [Passover]. In big cities during

the pogroms, they used any reason to get
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rid of you. As many Jews as they could kill,
they did; but there were some Gentiles who
would save you. We survived because Pa
was a gildikupets [merchant]| and knew many
wealthy Gentiles. But he was hurt many
times.” Golda Meir never forgot the persecu-
tion her family experienced: “We lived then
on the first floor of a small house in Kiev,
and I can still recall distinctly hearing about
a pogrom that was to descend on us. I didn’t
know then, of course, what a pogrom was,
but I knew i1t had something to do with
being Jewish and with the rabble that used
to surge through town, brandishing knives
and huge sticks, screaming ‘Christ killers’ as
they looked for the Jews, and who were now
going to do terrible things to me and to my
family.” Similarly, Mollie Linker was only a
child when her father left Russia: “I remem-
ber sitting by the window ... and looking out.
When it got dark, you closed the shutters,
you were afraid. You were actually always in
fear because of big pogroms.... I remember
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that scare ... was in us all the time.” The pog-
roms, observed Abraham Cahan, forced Jews
to realize that “Russia was not their home-
land and that a true home must be found for
Jews. But where?”2

Spreading from shtetl to shtetl across
Russia, a song pointed the way:

As the Russians, mercilessly
Took revenge on us.

There is a land, America,
Where everyone lives free....2

By the beginning of World War I, one-
third of all Jews in Russia and eastern Europe
had emigrated, most of them to the United
States. America had caught their “fancy.”
Stories about freedom and a better life there
were “buzzing” all around them. The distant
land was viewed as a “Garden of Eden,” “the
golden land,” where Jews would no longer
be enslaved by “dead drudgery.” The cry
“To America!” roared like “wild-fire.” “Amer-

5 263 B, X 5208

1ca was 1n everybody’s mouth. Businessmen
talked of it over their accounts; the market
women made up their quarrels that they
might discuss it from stall to stall; people
who had relatives in the famous land went
around reading their letters.” At a sewing
school in Minsk, Jewish girls received let-
ters from America describing astonishingly
high wages—the starting pay for a seam-
stress in New York was four dollars a week,
a sum equal to a month’s earnings in rubles.
In Abraham Cahan’s autobiographical novel,
David Levinsky was seized by this emigra-
tion fever: “It was one of these letters from
America, in fact, which put the notion of
emigrating to the New World definitely in
my mind. An illiterate woman brought it to
the synagogue to have it read to her, and
I happened to be the one to whom she ad-
dressed her request. The concrete details of
that letter gave New York tangible form in
my imagination. It haunted me ever after.”
While reading a letter from her father who
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had gone to America ahead of his family,
Mary Antin felt “a stirring, a straining.” “It
was there, even though my mother stumbled
over strange words.... My father was inspired
by a vision. He saw something—he prom-
1sed us something. It was this America.’ And
America’ became my dream.” In her dream,
America became the Promised Land.2
Hopeful possibilities exploded in their
heads. Fannie Edelman wanted to escape to
America where she could “fall in love and
marry.” “I was fourteen years old when I
heard that people were leaving for the United
States,” she recalled. “I used to think of run-
ning away from our little town and from
my severe father and coming to a free world
called America.” Another young woman,
after deciding she wanted to emigrate, had
difficulty eating and sleeping: “I was fight-
ing to death for the money to go to America.
I used to see the people going to the train
to leave. I used to envy those people like
anything. They said, ‘You'll get married and
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then you'll go to America.’ I says, ‘I need a
shlepper [a dragger| to America? I can shlep
myself!” Who didn’t want to go to America?”
The country also offered educational oppor-
tunities. “I heard so much about America
as a free country for the Jews,” said Fan-
nie Shapiro, “and you... didn’t have to pay
for schooling, so I came.” Children “played at
emigrating,” and a mother’s lullaby told chil-
dren:

Your daddy’s in America
Little son of
But you are just a child now
So hush and go to sleep.
America is for everyone
They say, it’s the greatest piece
of luck
For Jews, it’s a garden of Eden
A rare and precious place.
People there eat challah
In the middle of the week.®
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Their fears of persecution and their ex-
travagant dreams gave them the courage
to uproot themselves and leave their birth-
place forever. On the streets of the shtetl,
Jewish women sold their beds, chairs, kit-
chen tables, and other belongings in order to
raise money for transportation to America.
Taking only their personal possessions, Jews
left familiar little towns with their cobbled
streets and alleys, their smells and sounds
of crowded and colorful marketplaces. “The
last I saw of Polotzk was an agitated mass
of people, waving handkerchiefs and other
frantic bits of calico, madly gesticulating,
falling on each other’s necks, gone wild al-
together,” recalled an immigrant. “Then the
station became invisible.” Another explained
that when he left Velizh, he had not realized
that he was starting such a long journey:
“This was the point at which I was cutting
myself off from my past, from those I loved.
Would I ever see them again?”~

As they boarded the ships, the voyagers
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“were all herded together in a dark, filthy
compartment in the steerage.” “We learned
that our vessel had formerly been a cat-
tle ship and had just been converted into a
passenger boat,” Alexander Harkavy wrote.
“Our compartment was enormously large,
and wooden bunks had been put up in two
tiers, one on top of the other.” The passen-
gers felt the engine’s vibrations and smelled
the “choking, salty odor.” As often as pos-
sible, they went up on deck, especially to see
the sunset. “But as the wonderful colors sank
with the sun, [their| hearts would fill with a
terrible longing for home. Then [they]| would
draw together and sing Russian folk songs
filled with nostalgia and yearning.” The sea
was stormy and the ship rocked, remem-
bered Samuel Cohen. “I kept tossing about.
I stuck my head out of the bunk a little. A
shower of vomit came down from the upper
bunk on my face.”8

At night, the passengers thought about
the world that they had left behind and the
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new one that awaited them. They had em-
barked on an exodus. “Every emigrating Jew
moving westward realized he was involved
in something more than a personal exped-
ition,” said Abraham Cahan. “Every Jew ...
came to feel that he was part of a historic
event in the life of the Jewish people.” Jews
were a “countryless people.” Their migration
to America seemed to be a continuation of a
journey that had begun thousands of years
earlier in Egypt, for as historian Irving Howe
explained, “the events of Jewish life were
divided in two endless days, the Biblical yes-
terday and the exile of today.”2

Finally, after a long Atlantic crossing,
the passengers sighted land. The moment
was a deeply moving experience for Cahan’s
David Levinsky: “When the ship reached
Sandy Hook [New Jersey] I was literally over-
come with the beauty of the landscape.
The immigrant’s arrival in his new home 1is
like a second birth to him.” Levinsky stood

breathless before “the magnificent verdure
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of Staten Island, the tender blue of sea and
sky, the dignified bustle of passing craft.”
In a trance, he excitedly murmured: “This,
then, 1s America!” “Everybody was on deck,”
recalled Emma Goldman, who was only
seventeen years old when she arrived. “|[My
sister| Helena and I stood pressed to each
other, enraptured by the sight of the harbor
and the Statue of Liberty suddenly emerging
from the mist. Ah, there she was, the symbol
of hope, of freedom, of opportunity!” After
a long voyage in a packed steerage of sea-
sick people, a Polish girl climbed to the deck
and saw “the big beautiful bay and the big
woman with the spikes on her head and the
lamp that [was] lighted at night in her hand.”
Suddenly, the passengers began shouting,
“Ellis Island.” Their bodies leaned forward,
and their hands gripped the railing of the
ship as they saw the immigration station.1?
Who were they, these newcomers search-
ing for a door to America? “The immigrants

who had been forced to abandon their homes
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in Eastern Europe were a hardy lot,” declared
Gilbert Klaperman in The Story of Yeshiva.
“With rare exceptions, they arrived penni-
less and inadequately trained in a profession
or handicraft. They did possess, however,
indomitable faith in themselves and unflag-
ging courage to face all difficulties. They dug
their roots deep into the alien soil until it be-
came home to them. They founded families
and raised children and children’s children
who enriched America with invaluable con-
tributions. This immigrant generation of the
post-1881 decades may be called, indeed, the
heroic generation.”11

Actually, these Jewish immigrants were a
highly select group. They were educated: 80
percent of the men and 63 percent of the
women who came between 1908 and 1912
were literate. While most of them were poor,
they were not “inadequately trained in a
profession or handicraft.” Two-thirds of the
Jews specifying an occupation were skilled

workers, compared to only 16 percent of the
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Italians. But, as Klaperman correctly noted,
the Jews came to America as settlers. Un-
like most other European immigrant groups,
they planned to stay. Sixty percent of the
southern Italian migrants returned to their
homeland, whereas the return rate for Jews
was only 3 percent. Significantly, Jews emi-
grated mainly as families. Almost half of
them were women, compared to only about
20 percent for southern Italians. Children
represented one out of every four Jews. These
immigrants saw themselves as exiles, unable
to return to Russia as long as religious per-
secution persisted. The Jews had to make

America their new home.12

A Shtetlin America

From Ellis Island, most of the immigrants
headed for New York City’s Lower East Side.
During the early nineteenth century, Ger-
man Jews had settled 1n this area. A new
Jewish community blossomed as massive
waves of Russian Jews began arriving in the
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1880s; by 1905, the Lower East Side had
a population of a half-million Jews. Unlike
the mostly “bachelor” community of nearby
Chinatown, the Jewish colony had throngs of
children.

The laughter of children joined “a sym-
phony of discordant noises” filling the air.
Pushcarts lined the streets, and a cacoph-
ony of Yiddish voices, “a continual roar,”
rose from the crowds. “Shopkeepers grabbed
the arms of passers-by and with torrents
of cajolery endeavored to pull them inside
their stores, cursing those who had escaped
their clutching hands.” In this colony, Jews
seemed to be living just like they had in Rus-
sia: they resided and worked “within that
small compass, meeting only people of their
own nationality.” Rose Cohen found that the
Lower East Side was like living in “practically
the same environment” as in the homeland.
It was as though “we were still in our village
in Russia.”13

But the ethnic enclave of the Lower East
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Side was also different in significant ways.
There was an “American atmosphere of
breathless enterprise and breakneck speed.”
Crowds of people were on “the streets, shout-
ing, going in all directions.” Life did not seem
“normal,” for “everybody was in a hurry
and money was the main thing in life.” The
“scurry and hustle of the people” were “over-
whelmingly greater, both in volume and in-
tensity,” than in the native towns of their
homeland. They seemed like “a new race in
the world.” Pent up in the old country, their
energies were being unleashed in this new
land of boundlessness. The “swing and step
of the pedestrians, the voices and manner of
the street peddlers,” seemed to testify to far
“more self-confidence and energy, to larger
ambitions and wider scopes, than did the ap-
pearance of the crowds” back home.1%

The colony was also a ghetto. At the turn
of the century, the Lower East Side was the
most densely populated section of the city.

Walking the streets during warm evenings,
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pedestrians found all the windows open and
were able to see “the life inside with all its
filth and sadness. Bare, scarred tables. Count-
less beds, with tangled sheets and blankets.
The yellow gaslight, and so many, many chil-
dren, and nakedness and noise.” The tenth
ward, located in the Jewish colony, housed
over five hundred people per acre; on Riving-
ton Street, a contemporary reported, “the
architecture seemed to sweat humanity at
every window and door.”12

The residents were just trying to find
sunlight and fresh air, to escape from the
dark and stifling interiors of the “dumbbell”
tenements. Six to seven stories in height,
this type of apartment resembled a dumb-
bell: on every floor there were two apart-
ments at each end connected by a hallway.
A narrow, five-foot-wide air shaft separated
the buildings. A window facing the street or
a small backyard offered the only direct light
for each apartment. Writing for the Ameri-

can Magazine in 1888, a journalist described
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these dumbbell tenements:

They are great prison-like structures of brick, with
narrow doors and windows, cramped passages and
steep rickety stairs. They are built through from one
street to the other with a somewhat narrower build-
ing connecting them.... The narrow court-yard... in
the middle is a damp foul-smelling place, supposed
to do duty as an airshaft; had the foul fiend designed
these great barracks they could not have been
more villainously arranged to avoid any chance of
ventilation.... In case of fire they would be per-
fect death-traps, for it would be impossible for the
occupants of the crowded rooms to escape by the
narrow stairways, and the flimsy fire-escapes ... are
so laden with broken furniture, bales and boxes that
they would be worse than useless. In the hot sum-
mer months ... these fire-escape balconies are used
as sleeping-rooms by the poor wretches who are
fortunate enough to have windows opening upon
them.1

Typically, each apartment was packed
with people, family members, and also
boarders. “At the hour of retiring,” a witness
told the United States Immigration Commis-
sion, “cots or folded beds and in many in-
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stances simply mattresses are spread about
the floor, resembling very much a lot of
bunks in the steerage of an ocean steamer.”
A 1908 survey of 250 Lower East Side fam-
ilies found that about 50 percent slept three
or four persons to a room, and nearly 25
percent had five or more persons. Most of the
tenements lacked baths. “I cannot get along
without a ‘sweat’ [Russian bath] at least once
a week,” an immigrant complained. Occu-
pants competed to use the toilet: each tene-
ment had only two facilities for each floor. “A
five-story house of this character contain|ed]
apartments for eighteen or twenty families,”
counted Jacob Riis in the 1890s, “a popu-
lation frequently amounting to 100 people,
and sometimes increased by boarders and
lodgers to 150 or more.”1/

