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Mary Antin’s family came to the United States from the Russian Pale of Settlement in
the 1890s. The Pale was established in 1791 as the only geographic area within Russia
where Jews were allowed to live, and even there they faced restrictions in land
ownership, jobs, and higher education. By the late 19th century, Russian Jews had also
been victims of violent pogroms, and millions immigrated to the United States between
1880 and World War |. Mary was only 13 when she arrived, and she spoke no English.
Nevertheless, her biography, The Promised Land, is a beautifully written account that
was immediately popular and remains in print. Her experiences were similar to those of
other Jewish immigrants who faced the difficulties of assimilation as they strove to
become Americans. [The following is an excerpt from a copy of the original.]

...In our flat we did not think of such a thing as storing the coal in the
bathtub. There was no bathtub. So in the evening of the first day my father
conducted us to the public baths. As we moved along in a little procession, |
was delighted with the illumination of the streets. So many lamps, and they
burned until morning, my father said, and so people did not need to carry
lanterns. In America, then, everything was free, as we had heard in Russia.
Light was free; the streets were as bright as a synagogue on a holy day.
Music was free; we had been serenaded, to our gaping delight, by a brass
band of many pieces, soon after our installation on Union Place.

Education was free. That subject my father had written about repeatedly, as
comprising his chief hope for us children, the essence of American
opportunity, the treasure that no thief could touch, not even misfortune or
poverty. It was the one thing that he was able to promise us when he sent
for us; surer, safer than bread or shelter. On our second day I was thrilled
with the realization of what this freedom of education meant. A little girl
from across the alley came and offered to conduct us to school. My father
was out, but we five between us had a few words of English by this time. We
knew the word school. We understood. This child, who had never seen us
till yesterday, who could not pronounce our names, who was not much
better dressed than we, was able to offer us the freedom of the schools of
Boston! No application made, no questions asked, no examinations, rulings,
exclusions; no machinations, no fees. The doors stood open for every one



of us. The smallest child could show us the way.

This incident impressed me more than anything 1 had heard in advance of
the freedom of education in America. It was a concrete proof-almost the
thing itself. One had to experience it to understand it. . ..

The kind of people who assisted us in these important matters form a
group by themselves in the gallery of my friends. If I had never seen them
from those early days till now, I should still have remembered them with
gratitude. When I enumerate the long list of my American teachers, | must
begin with those who came to us on wall Street and taught us our first
steps. To my mother, in her perplexity over the cookstove, the woman who
showed her how to make the fire was an angel of deliverance. A fairy
godmother to us children was she who led us to a wonderful country called
"uptown," where, in a dazzlingly beautiful palace called a "department
store," we exchanged our hateful homemade European costumes, which
pointed us out as "greenhorns" to the children on the street, for real
American machine-made garments, and issued forth glorified in each
other's eyes.

With our despised immigrant clothing we shed also our impossible Hebrew
names. A committee of our friends, several years ahead of us in American
experience, put their heads together and concocted American names for
us all. Those of our real names that had no pleasing American equivalents
they ruthlessly discarded, content if they retained the initials. My mother,
possessing a name that was not easily translatable, was punished with the
undignified nickname of Annie. Fetchke, Joseph, and Deborah issued as
Frieda, Joseph, and Dora, respectively. As for poor me, I was simply
cheated. The name they gave me was hardly new. My Hebrew name being
Maryashe in full, Mashke for short, Russianized into Marya (Mar-ya), my
friends said that it would hold good in English as Mary;, which was very
disappointing, as I longed to possess a strange-sounding American name
like the others. ...

In Chelsea, as in Boston, we made our stand in the wrong end of the town.
Arlington Street was inhabited by poor Jews, poor Negroes, and a sprinkling
of poor Irish. The side streets leading from it were occupied by more poor
Jews and Negroes. It was a proper locality for a man without capital to do
business. My father rented a tenement with a store in the basement. He put
in a few barrels of flour and of sugar, a few boxes of crackers, a few gallons



of kerosene, an assortment of soap of the "save the coupon" brands; in the
cellar, a few barrels of potatoes, and a pyramid of kindling-wood; in the
showcase, an alluring display of penny candy. He put out his sign, with a gilt-
lettered warning of "Strictly Cash," and proceeded to give credit
indiscriminately. That was the regular way to do business on Arlington
Street. My father, in this three years' apprenticeship, had learned the trick
of many trades. He knew when and how to "bluff." The legend of "Strictly
Cash" was a protection against notoriously irresponsible customers; while
none of the "good" customers, who had a record for paying regularly on
Saturday, hesitated to enter the store with empty purses.

If my father knew the tricks of the trade, my mother could be counted on
to throw all her talent and tact into the business. Of course she had no
English yet, but as she could perform the acts of weighing, measuring, and
mental computation of fractions mechanically, she was able to give her
whole attention to the dark mysteries of the language, as intercourse with
her customers gave her opportunity. In this she made such rapid progress
that she soon lost all sense of disadvantage, and conducted herself behind
the counter very much as if she were back in her old store in Polotzk. It was
far more cosey than Polotzk-at least, so it seemed to me; for behind the
store was the kitchen, where, in the intervals of slack trade, she did her
cooking and washing. Arlington Street customers were used to waiting
while the storekeeper salted the soup or rescued a loaf from the oven.

Once more Fortune favored my family with a thin little smile, and my
father, in reply to a friendly inquiry, would say, "One makes a living," with a
shrug of the shoulders that added "but nothing to boast of." It was
characteristic of my attitude toward bread-and-butter matters that this
contented me, and | felt free to devote myself to the conquest of my new
world. Looking back to those critical first years, | see myself always
behaving like a child let loose in a garden to play and dig and chase the
butterflies. Occasionally, indeed, | was stung by the wasp of family trouble;
but I knew a healing ointment-my faith in America. My father had come to
America to make a living. America, which was free and fair and kind, must
presently yield him what he sought. 1 had come to America to see a new
world, and I followed my own ends with the utmost assiduity; only, as I ran
out to explore, | would look back to see if my house were in order behind
me-if my family still kept its head above water.

In after years, when | passed as an American among Americans, if | was
suddenly made aware of the past that lay forgotten,-if a letter from Russia,



or a paragraph in the newspaper, or a conversation overheard in the street-
car, suddenly reminded me of what I might have been,-I thought it miracle
enough that I, Mashke, the granddaughter of Raphael the Russian, born to a
humble destiny, should be at home in an American metropolis, be free to
fashion my own life, and should dream my dreams in English phrases. But in
the beginning my admiration was spent on more concrete embodiments of
the splendors of America; such as fine houses, gay shops, electric engines
and apparatus, public buildings, illuminations, and parades. My early letters
to my Russian friends were filled with boastful descriptions of these glories
of my new country. No native citizen of Chelsea took such pride and delight
in its institutions as 1 did. It required no fife and drum corps, no Fourth of
July procession, to set me tingling with patriotism. Even the common
agents and instruments of municipal life, such as the letter carrier and the
fire engine, | regarded with a measure of respect. | know what | thought of
people who said that Chelsea was a very small, dull, unaspiring town, with
no discernible excuse for a separate name or existence.