To escape from the confinement of the
tenements, the immigrants would retreat to
the park. “On hot summer nights [we would]
seek relief from the heat in Jackson Street

Park,” one of them remembered. “The park,
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innocent of grass and trees, was a large area
close to the East River, with many lanes of
benches... and a stone pavilion like a Greek
temple, where a small band occasionally
played and milk was dispensed at a penny
a glass. The park was always crowded. The
men were in their undershirts. The women,
more fully dressed, carried newspapers for
fans. Hordes of barefoot children played
games, weaving in and out of the always
thick mass of promenaders.”18

As they settled in the Lower East Side,
the Jews began to establish organizations
and create community. They formed net-
works or lodges, landsmanshafts, composed
of people from the same town or district
in Russia, seeking the company of friends
from di alte heym, “the old home village.”
They also found community and conversa-
tion in the public bathhouses as well as in
the neighborhood delicatessens and candy
stores that had become gathering places. In

cafés like Schreibers on Canal Street and Café
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Royale on Second Avenue, Jewish intellec-
tuals drank tea as they debated philosophical
and political issues before rushing off to hear
lectures regularly presented by the Educa-
tional Alliance and the People’s Institute at
Cooper Union. “There were scores of lectures
every week,” said Marcus Ravage. “One night
it was Darwin and the next it might be the
principle of air pressure. On a Saturday night
there were sometimes two meetings so ar-
ranged that both could be attended by the
same audience.” Others preferred the movie
theaters, where for five cents they could
watch a half-hour film. “If it’s not too busy,
you can see it several times,” an immigrant
said. “They open at one in the afternoon,
and customers, mostly women and children,
gossip, eat fruit and nuts, and have a good
time.”12

Everywhere outside the cafés and the-
aters, there were peddlers. Carrying packs
or pushing carts, they knocked on doors

and cajoled housewives to buy their goods.
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Shortly after Isaac Raboy arrived at Ellis Is-
land, he found himself on Delancey Street,
where peddlers were hawking their wares as
they pushed their carts filled with “exotic”
things. Streams of people flowed down the
streets. “Suspenders, collah buttons, ’lastic,
matches, hankeches—please, lady, buy,” ped-
dlers shouted. “Bandannas and tin cups at
two cents, peaches at a cent a quart, dam-
aged eggs for a song, hats for a quarter, and
spectacles warranted to suit the eye ... for
thirty-five cents.” A contemporary observed:
“There are few more pathetic sights than an
old man with a long beard, a little black cap
on his head and a venerable face—a man
who had been perhaps a Hebraic or Talmudic
scholar in the old country ... standing for
sixteen hours a day by his push-cart in one
of the dozen crowded streets of the Ghetto ...
selling ... apples, garden stuff, fish and sec-
ond-hand shirts.”29

The Jewish peddler soon became a figure
of Jewish-American folklore. In one of Anzia
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Yezierska’s stories, Gedalyeh Mindel wrote to
his family: “My sun is beginning to shine in
America. I am becoming a person—a busi-
nessman. I have for myself a stand in the
most crowded part of America, where ...
every day is like market day by a fair. My
business is from bananas and apples. The
day begins with my pushcart full of fruit,
and the day never ends before I count up
at least two dollars’ profit—that means ...
four rubles a day, twenty-four rubles a week!
... White bread and meat I eat every day
just like the millionaires.” Historian Moses
Rischin noted that “the peddler’s pack... pro-
vided the most direct introduction to Ameri-
can ways, the most promising school for the
study of the country’s speech, tastes and
economic needs, and the broadest field for
the play of the aspiring tradesman’s imagin-
ation.” The peddler personified the trans-
formation of the Jewish immigrant from
scholar to salesman.21

This journey was described in Cahan’s
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novel. An old man who had been a Talmudic
scholar in Russia found that his wife was not
willing to support him in America. Insist-
ing that he go out and peddle, she snapped:
“America 1s not Russia. A man must make
a living here.” The husband told David Le-
vinsky: “America 1s a topsy-turvy country.”
A quick learner, Levinsky abandoned his
dream of becoming a scholar and turned to
peddling: “I rented a push-cart and tried to
sell remnants of dress-goods, linen, and oil
cloth.... I would announce to the passers-by
the glad news that I had struck a miraculous
bargain at a wholesale bankruptcy sale ...
and exhort them not to miss their golden op-
portunity.” In this way, Levinsky began his
“rise."22

But while Jewish peddlers appeared ubi-
quitous, they actually represented only a
very small proportion of working Jews. A
survey of gainfully employed Jews living in
New York City in 1890 revealed that only 10
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percent were peddlers. On the other hand, 60
percent worked in the garment industry.23

In the Sweatshops: An Army
of Garment Workers

For the Jewish “rise” in America, what mat-
tered more than a frenetic entrepreneurial
spirit was the fact that many Jewish im-
migrants brought something useful—their
skills, especially in the sewing trades. “I am
a tailor,” recalled an immigrant years later
at the age of eighty-two, “and I was work-
ing piecework on Russian officers’ uniforms.
I saved up a few dollars and figured the best
thing was to go to the U.S.A. Those days
everybody’s dream in the old country was to
go to America. We heard people were free
and we heard about better living.”44

The arrival of these skilled immigrants
was timely, for they were needed in New
York’s expanding garment industry. In earl-
ler times, clothes had been tailor-made,

but the Civil War had transformed gar-
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ment manufacturing. In order to meet the
Union Army’s demand for clothing, tailors
established uniform standards and meas-
urements. This innovation enabled them to
mass-produce garments in factories, utiliz-
Ing new inventions such as the Singer sew-
ing machine, the electric cutting knife, and
the buttonhole machine. Between 1880 and
1890, the number of men’s clothing factor-
ies doubled from 736 to 1,554, and women’s
cloak factories tripled from 236 to 740. The
center of this growing new industry was
New York City. Between 1880 and 1910, the
number of clothing factories jumped from
10 percent of the city’s factories to 47 per-
cent, and garment workers from 28 percent
to almost half of its industrial workers.22
German Jews had initially dominated the
garment industry. Having come to Amer-
ica earlier, many of them had established
themselves economically and socially by the
time of the great Jewish migration from

Russia. German-Jewish firms like Blumen-
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thal Brothers, Kuppenheimers, and Hart,
Schaffner & Marx were prominent in cloth-
ing manufacturing. Gradually, many Jewish
newcomers from Russia became contractors
and manufacturers themselves. Together,
the German and Russian Jewish garment
makers revolutionized the way clothes were
made and what Americans wore. In his
novel, Cahan described this triumph: “For-
eigners ourselves, and mostly unable to
speak English, we had Americanized the sys-
tem of providing clothes for the American
woman of moderate or humble means.” The
Jewish garment makers had democratized
dress in America, offering the masses ma-
chine-made classy clothes. They had done
away with “prohibitive prices and greatly
improved the popular taste. Indeed, the Rus-
sian Jew had made the average American girl
‘a tailor-made’ girl.”2%

The Jewish garment makers transformed
the Lower East Side into a huge, spreading
industrial beehive. On the Second Avenue
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elevated train, a passenger could ride half
a mile through the sweater district. “Every
open window of the big tenements, that
[stood] like a continuous brick wall on both
sides of the way, [gave] you a glimpse of
one of these shops.... Men and women bend-
ing over their machines or ironing clothes
at the window, halfnaked. Morning, noon,
or night, it made no difference.” From block
after block of sweatshops came the “whir of a
thousand sewing-machines, worked at high
pressure from the earliest dawn till mind
and muscle [gave] out together.”2”

In 1914, about 60 percent of the busi-
nesses were small shops, employing fewer
than thirty workers. Contractors did not
need much capital, only about $50, to start
shops with foot-power machines. Once their
workers and machines were in place, they
could bid for contracts from the manufactur-
ers. Buyers provided cloth to the contractors
and paid as little as possible for the finished

clothes “The shop was not the manufac-
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turer’s,” wrote Cahan, describing the place
where Levinsky worked. “It belonged to one
of his contractors, who received from him
‘bundles’ of material which his employees
. made up into cloaks or jackets. The
cheaper goods were made entirely by op-
erators; the better grades partly by tailors,
partly by operators, or wholly by tailors;
but these were mostly made ‘inside,” in the
manufacturer’s own establishment.” The na-
ture of the industry pushed both workers
and contractors. The laborers dared not stop
working, “knowing that there were plenty
of other men ready instantly to take their
places,” journalist Ray Stannard Baker ex-
plained; “and the contractor, himself the vic-
tim of frightful competition and the tool of
the manufacturer, always playing upon their
ready fears, always demanding a swifter
pace, forced the price constantly down-
ward.”28
To 1increase production, many con-
tractors used the task system, assigning a
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quota to a team of ten or twenty workers—
family members, boarders, or lanslite, neigh-
bors from the old country. They worked as a
unit, with specific tasks assigned to a sew-
ing-machine operator, a baster, a presser,
and a finisher. A team received a group wage
based on the number of garments produced,
with each member paid a certain percentage.
This system drove everyone on the team,
for each worker wanted to increase the pace
of production for the group. “The highest
speed of one was in substance made the
minimum speed of others,” an immigrant
worker explained, “since no man could get
ahead in his work without his fellow work-
men keeping the same speed in the product-
ive formation.” Larger shops employed the
“section” system of production: work was
subdivided into several steps, and workers
performed one task repeatedly. This system
reduced skilled tailors and seamstresses to
assembly-line workers. “When I came here,”
complained Bella Feiner, “I knew more than
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I know now. I knew how to make a whole
dress.” But this fragmentation of production
also opened employment to unskilled immi-
grants. “The foreman asked me what I could
do,” remembered Lottie Spitzer. “And I said, ‘I
don’t know anything.’ In fact, I couldn’t even
handle a needle. But he taught me and [soon]
I was basting sleeve linings.”22

In the sweatshops, the work was physic-
ally punishing. The section system gave the
bosses power to set the pace of their work-
ers, who sat in long rows with their “bodies
bent over the machines.” Each person com-
pleted an assigned task and then passed her
part of the garment to the next worker on
the line, while the foreman nagged them to
hurry. “Most of them smoke cigarettes while
they work,” observed a contemporary; “beer
and cheap whiskey are brought in several
times a day by a peddler. Some sing Yiddish
songs—while they race. The women chat
and laugh sometimes—while they race.” But

many women were forced to work silently.

5 273 8B, £ 5208

“We were like slaves. You couldn’t pick your
head up. You couldn’t talk. We used to go to
the bathroom. The forelady used to go after
us, we shouldn’t stay too long.”29

“The machines were all in a row. And it
was so hot, not even a decent fan. And you
... worked, and you sweated. Windows were
open, of course; flies too. You had a little
half hour for lunch (we worked close to ten
hours). And you talked. But you were kept so
busy and the machines were roaring.... You
had to be careful not to stitch your fingers
in.” Accidents did happen. “The machines go
like mad all day, because the faster you work
the more money you get. Sometimes in my
haste, I get my finger caught and the nee-
dle goes right through it. It goes so quick,
though, that it does not hurt much. I bind
the finger up with a piece of cotton and go on
working.... Where the needle goes through
the nail it makes a sore finger, or where it

splinters a bone it does much harm.”31
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The long hours and the repetitious
stitching made workers feel like appendages
of their sewing machines. “You don’t have
to think,” said Mollie Wexler, who worked
in a dress factory. All you have to do is
“pin together and put together,” “just sit and
shoot like the machine itself.” Anzia Yezier-
ska related a story about a young Jewish
woman who had “dreamed of free schools,
free colleges” where she could learn to give
out her “innermost thoughts and feelings”
to the world. But no sooner had she come
off the ship than hunger drove her to the
sweatshop, “to become a ‘hand’—not a brain
—not a soul—not a spirit—but just a ‘hand’—
cramped, deadened into a part of the ma-
chine.” A Yiddish poet described the numb-
ness workers felt as they toiled, trapped in

the sweatshops:

I work, and I work, without rhyme,
without reason
produce, and produce, and produce
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without end.

For what? and for whom? I don’t know, I
don’t wonder

since when can a whirling machine
comprehend?

No feelings, no thoughts, not the least
understanding;
this bitter, this murderous drudgery
drains
the noblest, the finest, the best and the
richest,
the deepest, the highest that living con-
tains.

Away rush the seconds, the minutes and
hours;

each day and each night like a wind-
driven sail;

I drive the machine, as though eager to
catch them,

I drive without reason—no hope, no
avail 22
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The workday was long, from eleven to
fifteen hours. “My work was sewing on but-
tons. While the morning was still dark I
walked into a dark basement. And darkness
met me when I turned out of the basement.”
The workers had to wait until night to begin
living. “At the end of the day one feels so
weak that there 1s a great temptation to lie
right down and sleep,” said a seamstress.
“But you must go out and get air, and have
some pleasure.... Sometimes we go to Coney
Island, where there are good dancing places,
and sometimes we go to Ulmer Park to pic-
nics. I am very fond of dancing, and, in fact,

all sorts of pleasure.”33

Daughters of the Colony

Thousands of these garment workers were
young women. Many of them had come first,
before their families. “In growing numbers,”
observed historian Susan A. Glenn, “Jewish
families were willing and found it practic-
able to send one or more children including
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their working-age daughters, in advance.”
What made it “practicable” to send them
ahead was the fact that many possessed sew-
ing skills. In the Pale of Settlement in the
1890s, over fifty thousand Jewish women
worked in the sewing trades, constituting
70 percent of all registered female artisans.
The first sewing machines had been intro-
duced in Russia two decades earlier, and the
Singer sewing machine came to symbolize a
guarantee of a good livelihood. Fannie Sha-
piro recalled that in each small Russian town
there were little shops where “two, three,
four, or five girls in a house, [were] working,
making dresses and things. And they had a
Singer’s, a sewing machine.” Girls reaching
the age of thirteen were usually apprenticed
to a seamstress. One of them, Sarah Rozner,
had to work hard to learn how to operate the
sewing machine: “I finally got it, and believe
me 1t helped a lot when I came to this coun-

try.”24
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In America, most of the young Jew-
1sh women working in the garment indus-
try were single, planning to work for a few
years before marriage. One of them told an
interviewer: “Henry has seen me home every
night for a long time and makes love to
me. He wants me to marry him, but I am
not seventeen yet, and I think that is too
young.... Lately he has been urging me more
and more to get married—but I think I'll
wait.” In 1910, over 70 percent of the Jew-
1sh daughters sixteen years old or over were
working for wages. “Right after Passover, I
entered school,” remembered one of them.
“When school was out in June, I knew I
couldn’t go back any more, so coming home
I cried all the way.... My father had a job for
me. I couldn’t do any thing—at that age, you
know, you couldn’t work till you were six-
teen, but kids worked at fourteen and thir-
teen.”32

Constituting over one-third of the gar-

ment industry’s workforce in 1910, these
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young women labored in dangerous and
cramped conditions. In the sweatshops, they
were literally packed together. On floor after
floor, they worked elbow to elbow at sewing
machines on row after row of long tables.
“We are so crowded together that there is not
an inch of space,” they complained. “The ma-
chines are so close together that there 1s no
way to escape in case of immergansie.”2°

An emergency did happen on March 26,
1911, when a fire suddenly exploded at
the Triangle Shirtwaist Company. Eight hun-
dred workers, mostly young women, were
trapped 1n the burning building. “A stream
of fire tore up through the elevator shaft and
stairways to the upper floors. Fire instantly
appeared at all windows, and tongues of
flames crept higher and higher along the
walls to where little groups of terrified
girls, workers, stood in confusion.” Scream-
ing, struggling, they jumped from windows,
some from the ninth floor, their bodies

smashing on the sidewalks. “One girl after
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another fell, like shot birds, from above, from
the burning floors,” wrote Morris Rosenfeld
In his account based on eyewitness reports.
“They hit the pavement just like hail,” a fire-
man at the scene reported. “We could hear
the thuds faster than we could [see] the bod-
ies fall.” Jumping from the higher floors, the
girls came down with such force that they
tore the nets from the grasps of firemen or
snapped the cords. Unable to escape, 146
young workers—mostly Jewish and Italian—
died in the smoke and heat of the inferno.
There were so many bodies they could not
all be taken away 1n ambulances and patrol
wagons; grocers and peddlers offered their
wagons and pushcarts.2’

Mothers rushed to the scene, where they
saw the blackened bodies of their daughters
laid out on the sidewalks. Tearing their hair,
they screamed: “Oy vey, kindenyu!” “Oy vey,
my child!” “For a piece of bread, a terrible
death, robbed me of my only child.” “My little
girl lies dead, shrouds instead of a wedding
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gown.” The tragedy stunned the colony: fifty
thousand people marched silently in a mass
memorial parade to grieve for their dead
daughters. The charred bodies were buried
together in the Workmen’s Circle Cemetery.

Over whom shall we weep first?
Over the burned ones?

Over those beyond recognition?
Over those who have been crippled?
Or driven senseless?

Or smashed?...

This is our funeral,

These our graves,

Our children... 28

News of the horror rapidly spread to the
shtetls of Russia. “I still remember what a
panic that news caused in our town when it
first came,” said Elizabeth Hasanovitz. “Many
a family had their young daughters in all
parts of the United States who worked in
shops. And as most of these old parents had
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and patrol wagons; grocers and peddlers
offered their wagons and pushcarts.2/
Mothers rushed to the scene, where they
saw the blackened bodies of their daughters
laid out on the sidewalks. Tearing their hair,
they screamed: “Oy vey, kindenyu!” “Oy vey,
my child!” “For a piece of bread, a terrible
death, robbed me of my only child.” “My little
girl lies dead, shrouds instead of a wedding
gown.” The tragedy stunned the colony: fifty
thousand people marched silently in a mass
memorial parade to grieve for their dead
daughters. The charred bodies were buried
together in the Workmen’s Circle Cemetery.

Over whom shall we weep first?
Over the burned ones?

Over those beyond recognition?
Over those who have been crippled?
Or driven senseless?
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Or smashed?...
This is our funeral,

These our graves,
Our children....28

News of the horror rapidly spread to the
shtetls of Russia. “I still remember what a
panic that news caused in our town when
it first came,” said Elizabeth Hasanovitz.
“Many a family had their young daughters
in all parts of the United States who worked
in shops. And as most of these old parents
had an idea of America as one big town, each
of them was almost sure that their daughter
was a victim of that terrible catastrophe.” In
his description of the grisly scene, a reporter
wrote: “I looked upon the dead bodies and I
remembered these girls were the shirtwaist
makers. I remembered their great strike of
last year in which the same girls had de-
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manded more sanitary conditions and more
safety precautions in the shops. Their dead
bodies were the answer.”32

Indeed, many of the dead women had
gone out on strike in 1909-10, partici-
pating in the famous “uprising of twenty
thousand.” In July, a spontaneous strike had
erupted at Rosen Brothers, and then in Sep-
tember at Leiserson’s and the Triangle Shirt-
waist Factory. The striking women asked for
assistance from the Ladies’ Waist Makers
Union Local 25. With only a hundred dues-
paying members and four dollars in its treas-
ury, Local 25 appealed to the International
Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, requesting
a call for a general strike in the shirtwaist
industry. But the ILGWU, founded in 1909,
had only a few thousand members and
lacked the resources to mobilize such a mas-

sive action.
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The power to do so had to come from
the people themselves. On the night of
November 22, 1909, thousands of workers
crowded into the Cooper Union to attend
a mass meeting organized by the strik-
ing women. They had come to demonstrate
their support for the strikers and to de-
nounce the intransigence of the bosses and
the brutality inflicted against the picketers
by hired thugs and the police. In the packed
hall, their bodies restless and taut with
anger, they heard speaker after speaker ad-
vise them to be patient and act cautiously.
Frustrated by the urgings of restraint, a
fragile-looking teenager suddenly rushed to
the platform. “I am a working girl,” Clara
Lemlich declared in Yiddish, “one of those
striking against intolerable conditions.” The
charismatic leader passionately articulated
the pent-up feelings of the audience. She
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compared the abuse of the garment workers
to the experience of blacks: “|The bosses] yell
at the girls and ‘call them down’ even worse
than I imagine the Negro slaves were in the
South.” She urged action: “I am tired of lis-
tening to speakers who talk in generalities.
What we are here for is to decide whether
or not to strike. I offer a resolution that a
general strike be declared—now.” Her brave
words and her call to action touched off
a thunderous applause. Meeting chairman
Benjamin Feigenbaum jumped to the plat-
form and joined hands with Lemlich. Their
arms held high together, he asked the crowd
in Yiddish to support her call for a general
strike, framing it as a Jewish struggle: “Do
you mean faith? Will you take the old Jew-
1sh Oath?” Aroused, the people raised their
right hands and pledged: “If I turn traitor
to the cause I now pledge, may this hand
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wither from the arm I now raise.” The next
morning, fifteen thousand shirtwaist work-
ers were on strike.49

“The East Side was a seething mass of
excited women, girls, and men.” Strikers at-
tending packed meeting halls spilled out
into the streets. “All over the East Side a
sea of excited faces, a mass of gesticulat-
ing women and men, blocked the streets.”
“Vast crowds” were “wildly demonstrative,”
marching through the streets and breaking
into “storms of applause as the word that an-
other boss had settled with the strikers was
passed along.” The strikers swelled in num-
bers, to over twenty thousand; they were
overwhelmingly Jewish, with Italian women
constituting about 6 percent. The demands
of the strikers included a fifty-two-hour
workweek, overtime pay, and union recogni-

tion.41
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As they picketed, the strikers were ar-
rested by the police and beaten by thugs.
Still, according to one contemporary, “nei-
ther the police, nor the hooligan hirelings of
the bosses nor the biting frost and chilling
snow of December and January dampened
their willingness to picket the shops from
early morn till late at night.”

In the black winter of 1909

When we froze and bled on the picket
line

We showed the world that women could
And we rose and we won with women'’s
might.

Hail the waist makers of 1909

Making their stand on the picket line
Breaking the power of those who reign
Pointing the way and smashing the
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chain.

The courageous strikers impressed the com-
munity: they were proudly described as
“unzere vunderbare farbrente meydlekh,” “our

»

wonderful fervent girls.” The strike was
powerful, intimidating, and by February,
more than 300 of the some 450 firms in the
New York industry had been forced to make
some kind of settlement.*4

Several months later, another strike ex-
ploded as fifty thousand cloak and suit
workers walked off their jobs. The strikers
wanted higher wages, a forty-nine-hour
workweek, and a “closed shop,” the hiring
of union members only. Both sides reached
an agreement in September with the signing
of a “Protocol of Peace.” Among the gains

the workers received were a fifty-hour work-
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week, wage increases, and preferential hir-
ing for union members.43

These labor struggles represented a
watershed in Jewish-American history. They
initiated “a decade of labor unrest in the
garment trades,” noted historian Susan A.
Glenn. “Between 1909 and 1920 a wave of
strikes and mass organizational campaigns
swept through the garment trades, chan-
ging a largely unorganized industry into a
union stronghold.... By the end of World
War I clothing workers were among the best-
organized members of the American labor
force.” The International Ladies’ Garments
Workers’ Union had one hundred thousand
dues-paying membersin 1920, and one hun-
dred seventy thousand workers belonged
to the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of
America.?4

These labor triumphs had ethnic as well
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as class significance. In their struggles, the
workers had created a broadly based rad-
ical Jewish consciousness. “Until now there
had been no more than a large scattering
of Jewish immigrant workers who would
sometimes cohere for a fierce outbreak and
then crumble into 1solated persons,” Irving
Howe noted. “The Jewish community in
the United States was not really a Jew-
ish community,” remarked leftist Paul Nov-
ick, “it was just something in fermentation
until the labor movement came along.” The
strikes were “Jewish” strikes: the workers
received support and sustenance from the
Jewish community. Jewish neighborhood or-
ganizations donated food and clothing, and
Jewish shopkeepers allowed striking work-
ers and families to purchase goods on credit.
“The major topics most frequently bantered
about concerned the union meetings and
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sometimes ... strikes in the needle trades
in which everyone worked,” an immigrant
remembered. The “uprisings” of this era
sharpened a shared sense of ethnicity, an im-

migrant Jewish identity in America.42

Up from “Greenhorns”: Crossing

Delancey Street

The Jews had come to make new homes 1n
America, and their strikes had given them
a sense of belonging to the new land. They
were making a claim on their adopted coun-
try and demanding wages that would allow
them to enjoy America’s bounties. Their
labor struggles, while springing from eth-
nic solidarity, were also transforming them
from “greenhorns” into Americans.
“Oysgrinen zikh,” Jewish immigrants said
to themselves; “Don’t be a greenhorn.” When
they arrived in America, they were foreign-
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ers 1n their dress, language, and thinking. “I
just didn’t know how to cope with it all,” a
Jewish immigrant recalled. “I was unhappy
because I didn’t know anything, and I was
frightened.... When they used to call me
names like ‘greenhorn, I felt that I would ra-
ther die than hear it again.”4

The passion to become American was re-
flected in one of the most frequently asked
questions in the Lower East Side: “How
long have you been in America?” How long
was measured by their degree of assimila-
tion. The Jewish immigrants began learn-
ing American ways in a process they called
“purification.” To become American meant
to acquire “civility”—a quality of middle-
class refinement in behavior and tastes. Ac-
cording to scholar John Cuddihy, they had
been driven by the pogroms in Russia “out

of their Middle Ages into the Anglo-Ameri-
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can world of the goyim ‘beyond the pale.”” In
America, they were swept into a process of
modernization and assimilation.?”

This process required what Cuddihy
termed the “price of admission”: they had to
give up certain customs and cultural traits
that had been tied to their ethnicity. Wear-
ing the proper clothing was crucial in ac-
quiring the appearance of civility. “I was
such a greenhorn, you wouldn’t believe,”
said Sophie Abrams. “My first day in America
[ went with my aunt to buy some American
clothes. She bought me a shirtwaist ... a blue
print with red buttons and a hat, such a hat
I had never seen. I took my old brown dress
and shawl and threw them away! ... When
I looked in the mirror, I couldn’t get over
it. I said, boy, Sophie, look at you now. Just
like an American.” Immediately after arriv-
ing in the Lower East Side, Cahan’s Levinsky
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noticed that the people were better dressed
than people back home. “The poorest-look-
ing man wore a hat (instead of a cap), a stiff
collar and a necktie, and the poorest woman
wore a hat or bonnet.” Passersby looked at
Levinsky and exclaimed: “There goes a green

'"

one!” The remark stung him, for he under-
stood what they were implying: “We are not,
of course. We are Americanized.” Shortly
afterward, a friend bought Levinsky a suit,
a hat, handkerchiefs, collars, shoes, and a
necktie. “That will make you look Ameri-
can,” said his benefactor. Levinsky gazed at
himself in the mirror, “bewildered,” scarcely
recognizing himself in his “modern” out-
fit. To dress fashionably became a necessity.
“Some of the women blame me very much
because I spend so much money on clothes,”
sald a garment worker. “But a girl must have

clothes if she 1s to go into good society at
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Ulmer Park or Coney Island or the theater.
Those who blame me are the old country
people who have old-fashioned notions, but
people who have been here a long time know
better. A girl who does not dress well is stuck
in a corner, even if she is pretty.”48
Language was also an indicator of as-
similation. In Russia, most Jews had made
no effort to learn the dominant language,
but as immigrants in America they were
eager to learn English. “Today,” observed a
resident of New York’s Jewish community in
1905, “English 1s more and more the lan-
guage spoken on the East Side, whereas eight
years ago it was rare to hear that tongue.”
In a letter to the Jewish Daily Forward, a
mother complained about her daughter who
had preceded her family to America: “Dur-
ing the few years she was here without us

she became a regular Yankee and forgot how
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to talk Yiddish.... She says it 1s not nice to
talk Yiddish and that I am a greenhorn.” As
a student at a public evening school, Levin-
sky was impressed by his teacher’s facility
in English: “I would hang on his lips, striv-
ing to memorize every English word I could
catch and watching intently, not only his
enunciation, but also his gestures, manners,
and mannerisms, and accepting it all as part
and parcel of the American way of speak-
ing.” More than dress, Levinsky believed,
good English was a requirement for assimi-
lation: “People who were born to speak Eng-
lish were superior beings. Even among the
fallen women I would seek those who were
real Americans.” Learning English was a way
for the immigrants to become “regular Yan-
kees” and lessen the ethnic distance between
themselves and native-born Americans.42
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The quest to become American also led
to the changing of names for some, pos-
sibly many. “They [immigrant Jews]| them-
selves seemed ready to accept the idea that
they were nobodies,” recalled the son of an
immigrant. “They were so scared that they
even dropped the pride of a family name.”
Russian -skis and -vitches were dropped,
and names like Levinsky became Levin. But
names were also Anglicized: from Bochlo-
witz to Buckley, Jacobson to Jackson, and
Stepinsky to Stevens. Many young people
happily adopted “American” first names in
school: Dvoirah became Dora; Hyman, How-
ard; Moishe, Morris; Breina, Beatrice; and
Rivka became Ruth. “My Hebrew name being
Maryashe in full, Mashke for short, Russian-
ized in Marya (Mary-ya),” said Mary Antin,
“my friends said that it would hold good in
English as Mary; which was very disappoint-
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ing, as I longed to possess a strange-sound-
ing American name.”29

American holidays and consumerism be-
came popular in the Jewish colony. The
Yiddish daily Forward noted that Jews en-
joyed giving presents at Christmastime and
that this practice was “the first thing”
that demonstrated one was not a “green-
horn.” For many newcomers, historian An-
drew R. Heinze observed, the goal was
to become an “allrightnik,” “the successful
Jewish immigrant who adopted American
habits, particularly habits of consumption,
so thoroughly as to blend into the group of
cosmopolitan Jews who had attained a high
degree of cultural assimilation.” Ownership
of luxury goods proclaimed silently that the
newcomer was a prospective citizen, and not
Europe’s “wretched refuse” coming to Amer-

ica’s “teeming shore.” By adapting to abun-
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dance, the immigrants were adopting Amer-
ica.21

Not to be a “greenhorn” also meant to
take summer vacations at resorts, especially
in the Catskill Mountains. As Jewish 1mmi-
grants raised themselves economically and
socially, they began flocking to cottages and
hotels in small towns like Tannersville and
Hunter. “One of the latest fashions among
the poor people of the East Side,” the Com-
mercial Advertiser reported in 1899, “is for
the father of a family to send his wife and
children to the mountains for the summaer.
Not that East Side prosperity has placed
some of the luxuries within reach of the
poor. On the contrary, board in the Catskills
has come down to a point where the ‘keep’ of
a workingman’s family in a boardinghouse
1s almost as cheap as it is at home 1n the

city.” The resorts also offered opportunities
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to flaunt newly acquired accoutrements that
trumpeted their success. “The only good
thing about the Catskills is the fresh air)”
observed the Forward wryly, “but instead of
taking advantage of it, the women sit on the
porch like a fashion show, each one showing
off her clothes and jewelry.”

And herein the Catskill what do Jews
believe?

In kosher, certainly; in Shabbes, less,
(But somewhat, for they smoke in
secret then.)

In Rosh Hashanah and in Yom
Kippur,
In charity and in America;
But most of all in pinochle and poker,
In dancing and in jazz, in risque
stories,



A DIFFERENT MIRROR

And everything that’s smart and up-
to-date.

As Jewish businessmen, wives, garment
workers, teachers, shopkeepers, and children
spent their summers in the Catskills, they
were participating in “a distinctly Jewish
version of the American vacation,” an ex-
travagant custom “fulfilling the vision of the
earthly paradise” that the immigrants had
carried to America.22

One of the “allrightniks” who vac-
ationed in the Catskills was David Levin-
sky. He had gone there like the others
—the “cloak-manufacturers, shirt-manufac-
turers, ladies’-waist-manufacturers, cigar-
manufacturers, clothiers, furriers, jewelers,
leather-goods men, real-estate men, phys-
icians, dentists, lawyers” and their fam-

1lies. In most cases, these vacationers were
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“people who had blossomed out into nabobs
in the course of the last few years,” Levinsky
reported. “The crowd was ablaze with dia-
monds, painted cheeks, and bright-colored
silks,” “a babel of self-consciousness,” a mi-
nature of “parvenu smugness.” As a wealthy
garment manufacturer, Levinsky “paraded”
his newly acquired manners, his neckties,
and his English vocabulary.23

For Jewish men to be “American” meant
to participate in the world of business.
But for married Jewish immigrant women,
it meant to stay at home. A government
study conducted in 1907-8 found that only
8 percent of Russian-Jewish wives were
wage earners, compared with 17 percent
for southern Italians. Actually, many Jew-
1sh wives had incomes—the rent from their
boarders: 56 percent of Jewish immigrant
households in 1911 had boarders. Wives
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could also work in family businesses, and
many of them could be seen and heard
hawking from pushcarts. “At the time when
girls were married it was terrible [for them)]
to go to work.... That was forbidden,” re-
called an immigrant woman. “[But] if they
worked in their own business, they could
have worked day and night.”24

Not encouraged, perhaps not even per-
mitted to be wage-earning workers, the Jew-
ish wife was expected to be a baleboste, an
“owner of the home,” taking care of domestic
responsibilities such as preparing meals and
paying the bills. “We were high class with
low-class means,” an immigrant daughter
recalled. “We just didn’t let a woman like my
mother go to work, even if she wanted to.”
Marriage meant the end of working outside
the home. “When I came here I was thirteen

and a half,” said Mollie Linker. At the age of
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fifteen years, she was working and took “al-
most three hundred people [out] on strike.”
“I got married at eighteen.... Then the babies
came.” Mollie Linker’s father-in-law told her
that as a mother it was “a shame to go to
work.” Similarly, Ruth Katz recalled: “At the
time I came [to America], the woman was
home cooking and cleaning and raising the
children. Women weren'’t supposed to go out
and work.... That I think we brought from
Europe, that a Jewish wife should not go to
work.”22

While the role of the baleboste was im-
ported, staying home for Jewish wives and
mothers represented an American adapta-
tion. In Russia, it had reflected the trad-
itional notion of the husband’s economic
importance; here it acquired a new ven-
eer. An Old World tradition had become

a signature of bourgeois success in the
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New World. “Over time,” wrote the his-
torian Susan A. Glenn, “Jewish immigrants
became increasingly sensitive to bourgeois
notions of respectability.” Seeking to iden-
tify themselves with “upwardly mobile, as-
similated Americans,” many insisted that a
wife should “devote herself exclusively to
her domestic obligations and leave the task
of breadwinning to the husband.” To have
the luxury of not working meant that Jew-
ish wives and their families were no longer
“ereenhorns” and that they had “made it”
socially and economically. They had entered
the world of “civility.”2°

But Jewish “success” was earned. “Most
New York City Jews did not make the leap
from poverty to the middle class by going
to college,” historian Selma C. Berrol found.
“Rather, widespread utilization of second-
ary and higher education followed improve-
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ments 1n economic status and was as much
a result as a cause of upward mobility.” As
skilled workers, as unionized laborers, and as
businessmen, many Jewish immigrants had
already begun their “rise” and had the eco-
nomic means to support the education of
their children.2”

Jewish immigrant fathers and mothers
were driven by a determination to have
their children become professionals rather
than peddlers, tailors, merchants, and gar-
ment factory workers. Parents wanted their
children to get out of blue-collar jobs and
into white-collar employment, to have occu-
pations “higher than the dirty work in a fac-
tory.” Describing the Jewish commitment to
education, the Daily Forward editorialized:
“The Jew undergoes privation, spills blood,
to educate his child. In [this] is reflected one
of the finest qualities of the Jewish people. It
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shows our capacity to make sacrifices for our
children ... as well as our love for education,
for intellectual efforts.”28

However, the beneficiaries of this deter-
mination to educate the American-born gen-
eration were mainly the sons, and many of
the “sacrifices” were made by their sisters,
earning money in the sweatshops of the
Lower East Side. After the Triangle Shirt-
waist Factory fire, Elizabeth Dutcher of the
Women’s Trade Union League spoke to the
families of the victims and was surprised
to learn how much these young women
had been contributing to family budgets.
They had been “supporting old fathers and
mothers, both in this country and abroad;
mothering and supporting younger brothers
and sisters, sending brothers to high school,
to art school, to dental college, to engineer-

ing courses.” In 1910, the income of working
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daughters amounted to nearly 40 percent of
the family’s yearly earnings.22

With young Jewish women working,
their brothers were able to go to college.
A 1910 survey of the working-class sec-
tions of New York City found that there
were more Jews above the age of sixteen
still in school than any other ethnic group.
Soon Jewish students began crowding into
the colleges and universities in New York
and elsewhere on the East Coast. “The thirst
for knowledge,” the New York Evening Post
reported in 1905, “...fills our city colleges
and Columbia’s halls with the sons of Heb-
rews who came over 1n steerage.” By 1916,
Jewish students were ubiquitous on college
campuses in the city—44 percent of the en-
rollment at Hunter College and 73 percent
at City College. A government report noted

how City College was “practically filled with
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Jewish pupils, a considerable proportion of
them children of Russian or Polish immi-
grants on the East Side.” Jewish students had
also begun to enter Harvard, and by 1920
this elite school’s population was 20 percent
Jewish.89

But the increasing presence of Jewish
students at Harvard provoked a backlash. In
1923, a writer for The Nation complained
that the upwardly mobile Jew sent “his chil-
dren to college a generation or two sooner
than other stocks,” and that consequently
there were “in fact more dirty Jews and tact-
less Jews in college than dirty and tactless
Italians, Armenians, or Slovaks.” Anti-Sem-
itic murmurs and complaints swept across
the campus. A dormitory at Harvard was
called “Little Jerusalem” because of its large
number of Jewish students. Expressions of
resentment and ethnic epithets began to cir-

5 286 H, #5208

culate: “Jews are an unassimilable race, as
dangerous to a college as indigestible food
to man.” “They are governed by selfishness.”
“They do not mix. They destroy the unity
of the college.” “They memorize their books!
Thus they keep the average of scholarship
so high that others with a degree of com-
mon sense, but less parrot-knowledge, are
prevented from attaining a representative
grade.”®1

President Abbott Lawrence Lowell an-
nounced that the college had a “Jewish prob-
lem” and led efforts to curb their enrollment.
“It 1s the duty of Harvard,” he wrote pri-
vately in a letter to a member of the Board
of Overseers on March 29, 1922, “to receive
just as many boys who have come, or whose
parents have come, to this country without
our background as we can effectively edu-

cate; including in education the imparting,
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not only of book knowledge, but of ideas and
traditions of our people. Experience seems
to place that proportion at about 15%.” He
was planning to place a quota on Jewish-
American admissions. Two months later,
President Lowell expressed concern that
what had happened to resort hotels could
happen to Harvard: “The summer hotel
that i1s ruined by admitting Jews meets its
fate, not because the Jews it admits are of
bad character, but because they drive away
the Gentiles.... This happened to a friend
of mine with a school in New York, who
thought, on principle, that he ought to admit
Jews, but discovered in a few years that he
had no school at all. A similar thing has hap-
pened in the case of Columbia College.”%2

In a letter to the New York Times pub-
lished in June, Lowell offered another reason

why he felt it was important for Harvard
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to keep Jewish enrollment stable: “There
1s perhaps no body of men in the United
States ...
as the instructing staff of Harvard Univer-

with so little anti-Semitic feeling

sity. There is, most unfortunately, a rapidly
growing anti-Semitic feeling in this country
... fraught with very great evils for the Jews.”
Arguing that quotas would help reduce anti-
Semitism on campus, Lowell continued:
“The anti-Semitic feeling among students is
increasing, and it grows in proportion to the
increase in the number of Jews.”%3
Meanwhile, Harvard instituted new ad-
missions criteria and procedures. The new
policies stressed the need for well-rounded
rather than strictly studious students and
for “regional balance” from the interior re-
gions rather than overrepresentation from
New York City. In addition, applicants were

required to submit a passport-sized photo-
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graph “for purposes of identification and
for later use by the Dean’s office.” What
was meant by “identification” and what that
“use” would be were not explained. But it
was known that some Jews had changed
their family names, and it was thought
that Jews could be identified by their “Sem-
itic” facial features. After the establishment
of these new policies, Jewish admissions to
Harvard declined, fluctuating between 10
and 16 percent of each freshman class dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s.54

Not everyone agreed with President
Lowell. At a banquet of the Bunker Hill
Knights of Columbus, Boston mayor James
Curley criticized Harvard for seeking to bar
students because of “an accident of birth.”
An Irish American, he denounced discrimin-
ation against the Jews: “God gave them their
parents and their race, as he has given me
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mine. All of us under the Constitution are
guaranteed equality, without regard to race,
creed, or color.” Then Mayor Curley warned:
“If the Jew is barred today, the Italian will be
to-morrow, then the Spaniard and Pole, and
at some future date the Irish.”%2
Therestrictions at Harvard were part of a
larger nativist movement. In 1924, Congress
passed a severely restrictionist immigration
act. Among the bill’'s supporters was Har-
vard’s President Lowell. The law established
immigration quotas designed to reduce im-
migration from southern and eastern Eur-
ope. These quotas were based on 2 percent
of the number of foreign-born persons of
each nationality in the United Statesin 1890
—before the height of Jewish immigration.
The principle of restricting immigration ac-
cording to nationality, first introduced with

the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, was now
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given broader application, and Jewish immi-
gration sharply declined after 1924.

What made Jews seem threatening to
American society was the integration of a
culturally different group that was grow-
ing in numbers. “As the Jewish population
increases,” observed Abraham Cahan, “ani-
mosity grows with it. Nations love only
themselves, not strangers. If we get too close
to the Americans with our language and cus-
toms, they will be annoyed.... The chasm be-
tween shtetl Jews and Yankees—it’s like two
different worlds. When there are only a few
Jews, gentiles go slumming to inspect the
novelty. When the Jews fill up the streetcars
and parks, we are resented.”%%

Earlier, representing a small group, 1m-
migrant German Jews had been welcomed
In American soclety. “Wherever there 1is

a chance for enterprise and energy the
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Jew 1s to be found,” declared the Phila-
delphia Evening Telegraph appreciatively in
1872. “He brings into every community
wealth and qualities which materially assist
to strengthen and consolidate its polity....
No other element in the community i1s so
orderly.”8”

As Russian Jewish immigrants began ar-
riving in massive waves, however, this favor-
able view quickly faded. “Numerous com-
plaints have been made in regard to the Heb-
rew immigrants who lounge about Battery
Park, obstructing the walks and sitting on
the chains,” the New York Tribune reported
in 1882. “Their filthy condition has caused
many of the people who are accustomed to
go to the park to seek a little recreation
and fresh air to give up this practice.” Be-
cause many of the new immigrants had be-

come peddlers and businessmen, they were
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seen as Shylocks. In “a society of Jews and
brokers,” lamented Henry Adams in 1893, “I
have no place.” In The Passing of the Great
Race, published in 1916, Madison Grant
warned that the Jewish “dwarf stature, pe-
culiar mentality, and ruthless concentration
on self-interest” were being “engrafted upon
the stock of the nation.” During the 1920s,
Henry Ford led an anti-Semitic campaign
against “international Jews,” whose loyal-
ties were allegedly not to America but only
to their greedy interests. “Jewish financiers”
were not building “anything,” Ford argued,
and Jewish labor leaders were organizing
unions in order “to interrupt work.” Anti-
Semitism also surfaced among workers.
“The Russian Jews and the other Jews will
completely control the finances and Govern-
ment of this country in ten years, or they
will all be dead,” a workingman declared in a
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letter to the New York Sun in 1895. “The hat-
red with which they are regarded ... ought
to be a warning to them. The people of this
country ... won’t be starved and driven to
the wall by Jews who are guilty of all the
crimes, tricks, and wiles that have hitherto
been unknown and unthought of by civil-
1zed humanity.” At the street level, “Jew-bait-
ing” frequently occurred as rowdies taunted,
stoned, and pulled the beards of Jewish ped-
dlers.%8

Ironically, the very success of Jews in
America seemed to fuel anti-Semitism. The
Jews “reaped more and more dislike as they
bettered themselves,” noted historian John
Higham. “The more avidly they reached out
for acceptance and participation in Ameri-
can life, the more their reputation seemed
to suffer.” “It 1is not the failure of Jews to
be assimilated into undergraduate society
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which troubles them [President Lowell and
the supporters of quotas],” observed Hor-
ace Kallen in 1923. “They do not want
Jews to be assimilated into undergraduate
society. What troubles them i1s the com-
pleteness with which the Jews want to and
have been assimilated.” Indeed, as second-
generation Jews became educated and began
seeking white-collar employment in gentile
companies, they often encountered discrim-
ination. Classified job listings sometimes
specified “Christians only.” Many hospitals
turned away Jewish doctors for internships,
and prestigious law firms refused to hire
Jewish lawyers. The doors to university fac-
ulty appointments were often closed to Jews.
A young Jewish-American professor of lit-
erature at Columbia University, Lionel Trill-
ing, was told by his chairman in 1936 that
his department was not prepared to keep “a
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Freudian, a Marxist, and a Jew ... at our kind
of institution.”®2

Antagonism against Jews sharpened as
they began moving out of the Lower East
Side, closing the distances between them
and gentile America. Seeking new homes in
more middle-class areas, they often encoun-
tered restrictive covenants—clauses in deeds
that explicitly prohibited selling of the prop-
erty to Jews. Around the turn of the century,
Jews began moving uptown to Harlem. “For
rent” signs warned that they were not wel-
come: “Keine Juden, und keine Hunde” (“No
Jews, No Dogs”). But the Jews kept settling in
Harlem, and one of its neighborhoods even-
tually came to be known as “Little Russia.”
“Calvary Presbyterian Church,” the New York
Times reported, “is now one of the prettiest

little Jewish synagogues in ... New York.”ZY
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During the 1920s, over one hundred
thousand Jews left the Lower East Side,
crossing Delancey Street as they spread into
the Bronx and Brooklyn. There in “the wilds
of the Bronx,” the “country” at the end of
a long subway ride, they could live on tree-
lined streets still bordered by open fields and
vacant lots. As a young boy, Michael Gold ac-
companied his father to see a house for sale
in Brooklyn. “The suburb was a place of half-
finished skeleton houses and piles of lumber
and brick,” he later wrote. “Paved streets ran
in rows between empty fields where only the
weeds rattled. Real estate signs were stuck
everywhere. In the midst of some rusty cans
and muck would be a sign shouting, ‘This
Wonderful Apartment House Site for Sale!”
Similarly, Zalman Yoffeh recalled: “When 1
was nine years old, my mother heard of
a wonderful bargain in the then sparsely-
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populated Brownsville [in Brooklyn|—four
rooms with a private bathroom. We moved
there.”’L

While 1t was not like the movement
out of Egypt or Russia, another exodus
had begun. “The young married people are
going to the outlying districts of the Bronx
and Brooklyn,” observed a settlement house
worker in 1925. “Their standards of living
are higher than those of their parents. They
seek better homes ... for the price they can
afford to pay.” They wanted to leave the
dingy and dirty alleys of the Lower East
Side where some “greenhorns” still lived
and reside in “American” neighborhoods.
“The generation that entered the immigrant
ghetto,” wrote historian Ben Halpern, “was
confronted by one overwhelming task: to get
out, or to enable the next generation to get

out.” /2



A DIFFERENT MIRROR

Many Jews managed to get out of the
colony, but their migrations led to “concen-
trated dispersal.” They settled together in
the newer neighborhoods and suburbs of
New York. During the 1920s, the percentage
of New York’s Jews living in neighborhoods
which were at least 40 percent Jewish in-
creased from 54 to 72 percent. This new resi-
dential pattern was shaped not only by anti-
Semitic housing discrimination, but also by
Jewish networks of friends and family who
shared information about available hous-
Ing in Jewish neighborhoods. Also assisting
them in their quest for new homes were Jew-
1sh real estate brokers and Jewish builders.
Russian Jewish contractors, “with hosts of
carpenters, bricklayers, plumbers,” observed
Abraham Cahan, built housing in the Bronx
and Brooklyn. “Vast areas of meadowland
and rock were turned by them, as by a magic

5 2908, £ 5208

wand, into densely populated avenues and
streets of brick and mortar. Under the spell
of their activity, cities ... sprang up within
the confines of Greater New York in the
course of three or four years.”’2

They were migrating again, this time
from the Lower East Side. Years earlier, the
refugees had fled the shtetls of Russia to
what they called the Promised Land. Like
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s imagined Dutch sailors,
they saw America as a “fresh, green breast of
the new world,” where Gatz could reinvent
himself into Gatsby.’’ Determined to rise
from “greenhorns,” Jews passionately em-
braced the country’s possibilities, striving to
assimilate and become Americans. But as
they made their journey into their adopted
homeland, they fearfully watched the emer-

gence of an evil empire in Europe that would
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lead to a ghastly defining moment in Jewish
history./4
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EL NORTE

Up from Mexico

TO THE JEWISH exiles, America was “the
Promised Land,” and to the immigrants from
Mexico, it was “El Norte.”

Unlike the immigrants from Asia and
Europe, Mexicans lived in a country that
bordered the United States. Entry was easy.
“All you had to do coming from Mexico, if
you were a Mexican citizen,” recalled Cleofas
Calleros, who came with his family in the
early 1900s, “was to report at the immi-
gration office on the American side ... give
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your name, the place of your birth, and
where you were going to.” Most of the immi-
grants did not even bother to report to the
immigration authority. They simply walked
across the shallow Rio Grande. A federal offi-
cial observed: “These immigrants appear at
the border in sombrero, sarape, and sandals,
which, before crossing the river, they usually
exchange for a suit of ‘American’ clothing,
shoes, and a less conspicuous hat.”1

Like the Japanese immigrants who were
arriving about the same time, Mexicans saw
America as a land of opportunity. In villages
and towns where they had been born and ex-
pected to live out their lives, they welcomed
their brothers and friends returning from
work in the United States. A song filled their
imaginations with extravagant hopes and

vivid images of success:
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If only you could see how nice
the United States is;

that is why the Mexicans

are crazy about it.

Your watch is on its chain

and your scarf-pin in your tie
and your pockets always filled
with plenty of silver.2

From El Norte, immigrants wrote to
friends and relatives back home: “Come!
come! come over it is good here.” The news
set off a chain reaction that brought “others
and others.” In this way, just one person
coming here led to the migration of twenty-
eight families from his village. “Since I was
very small I had the idea of going out to
know the world,” Jesus Garza recalled. “As I
had heard a lot about the United States it

was my dream to come here.”2
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Such dreams created a tremendous pull
to the north. “If anyone has any doubt about
the volume of this class of immigrant,” an
American reporter wrote in 1914, “a visit to
South Texas would reveal the situation. In
a day’s journey by automobile through that
region one passes hundreds of Mexicans, all
journeying northward on foot, on burroback
and 1n primitive two-wheel carts. They are
so numerous as to almost fill the highways
and byways. When questioned many of
them will tell you that they fled from Mexico
to escape starvation. In a great number of in-
stances the refugees have friends or relatives
in this country who have told them of the
wealth and prosperity of the wonderful ES-
TADOS UNIDOS.”#

Mexicans were also pushed from their
homeland. Large landholders and specula-
tors had been expropriating small farms and
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uprooting rural families. An 1883 land law
allowed private land-development compan-
les to receive up to one-third of any land
they surveyed and subdivided. Forced to be-
come tenant farmers and sharecroppers, the
peasants had become especially vulnerable
to exploitation. “The owners gave us the
seeds, the animals, and the land,” recalled
Elias Garza after he had moved to Los An-
geles, “but it turned out that when the crop
was harvested there wasn’t anything left
for us even if we had worked very hard.
That was terrible. Those land owners were
robbers.” Migrating to cities, Mexican peas-
ants suffered from cyclical unemployment
as industries expanded and contracted. “The
Mexican people, with industries dying...,”
Marcelo Villegas observed, “are crushed,
starved, and driven out of their country.”2

In addition to poverty, there was the
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danger of violence. The 1910 Mexican Revo-
lution forced tens of thousands of refugees
to flee northward. “We were running away
from the rebellion,” said Jesus Moreno, who
arrived in Los Angeles with his family in
1915. “There were a lot of people coming
to that city [El Paso] because of the Revolu-
tion.... We came to the United States to wait
out the conclusion of the Revolution. We
thought it would be over in a few months.”
These political refugees had planned to re-
turn to Mexico. “I would rather cut my throat
before changing my Mexican nationality,”
explained Carlos Ibanez. “I am only wait-
ing until conditions get better, until there
1s absolute peace before I go back.” But the
waiting stretched into years and years. “Of
course I have never thought of changing my
citizenship,” sighed Fernando Sanchez in the
1920s, “but the truth is that I don’t know
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when I will go back to Mexico for things are
getting worse there day by day on account of
the revolutions.”®

And so Mexicans went northward in
search of safety and work. “We left Durango
because work was very scarce,” Pedro Vil-
lamil recalled, “and we were told that one
could get good money in the United States
and there was work for whoever wanted it.”
An immigrant construction worker in Santa
Barbara explained: “Where I came from I
used to work ten hours for $1.25.... Then
I came here and they paid $1.25 for eight
hours—it was good.” “It 1s only natural,” the
Mexican newspaper El Paso del Norte com-
mented, “that the ‘Supreme Law of Neces-
sity’ obliges all these people to emigrate to
a foreign land in search of higher wages.”
A contemporary reported that there was a

“steady drift of labor from south to north,”
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drawn by American wages two to three
times higher than wages in Mexico. Carlos
Ibanez explained he was paid so little for his
labor 1n Zacatecas that he did not “even re-
member how much it was.” So he decided to
leave Mexico “in search of fortune” in Cali-
fornia.”

What accelerated the movement of Mexi-
cans to the United States was the develop-
ment of transportation: in 1895, the Mexi-
can International Railroad had extended a
line nine hundred miles into Mexico, linking
the Texas border town of Eagle Pass with
Durango. The railroad triggered a mass mi-
gration. “There 1s not a day in which pas-
senger trains do not leave for the border,
full of Mexican men who are going in gangs
to work on railroad lines in the United
States,” reported a Mexican newspaper in

1904. “Each week five or six trains are run

00%
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from Laredo,” the Los Angeles Times reported
in 1916, “carrying Mexicans who have been
employed by labor agents, and similar ship-
ments are being made from other border
points.”8

Traveling by rail overnight, the migrants
traversed great geographical as well as cul-
tural distances. One of their songs told what

it felt like to cross the border by train:

The fleeting engine

Can’t do anything good

Because at dusk it is at home

And at dawn in a strange country.2

When they woke up, they found themselves
far from familiar sights and sounds. A som-
berness swept over them as they wondered
what crossing the border would mean for
them.
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Most of the immigrants were from the
agricultural labor class, and they were pre-
dominantly young—between the ages of fif-
teen and forty-four. They included women:
either a man brought his family with him,
or he migrated first to find a job and a place
to live and then sent for his family. Between
1900 and 1930, the Mexican population
in the Southwest grew from an estimated
375,000 to 1,160,000, the majority of them
born in Mexico. The new immigrants settled
in Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and Califor-
nia, and spread as far away as Michigan and
Ilinois.19 As the migrants crossed the bor-
der, they sang:

Good-bye, my beloved country,
now I am going away....

I go to the United States

to seek to earn a living.
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Good-bye, my beloved land,;

I bear you in my heart 11

Sprinkling the Fields with the
Sweat of Their Brows

During the early twentieth century, Mexi-
cans were enticed across the border because
their labor was needed. “I have had to work
very hard where I have found work,” said one
of them, “whether it was on the railroad, in
the cotton fields or beet fields, in the hotels
as a waiter, as an elevator man, or in the as-
phalt.” Indeed, Mexicans worked in a wide
range of jobs.12

A rural people in Mexico, many of the
newcomers became urban industrial work-
ers in America. “In southern California and
iIn Texas,” a researcher found in 1908,
“Mexicans do most of the excavating and
road building, and are otherwise employed
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on public works.” In 1928, a Texas official
estimated that Mexicans represented about
75 percent of all construction labor in the
state. Mexicans were hired mainly as man-
ual laborers. White labor unions jealously
protected the skilled jobs by creating a two-
tiered labor market that reflected a racial
division. “I have gone from one place to an-
other working as a laborer,” Policarpo Castro
said in the 1920s, “for I haven’t found any-
thing else because the masons’ union don’t
want to admit Mexicans.... But although I
have worked as a laborer I have always
tried to learn everything that I could. I
have worked in cement, in a brick-yard, lay-
Ing pipes ...
of work, even how to make entrances and

and have learned all that sort
walks for a garage with an incline. All that

will do me some good in Mexico.... I know
that if I want to amount to something in

00%
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any work I will have to do it there in Mex-
1co, because the Americans only despise us.”
A Mexican bluntly explained why he was
not able to be a carpenter: “They [whites]
wouldn’t let me on account of my race—dis-
crimination.”13

In Los Angeles, 70 percent of the Mexi-
cans were unskilled blue-collar workers in
1918, compared to only 6 percent for An-
glos. “In... many communities,” a journalist
observed 1n 1929, “it 1s the Mexicans who
do the common labor. In fact, we have im-
ported them for that very purpose.” In El
Paso, only 5 percent of the Mexicans were in
professional and managerial occupations in
1920, compared to 30 percent of the Anglos.
“There were no Mexican men or women,
boys or girls, working in the banks,” Cleofas
Calleros recalled. “American offices, like in-

surance offices ... they never hired Mexi-
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cans.” Most workers were locked into low
blue-collar occupations. Mexican heads of
households living 1n Santa Barbara in 1900,
for example, were still employed in the same
jobs thirty years later.14

The urban Mexican workforce included
women, employed in garment factories, food
processing plants, and canneries. Working
in the canneries was especially punishing. A
“harsh cannery whistle” shattered the “air
at midnight” or the “frozen black hours of
the near dawn” to rouse the workers from
their beds. Then they rushed to the cannery
as they buttoned their clothes, their “teeth
chattering all the way.” Inside the cannery,
they felt the cold of the salt wind as they cut
the heads and guts from the sardines. The
fish kept coming down the chute, and they
had to work faster and faster. Finally, the
“silver stream” stopped flowing, and they

00%
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went home tired, splattered with fish blood.
But they had some money to buy food and
pay the rent.12

In the Midwest and East, Mexicans
worked in steel mills, packing houses, and
automobile assembly plants. In the South-
west, they found employment in the rail-
road companies. “[They| are not subject to
agitators,” a labor supplier stated. “They’re
not organized. They’re peaceable ... and will
work on the desert or anywhere the Santa
Fe wants to put them.” The chief engineer
of the Santa Fe Railroad commented: “The
Mexican cannot be driven like the Negro,
but anyone who knows how to manage the
Mexicans can get more work out of them
than any other class.” A federal official listed
the reasons why Mexicans made good rail-
road workers: “As a laborer the Mexican

immigrant is said to be unambitious, phys-
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ically not strong, and somewhat [indigent]
and irregular, but against this is put the fact
that he is docile, patient, orderly in camp,
fairly intelligent under competent super-
vision, obedient, and cheap. His strongest
point with the employers is his willingness
to work for a low wage.”16

Most Mexicans, however, worked in agri-
culture. In California, farmers turned in-
creasingly to Mexican labor as immigration
laws such as the 1907 Gentlemen’s Agree-
ment and the 1924 Immigration Act ex-
cluded Asian labor. “We have no Chinamen;
we have not the Japs,” farmers argued. “The
Hindu 1s worthless; the Filipino i1s noth-
ing, and the white man will not do the
work.” “Due to their crouching and bending
habits,” claimed Dr. George Clements of the
Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce’s Agri-

cultural Department, the “oriental and Mexi-

00%
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can” were suited to tasks in the fields, while
whites were “physically unable to adapt”
themselves to such work. A cotton grower in
California’s Imperial Valley declared that the
farmers needed Mexicans as stoop laborers:
“We mean to get Mexicans for the work and
get all we need.” By the 1920s, at least three-
fourths of California’s two hundred thou-
sand farm laborers were Mexican.1/
Mexican agricultural laborers also be-
came indispensable in Texas. The state em-
ployment service estimated that of the three
hundred thousand full-time migrant work-
ers in the state, 10 percent were Anglo, 5
percent black, and 85 percent Mexican. An
official of the San Antonio Chamber of Com-
merce declared: “Yes, sir, we are dependent
on the Mexican farm-labor supply, and we
know it. Mexican farm-labor is rapidly prov-

ing the making of this State.” A newspaper

5 297 8, #*£ 5208

described the widespread agricultural em-
ployment of Mexicans: “To meet the demand
agents have been sent across the border
into Mexico. Many of those [recruited Mexi-
can workers] going into the cotton fields of
Texas are accompanied by their entire fam-
ilies. This is to the liking of the planters,
for it is maintained that children as a rule
will pick as much cotton as the grown-ups.”
Texas farmers repeatedly offered similar ex-
planations for the widespread employment
of Mexicans: “The white people won’t do the
work and they won’t live as the Mexicans
do on beans and tortillas and in one room
shacks.” “Whites cannot be as easily dom-
ineered, led, or directed as the Mexicans.”
“I prefer Mexican labor to other classes of
labor. It is more humble and you get more for
your money.” “No other class we could bring

00%
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to Texas could take his place. He’s a natural
farm laborer.”18

But there was nothing natural about
doing backbreaking work. Rosaura Valdez
described how much work it took to pick a
hundred pounds of cotton: “I'd have a twelve
foot sack, about this wide. I'd tie the sack
around my waist and the sack would go be-
tween my legs and I'd go on the cotton row,
picking cotton and just putting it in there. So
when we finally got it filled real good then
we would pick up the sack, toss it up on our
shoulders, and then I would walk, put it up
there on the scale and have it weighed, put in
back on my shoulder, climb up a ladder on a
wagon and empty that sack in.”12

Farm work was seasonal and migratory,
with laborers following the crops. “Each
family traveling on its own, they came in

trucks piled with household goods or packed
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in the secondhand fotingos [travel-worn
Fords] and chevees. The trucks and cars were
ancient models, fresh out of a used-car lot,
with license tags of many states.” Where
they would be living at any given time was
determined by where the jobs were. “We
went to Calipatria [California] and the whole
family of us engaged in cotton picking,” said
Anastacio Torres. “They paid very well at the
time. They paid us $2.00 or $1.75 for every
100 pounds of cotton which we picked and
as all of the family picked we managed to
make a good amount every day. When the
cotton crop of 1919 was finished we went to
Los Angeles and then I got a job as a laborer
with a paper manufacturing company. They
paid me $3.40 a day for eight hours’ work. I
was at that work for some time and then re-
turned to the Imperial Valley for lemon pick-

ing.”29
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Conditions in the migrant labor camps
were squalid and degrading. “Shelters were
made of almost every conceivable thing—
burlap, canvas, palm branches,” reported a
minister describing a camp 1n the Imper-
1al Valley. There were no wooden floors, and
chicken yards adjoined the shelters. Next to
the houses was a huge pile of manure with
children tumbling in it as though it were
a haystack. “There were flies everywhere....
We found one woman carrying water in
large milk pails from the irrigation ditch.
The water was brown with mud, but we
were assured that after it had been allowed
to settle that it would be clear and pure....
There were no baths.” The growers felt no
responsibility for the housing conditions or
the welfare of their workers. They thought
of Mexicans as “here today and elsewhere
tomorrow.” Commenting on the Mexican la-
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borers, a farmer bluntly stated: “They have
finished harvesting my crops, I will kick
them out on the country road. My obligation
is ended.”4L

Feeling they were entitled to dignity as
well as better working conditions and higher
wages, Mexicans actively participated in
labor struggles, especially during the Great
Depression. Between 1928 and 1933, Mexi-
can farm laborers in California had their
wages cut from 35 cents to 14 cents an
hour. In response, they supported strikes
led by trade unions such as the Confed-
eracion de Uniones de Obreras Mexicanas
(Confederation of Mexican Labor Unions)
and La Union de Trabajadores del Valle Im-
perial (the Imperial Valley Workers’ Union).
Their labor militancy contradicted and chal-
lenged stereotypes of Mexican passivity.

“The growers became genuinely alarmed,”
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reported an investigator for the California
Department of Industrial Relations during
one of the strikes. “Heretofore they have
been accustomed to considering the Mexi-
can workers as bovine and tractable individ-
uals, best adapted to the climatic conditions
in the Imperial Valley and therefore the most
desirable workers in the valley. The organ-
1zation of a union of Mexican laborers seems
to have evoked in the growers an ardent wish
for its earlest demise.”22

One of the most powerful Mexican
strikes occurred in 1933 when twelve thou-
sand laborers in the San Joaquin Valley re-
sisted wage reductions. The mostly Mexi-
can workforce turned down the growers’
wage rate of 60 cents per hundredweight of
picked cotton and struck for a rate of $1.00.
To break the strike, employers evicted the

strikers from their camps and dumped their
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belongings on the highway; they also used
the local police to arrest the strike leaders
and disrupt the picket lines. “We protect our
farmers here in Kern County,” a deputy sher-
iff told an interviewer. “They are our best
people. They are always with us. They keep
the country going. They put us here and they
can put us out again, so we serve them. But
the Mexicans are trash. They have no stand-
ard of living. We herd them like pigs.” The
local media also joined the attack on the
strikers. “If the strike continues, it is more
than likely that every last one of you will
be gathered into one huge bull pen,” a news-
paper threatened. “Many of you don’t know
how the United States government can run
a concentration camp.... Do you want to face
the bull pen? Do you want to be deported to
Mexico?”23
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Mexican strikers refused to be intimi-
dated. Striking women were particularly ac-
tive: they posted picket lines daily, the older
women in rebozos (shawls) and the younger
women wearing flapper styles. They urged
the strikebreakers to support their struggle.
“Don’t be sell outs!” they shouted. “Join the
strike. We also have to eat and we also have
family.” Lydia Ramos experienced a tremen-
dous sense of solidarity: “We didn’t know
what union it was or who was organizing
or nothing. We just knew that there was a
strike and that we were not going to break a
strike.” Asked why not, she answered: “Well,
we believe 1n justice. So I want everything
that’s good for me and I want everything
that’s good for somebody else. Not just for
them ... but equality and justice. If you're
going to break somebody’s strike, that’s just
going against your beliefs.” In the end, the
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strikers won a compromise wage rate of 75
cents per hundredweight.24

The strikes reflected a deep discontent in
El Norte. One of the strikers, Juan Berzun-
zolo, had come here in 1908 and worked on
the tracks of the Southern Pacific and in the
beet fields of Colorado. “I have left the best
of my life and my strength here,” he said,
“sprinkling with the sweat of my brow the

fields and factories of these gringos.”42

Tortillas and Rotis: Mixed Marriages

Sprinkling the fields with the sweat of their
brows alongside Mexican workers were 1im-
migrants from India. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, workers from the Pun-
jab region of India began arriving on the
West Coast. By 1920, some sixty-four hun-
dred had entered the United States. Most of
them were Sikhs. Their religion of Sikhism
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had been founded in the sixteenth century
by Guru Nanak in his effort to unite Mus-
lims and all castes of Hindus. Wearing their
traditional headdress, the newcomers were
described as “the tide of turbans.” “Always
the turban remains,” a witness wrote, “the
badge and symbol of their native land, their
native customs and religion.” Picking fruit
in the orchards of California, the men with
their twisted white turbans were seen as “an
exotic thing in the western landscape.”2°
The Indian immigrants had been farm-
ers or farm laborers in the Punjab: 80 percent
came from the “Jat,” or farmer caste. After
the 1882 Exclusion Act prohibited the entry
of Chinese workers and the 1907 Gentle-
men’s Agreement cut off the supply of Jap-
anese labor, growers turned to Asian Indians
along with Mexicans, to reduce the labor

shortage.2”
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Like the Mexican laborers, the Sikhs fol-
lowed the harvesting of the different crops.
The “turbaned” workers “were continually
on the wing,” reported Annette Thackwell
Johnson for the Independent magazine in
1922, “coming from the melon and cotton
fields in the Imperial Valley, en route to
the fig orchards and vineyards of Fresno, or
the rice fields near Sacramento.” Farm work
was one of constant movement. “During the
grape picking season great numbers of them
are in Fresno County,” a Stockton lawyer
said. “At the time of rice harvesting there
will be about a thousand of them near Wil-
lows; during the cotton season in Imperial
Valley (this being when the weather is very
hot), they go to that place for work.” The
workday was long and the work backbreak-
ing. “We got up at half past three,” said
a Sikh, “and before the first faint daylight
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was visible we were ready for work. Peri-
odically the boss—an American foreman—
would come into the fields and yell, ‘Hurry
up! Hurry up!”28

The Sikh farm laborers constituted
a community without women. In 1914,
women represented only 00.24 percent of
the 5,000 Asian Indians in California. Very
few Asian Indian women emigrated, and
after the enactment of the 1917 exclusion
law, men with wives in India could not bring
them to the United States. The men thought
about returning to India and bringing their
wives back. “I knew that if I went back to
India to join her, we would never be allowed
to come back to the United States,” said
Bagga Singh Sunga of El Centre “If we had
our women here,” said a fellow countryman,
“our whole life would be different.”22

Anti-miscegenation laws had prohibited
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Punjabi men from marrying white women,
so many of them married Mexicans. In cen-
tral California, 76 percent of the Sikhs had
Mexican wives, most of them twelve to
twenty years younger. They had met each
other while working in the fields and or-
chards and developed relationships leading
to marriage.

Love was not the only reason why Sikhs
married Mexican women. Most of them had
been farmers in India, and they wanted to
become farmers in California. But the Alien
Land Act of 1913 had prohibited landowner-
ship to “aliens ineligible to naturalized
citizenship,” and Asian Indians were not
“white.” Sikhs discovered that they could
own land through their Mexican wives.
Lohar Bupara married Teresa, a Mexican im-
migrant, and purchased land for farming
near Delano under her name. Inder Singh, a
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farmer in the Imperial Valley, told an inter-
viewer in 1924: “Two years ago I married a
Mexican woman and through her I am able
to secure land for farming. Your land law
can’t get rid of me now; I am going to stay.”
Many Sikh-Mexican marriages involved sis-
ters: one sister would marry an Asian Indian
man and then introduce her sister to a friend
of her husband. Mir Dad, for example, mar-
ried Susana Lopez in 1924. He had met her
while visiting his friend Mir Alam Khan, the
husband of Susana’s younger sister, Maria.
Similarly, Moola Singh married Maria La To-
chariain 1932, then her sister Julia married
Mota Singh and another sister, Hortencia,
married Natha Singh. Their marriages to
Mexican women were generally not accepted
by their families in India. “It used to be
that our folks in India objected to such mar-
riages,” said Sucha Singhin 1924. He himself
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had not written to his family about his mar-
riage to a Mexican. “I suppose others have
told them about it, but I do not care even if
they should be ‘sour’ about it.”39

In these Sikh-Mexican families, cultural
traditions were often melded. Foods, for
example, were interchanged—tortillas for
rotis or jalapenos for Punjabi chili peppers.
Languages were also mixed together. The
Mexican wives generally understood some
Punjabi, but the children spoke English and
Spanish in the home. Punjabi fathers learned
to speak Spanish. The children were usu-
ally given Spanish first names like Armando,
Jose, and Rudolfo. A few of the sons had
Indian names, but they went by Spanish
names or nicknames. Mexican mothers told
an interviewer: “Gurbachen? Oh, you mean
Bacho,” and “Kishen? That’'s Domingo.”

Lohar and Teresa Bupara named their three
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children Sarjit, Oscar, and Ana Luisa. The
oldest, Sarjit, spoke Spanish, English, and
Punjabi. The children were baptized Cath-
olic and were raised under the compadrazgo
(godparents) system of the Spanish culture
and the Catholic Church.21

On the Other Side of the Tracks

Included as laborers, Mexicans were ex-
cluded from Anglo society. They knew that
public buildings were considered “Anglo ter-
ritory” and that they were permitted to shop
in the Anglo business section of town only
on Saturdays. They could patronize Anglo
cafés, but only at the counter or for carry-
out service. “A group of us Mexicans who
were well dressed once went to a restaurant
in Amarillo,” complained Wenceslao Iglesias
in the 1920s, “and they told us that if we
wanted to eat we should go to the special de-
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partment where it said ‘For Colored People.’ I
told my friend that I would rather die from
starvation than to humiliate myself before
the Americans by eating with the Negroes.”
At sunset, Mexicans had to retreat to their
barrios on the other side of the tracks from
where the Anglos lived.32

In the morning, Mexican parents sent
their children to segregated schools. “There
would be a revolution in the community if
the Mexicans wanted to come to the white
schools,” an educator said. “Sentiment 1s bit-
terly against it. It is based on racial inferior-
ity.” The wife of an Anglo ranch manager in
Texas put it this way: “Let him [the Mexican]
have as good an education but still let him
know he 1s not as good as a white man. God
did not intend him to be; He would have
made them white if He had.” For many An-
glos, Mexicans also represented a threat to
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their daughters. “Why don’t we let the Mexi-
cans come to the white school?” an Anglo
sharecropper angrily declared. “Because a
damned greaser is not fit to sit side of a white
gir] 33

In the segregated schools, Mexican chil-
dren were trained to become obedient work-
ers. Like the sugar planters in Hawaii who
wanted to keep the American-born gener-
ation of Japanese on the plantations, Anglo
farmers in Texas wanted the schools to help
reproduce the labor force. “If every [Mexi-
can] child has a high school education,” beet
sugar growers asked, “who will labor?” A
farmer in Texas explained: “If I wanted a
man I would want one of the more ignorant
ones.... Educated Mexicans are the hardest
to handle.... Itis all right to educate them no
higher than we educate them here in these
little towns. I will be frank. They would
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make more desirable citizens if they would
stop about the seventh grade.”34

Serving the interests of the growers,
Anglo educators were preparing Mexican
children to follow in the footsteps of their
parents. “It isn’'t a matter of what i1s the
best way to handle the education here to
make citizens of them,” a school trustee in
Texas stated frankly. “It is politics.” School
policy was influenced by the needs of
the local growers, he elaborated. “We don’t
need skilled or white-collared Mexicans. The
farmers are not interested in educating
Mexicans. They know that then they can get
better wages and conditions.” A Texas super-
intendent explained why schools should not
educate Mexican children: “You have doubt-
less heard that ignorance is bliss; it seems
that it 1s so when one has to transplant

onions. If aman has very much sense or edu-
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cation either, he 1s not going to stick to this
kind of work. So you see it is up to the white
population to keep the Mexican on his knees
in an onion patch.”32

“The Mexican children almost don’t re-
ceive any education,” Alonso Galvan com-
plained to an interviewer in the 1920s.
“They are taught hardly anything at the
schools to which the Mexican children go,
and I have heard many teachers, farmers and
members of a School Board say, “What do the
Mexicans want to study for when they won'’t
be needed as lawyers? They should be taught
to be good; they are needed for cotton pick-
ing and work on the railroads.” A student
remembered his sixth-grade teacher advis-
ing him not to continue his education and
attend high school. “Your people are here to
dig ditches,” the teacher said, “to do pick and
shovel work. I don’t think any of you should
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plan to go to high school.”2®

There were, however, some teachers who
tried to give Mexican children a sense of
dignity and self-respect. Ernesto Galarza re-
called how his school principal “Miss Hopley
and her teachers never let us forget why we
were at Lincoln; for those who were alien,
to become good Americans; for those who
were so born, to accept the rest of us.” In
his school, Americanization did not mean
“scrubbing away” what made them Mexican.
“No one was ever scolded or punished for
speaking in his native tongue on the play-
ground.” The teachers tried to pronounce
their Spanish names. “Becoming a proud
American,” Galarza said, “did not mean feel-
ing ashamed of being a Mexican.”3/

Mexican parents wanted their children
to have an education in order to get better

opportunities and jobs than they had. Isi-
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dro Osorio, who had worked on the railroad
and in agriculture, described his hope for his
children’s future: “What I know is that I have
worked very hard to earn my $4.00 a day,
and that I am an ignorant laborer, but that
1s why I want to give a little schooling to my
children so that they won’t stay like I am
and can earn more so that they won’t have
to kill themselves working.” Similarly, Jesus
Mendizabal told sociologist Manuel Gamio
in the 1920s: “I have three children nows;
they are quite large and they are all going
to school. One of them helps me a little
now working during vacations and at times
when he doesn’t go to school. I pray to God
that He may give me life to go on working,
for I would rather die than take them out
of school. I want them to amount to some-
thing, to learn all that they can, since I didn’t
learn anything.” A boy explained why his
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parents emphasized the importance of edu-
cation: “They want me to go to school so that
I won’t have to work beets.”38

Beginning in the 1920s, however, Mexi-
cans found that they were not wanted to
work in the beet fields or even to stay in
America. In 1924, legally admitted Mexicans
totaled 87,648—equal to 45 percent of the
immigrants from southern and eastern Eur-
ope. This large share reflected the fact that
the National Origins Act limited immigra-
tion from southern and eastern Europe but
did not apply to nations in the Western
Hemisphere.

This dramatic change in the racial com-
position of immigration set off nativist
alarms. To many Anglos, this new influx rep-
resented an invasion, its magnitude so large
that it seemed to threaten “a reconquest of

the Southwest.” In an obvious reference to

0/%
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Mexicans as a racially mixed group, Madi-
son Grant warned: “From the racial point of
view, it 1s not logical to limit the number of
Europeans while we throw the country open
without limitation to Negroes, Indians, and
half-breeds.” Besides entering the country
In great numbers, Mexicans were 1increasing
rapidly in numbers because of their high
birthrate. The danger was Mexican fecund-
ity, C. M. Goethe declared. “The average
American family has three children,” he cal-
culated. “Mexican laborers average between
nine and ten children to the family. At the
three-child rate a couple would have twenty-
seven great-grandchildren. At the nine-
child rate 729 would be produced. Twenty-
seven American children and 729 hybrids

'”

or Amerinds!” Another nativist charged that
Mexican men constituted a miscegenation-

ist threat to white racial purity: “If the time
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ever comes when men with a small frac-
tion of colored blood can readily find mates
among white women, the gates would be
thrown open to a final radical race mixture
of the whole population.” In a petition to
Congress sent in 1927, thirty-four promin-
ent educators demanded the preservation of
the nation’s genetic purity by including Mex-
1co in the national origins quota system. One
of the signatories was A. Lawrence Lowell,
president of Harvard University.22

Mexican immigration also seemed to
be endangering America’s cultural identity.
Vanderbilt University economics professor
Roy Garis urged white Americans to guard
against the “Mexicanization” of the South-
west. The region should be the “future home
for millions of the white race” rather than
the “dumping ground for the human hordes
of poverty striken peon Indians of Mexico.”

0/%
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The benefits derived from the “restriction of
European and the exclusion of Oriental im-
migration” should not be nullified by allow-
Ing Mexican immigration to create a “race
problem” that would “dwarf the negro prob-
lem of the South,” destroying all that was
“worthwhile” in “our white civilization.”49
Mainstream magazines and newspapers
joined the hysterical denunciation of ra-
cial and ethnic diversity, aiming barbs at
Mexican immigrants. “The simple truth 1is
that the dilution of the people and the
institutions of this country has already
gone too far,” the Saturday Evening Post edi-
torialized in March 1930. “The country is
groping, must grope, toward more rather
than less homogeneity. With the Mexicans
already here, with the as yet unassimilated
immigrants from certain European coun-

tries, and finally with the vast and growing

5 306 B, X5208

negro population, we already have an almost
superhuman task to bring about requisite
national unity. We are under no obligation
to continue to make this country an asylum
for the Mexican peon, and we should not do
so.” Two months later, the New York Times
echoed this call for the restriction of Mexi-
can immigration: “It is folly to pretend that
the more recently arrived Mexicans, who are
largely of Indian blood, can be absorbed and
incorporated into the American race.”*1

The demand for Mexican exclusion res-
onated among Anglo workers. Viewing
Mexicans as a competitive labor force, they
clamored for the closing of the border. In
1910, the American Federation of Labor’s
Advocate asked: “Is it a pretty sight to see
men, brawny American men with callouses
on their hands and empty stomachs—sit-

ting idly on benches in the plaza, while slim-
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legged peons with tortillas in their stom-
achs, work in the tall building across the
way? Do you prefer the name Fernandez,
alien, to the name, James, citizen, on your
payroll?” Five years later, the Advocate again
denounced the employment of Mexicans as
cheap laborers: “True Americans do not
want or advocate the importation of any
people who cannot be absorbed into full citi-
zenship, who cannot eventually be raised to
our highest social standard.”#2 Clearly, race
was being used as a weapon by the American
Federation of Labor: Mexicans not only con-
stituted “cheap labor” but were regarded as
incapable of becoming fully American.

Then came the Great Depression. Ren-
dered superfluous as laborers and blamed
for white unemployment, Mexicans became
the targets of repatriation programs. Hun-
gry Mexicans were sometimes granted tem-

porary relief by welfare agencies only if
they promised to return to Mexico. “Many
Mexican immigrants are returnmrg to Mex-
ico under a sense of pressure,” reported soci-
ologist Emory Bogardus in 1933. “They fear
that all welfare aid will be withdrawn if they
do not accept the offer to take them out of
our country.”43

In their repatriation efforts, private char-
ities and government agencies provided rail-
road transportation for tens of thousands
of Mexicans to their “homeland.” In Santa
Barbara, Mexicans were literally shipped out
from the Southern Pacific depot. “They [the
immigration officials] put all the people. ... in

boxcars instead of inside the trains,” a wit-
ness recalled. “They sent a lot of people from
around here too.... A big exodus.... They
were in here illegally but the moral part of
it, like separation and putting them in box-
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porary relief by welfare agencies only if
they promised to return to Mexico. “Many
Mexican immigrants are returning to Mex-
1co under a sense of pressure,” reported soci-
ologist Emory Bogardus in 1933. “They fear
that all welfare aid will be withdrawn if they
do not accept the offer to take them out of
our country.”43

In their repatriation efforts, private char-
ities and government agencies provided rail-
road transportation for tens of thousands
of Mexicans to their “homeland.” In Santa
Barbara, Mexicans were literally shipped out
from the Southern Pacific depot. “They [the
immigration officials]| put all the people. ... in
boxcars instead of inside the trains,” a wit-
ness recalled. “They sent a lot of people from
around here too.... A big exodus.... They
were in here illegally but the moral part of

it, like separation and putting them in box-
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cars....I'llnever forget aslong as I live.” Many
of the “repatriates” were children who had
been born in the United States. The Los An-
geles Chamber of Commerce estimated that
60 percent of the “repatriated” children were
American citizens “without very much hope
of ever coming back into the United States.”
Altogether about 400,000 Mexicans were
“repatriated.”44

The Barrio: A Mexican-American World

For many Mexicans, the border was only
an imaginary line between Mexico and the
United States—one that could be crossed
and recrossed at will. Living in El Norte, they
created a Mexican-American world called
the barrio.

In their ethnic enclaves located in cities
and rural towns, they did not feel like aliens
in a foreign land as they did whenever they
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crossed the railroad tracks and ventured up-
town into the Anglo world. Though their
neighborhood was a slum, a concentration
of shacks and dilapidated houses, without
sidewalks or even paved streets, the bar-
rio was home to its residents. The people
had come from different places in Mexico
and had been here for different lengths of
time, but together they formed “the colo-
nia mexicana.” “We came to know families
from Chihuahua, Sonora, Jalisco, and Dur-
ango,” remembered one of them. “Some had
come to the United States even before the
revolution, living in Texas before migrating
to California. Like ourselves, our Mexican
neighbors had come this far moving step

"43 Originally

by step, working and waiting.
from different parts of Mexico, they were in-
venting a new i1dentity: they were becoming

Mexican American.
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In theilr communities, the newcomers
celebrated national holidays like the Six-
teenth of September, Mexican Independence
Day. “We are Mexicans,” declared a speaker
at one of the celebrations, “almost all of us
here ... by our fathers or ancestors, although
we are now under a neighboring nation’s
flag to which we owe respect. Notwithstand-
ing, this respect does not prevent us from
remembering our Mexican anniversary.”
The celebrations, Ernesto Galarza recalled,
“stirred everyone in the barrio” and gave
them the feeling that they were “still Mexi-
cans.” At these festive occasions, there were
parades in the plazas attended by city and
county officials as well as Mexican consuls.
The entire town became a fandango. Col-
orful musicians strolled, and people danced
in the streets. Excited crowds shouted “viva
Mexico” and sang Mexican songs as fire-
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works exploded and muchachos (kids) lis-
tened to stories about Mexico told by the
viejitos (old ones). Bands played the national
anthems of both countries. The flags and the
colors of the United States and Mexico were
displayed together—red, white, and blue as
well as red, white, and green.4%

Their religion was a uniquely Mexican
version of Catholicism, a blending of a faith
brought from the Old World and beliefs that
had been in the New World for thousands
of years before Columbus. For the Mexicans,
God was deeply personal, caring for each of
them through their saints. In their homes,
they decorated their altars with santitos,
images of saints dear to them. They had
a special relationship with the Virgen de
Guadalupe: according to their account, she
had appeared to a poor Indian in Mexico. “I

have with me an amulet which my mother
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gave to me before dying,” a Mexican told an
interviewer. “This amulet has the Virgin of
Guadalupe on it and it is she who always pro-
tects me.” Their Virgin Mary was Mexican:
many paintings and statues represented her
as dark in complexion.4Z

What bound the people together was not
only ethnicity but also class. “We were all
poor,” a Mexican said, “we were all in the
same situation.” The barrio was a “grape-
vine of job information.” A frequently heard
word was trabajo (work), and “the com-
munity was divided in two—the many who
were looking for it and the few who had it to
offer.” Field hands, railroad workers, cannery
workers, construction laborers, and maids
came back to the barrio after work to tell one
another where the jobs were and how much
they were paid and what the food and living

quarters were like.48
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In the colony, unskilled workers from
Mexico were welcomed. “These Mexicans are
hired on this side of the Rio Grande by agents
of the larger farms, and are shipped in car
load lots, with windows and doors locked,
to their destination,” a local newspaper re-
ported. “After the cotton season the majority
will work their way back to the border and
into Mexico.” But the barrio offered these mi-
grant workers a place to stay north of the
border. “Beds and meals, if the newcomers
had no money at all, were provided—in one
way or another—on trust, until they found
jobs.” Aid was given freely, for everyone
knew what it meant to be in need. “It was not
charity or social welfare,” Ernesto Galarza
explained, “but something my mother called
asistencia, a helping given and received on
trust, to be repaid because those who had
given it were themselves in need of what
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they had given. [Newcomers] who had found
work on farms or in railroad camps came
back to pay us a few dollars for asistencia we
had provided weeks or months before.”42
People helped each other, for survival
depended on solidarity and mutual assist-
ance. For example, Bonifacio Ortega had
dislocated his arm while working in Los An-
geles. “I was laid up and had to be in the hos-
pital about three months,” he recalled. “For-
tunately my countrymen helped me alot, for
those who were working got something to-
gether every Saturday and took it to me at
the hospital for whatever I needed. They also
visited me and made me presents.” Ortega’s
arm healed, and he returned to work at a
brickyard. “We help one another, we fellow
countrymen. We are almost all from the
same town or from the nearby farms. The

wife of one of the countrymen died the other
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day and we got enough money together to
buy a coffin and enough so that he could go
and take the body to Jalisco.”2%

Moreover, “the colonia mexicana” was a
place where Mexicans could feel at home
in simple, day-to-day ways. Women wearing
rebozos were seen everywhere, just like in
Mexico. There were Mexican plays and carpas
—acrobats and traveling sideshows. Stands
and cafés offered tamales and other favor-
ites such as frijoles, tortillas, menudo (tripe
stew), and dulces made with piloncillo (Mexi-
can sugar). Cantinas and bars were places to
hang out and drink beer. Mercados (grocery
stores) stocked Mexican foods like chorizo
(sausage), while panderias baked fresh bread.
Shopping in the tiendas (small shops) was
familiar. “In the secondhand shops, where
the barrio people sold and bought furniture
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and clothing, there were Mexican clerks who
knew the Mexican ways of making a sale.”21

In the early evenings, as the sun began
to set, the people sat outside their homes,
as they had in villages on the other side of
the border. The air still carried the smells
of suppertime—*“tortillas baking, beans boil-
ing, chile roasting, coffee steaming, and
kerosene stenching.” The men “squatted on
the ground, hunched against the wall of the
house and smoked. The women and the girls
... put away the kitchen things, the candiles
turned down to save kerosene. They listened
to the tales of the day if the men were in a
talking mood.” They spoke in two languages
—“Spanish and with gestures.”22

As darkness descended, men and women
shared stories about life in El Norte. “They
[Anglos] would rant at public meetings and

declare that this was an American country

5 3098, 5208

and the Mexicans ought to be run out.” “You
can’t forget those things [acts of discrimin-
ation]. You try to forget because you should
forgive and forget, but there is still a pain
in there that another human being could do
that to you.” “I haven't wanted to, nor do I
want to learn English, for I am not thinking
of living in this country all my life. I don’t
even like it here.” “They talk to us about be-
coming citizens, but if we become citizens
we are still Mexicans. They look at our hair,
and listen to our speech and call us Mexi-
cans.” “I have always had and now have my
home in El Paso, but I shall never change
my [Mexican] citizenship in spite of the fact
that [here| I have greater opportunities and
protection.” “I want to go back to Leon be-
cause it is my country and I love Mexico. But
I like it better here for one can work more
satisfactory. No one interferes with one and
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one doesn’t have to fear that there will be
or won'’t be revolutions.”22 Their stories did
the telling: despite their complaints about
racism in America and their attachments to
Mexico, they were in fact making El Norte
their homeland.

As the night air became chilly, the bar-
rio people pulled their serapes and rebozos
around their shoulders, and their hunched
figures blended into the darkness. But no
one was sleepy yet, so the people continued
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to sit in front of their homes. The stars
were brighter above Mexico, someone com-
mented, and there were more of them. Si,
yes, another added, and there were coyotes
howling nearby. As in their old villages, the
streets in the barrio had no lights, and now
only their voices could be heard. “When they
pulled on their cigarettes, they made ruby
dots in the dark, as if they were putting
periods in the low-toned conversation.”24



