
 
Italian Immigrants 

 
 

When Pascal D’Angelo heard that his 
father was leaving their poor Italian 
village to work overseas, he was 
angry. “America was stealing my father 
from me,” he later said. His mother tried 
to soothe him, saying that soon Papa 
would return, “laden with riches.” But 
Pascal begged his father to take him 
along. His father agreed. The two of 
them boarded a steamship bound for 
the United States. 
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Millions of Italian immigrants traveled by ship to the 
United States between 1890 and 1900. During the 
voyage, they endured crowded conditions and poor 
quality food. 
 

 

From Italy to America Like millions of 
other Italians, Pascal and his father 
came to the United States to escape 
poverty. In the late 1800s, much of Italy, 
and especially southern Italy, could not 
support the country’s rapidly growing 
population. Farmers struggled to make a 
living on worn-out, eroded land where 

crops too often failed. There were few 
factories to provide other jobs. 
 
Poor immigrants like Pascal and his 
father usually made the ocean passage 
in “steerage.” Steerage was a deck, 
deep in the ship, that was reserved for 
the passengers who paid the lowest 
fares. These passengers were given 
narrow beds in crowded compartments 
that smelled of spoiled food, human 
waste, and sweating people who had 
nowhere to bathe. 
 
Steerage passengers were allowed on 
deck only once a day. The rest of the 
time, they tried to amuse themselves by 
playing games, singing, and making 
music with accordions, mandolins, and 
other instruments. 
 
After almost two weeks, the travelers 
arrived at the immigration station on 
Ellis Island in New York Harbor. There 
they had to pass medical examinations 
and answer questions about how they 
planned to support themselves in the 
United States. People who did not pass 
these inspections could be sent home, 
even if other family members were 
allowed to enter. So many families were 
forced to separate that Italians started 
calling Ellis Island “The Island of Tears.” 
 
Starting a New Life Judged healthy 
and ready to work, Pascal and his father 
arrived in New York City. A fellow 
Italian, a work agent called 
a pardone (puh-DROH-nee), helped 
them to find jobs building 
roads. Padrones helped many Italian 
immigrants get unskilled work building 
sewers, subways, and roads; cleaning 
streets; and laying bricks for new 
tenement buildings. By 1890, Italians 
made up 90 percent of New York’s 
public works employees and 99 percent 
of Chicago’s street workers. 
 
Many Italian immigrants were “birds of 
passage”—young men who came to 
earn some money and return 
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home. When several coworkers died in 
a work accident, Pascal’s father decided 
to return to Italy as well. “We are not 
better off than when we started,” he 
said. 
 
Pascal, however, decided to stay in his 
new country. He settled in an Italian 
neighborhood in New York, one of the 
many “Little Italys” that sprang up in 
U.S. cities. These mostly Italian 
neighborhoods bulged with residents 
who could afford only the cheapest 
tenement housing. Crowded together in 
tiny apartments, most families had no 
privacy. 
 
Fortunately, Italian neighborhoods also 
offered opportunities for fun. Most 
Italians were Catholics who celebrated 
saints’ days as they had in Italy. They 
strung colored lights, flags, and 
streamers along the shops and 
streets. Families strolled among booths 
that offered food and games. Fireworks, 
music, and dancing reminded everyone 
of life back home. 
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Italian immigrants often moved to “Little Italys” such 
as Mulberry Street in New York City, shown in this 
photograph. Here, rents were cheap and living 
conditions crowded. 

 
 

Above everything else, Italians valued 
family closeness. Some Italian parents 
didn’t send their children to school 
because they feared that learning 
English would separate their children 
from the family. Besides, a child in 
school wasn’t earning money to help the 
family. As a result, many immigrant 
children never learned the skills they 
needed for better jobs. 
Because many Italian newcomers were 
poor and uneducated, Americans 
tended to look down on them. When a 
few Italians turned to crime and became 
notorious gangsters, some people 
started thinking of all Italians as 
criminals. As a group, however, Italian 
immigrants were generally more law-
abiding than average Americans. 
 
Some Americans feared that immigrants 
from Italy would always be poor and 
illiterate. Pascal D’Angelo was one of 
many who proved them wrong. After 
coming to the United States, Pascal 
bought himself a dictionary and learned 
to read and write English. In time, he 
became a well-known poet whose work 
was published in national magazines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Jewish Immigrants from 
Eastern Europe 

Maryusha Antonovksy was no more. In 
her place stood Mary Antin, the same 
immigrant Jewish girl but with a new 
“American” name. Mary had also bought 
“real American machine-made 
garments” to replace her “hateful” 
homemade European-style clothes. “I 
long to forget,” she said. “It is painful to 
be conscious of two worlds.” 
 
Fleeing Persecution Mary Antin’s first 
world had been a Jewish village in 
Russia. For centuries, Russians had 
discriminated against Jews, who 
dressed, worshiped, and ate differently 
from their Christian neighbors. By the 
1800s, Russia had hundreds of anti-
Jewish laws. Jews could live only in 
certain areas. They couldn’t live in big 
cities or own land. 
 
In 1881, assassins killed the Russian 
monarch Czar Alexander II. Nervous 
government leaders blamed Jews for his 
murder, even though the assassin was 
not Jewish. Angry Russians raged 
through Jewish villages, burning, 
looting, and killing. These attacks, 
called pogroms, happened repeatedly 
for more than 30 years. The 
word pogrom comes from Russian 
words meaning “like thunder.”  
 
Many Jews fled such persecution, 
hoping to find refuge in 
America. Between 1881 and 1924, 
some 2.4 million Jews came to the 
United States from Russia and other 
countries in eastern Europe. Mary 
Antin’s father was one of them. 
Mary’s father left for America in 1891, 
hoping to earn enough money to send 

for his family. In his first letter home, 
Mary sensed “an elation [joy], a hint of 
triumph. . . [Her] father was inspired by 
a vision. He saw something—he 
promised [them] something. It was this 
‘America.’” 
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When immigrants arrived at Ellis Island, they faced 
the dreaded medical inspection. Medical 
examinations were quick but thorough. Here, a new 
arrival undergoes an exam to check for eye disease. 

 
 
When her father sent a steamship ticket 
for his family to join him, the people in 
Mary’s village gathered together, filled 
with longing. “They wanted to handle the 
ticket,” Mary remembered, “and mother 
must read them what is written on it.” 
 
After long rides in overcrowded trains 
and weeks of delay, her family finally 
boarded a ship in Hamburg, 
Germany. Although richer immigrants 
enjoyed comfortable cabins, the Antins 
were crowded together with hundreds of 
other passengers deep down in the 
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ship. Seasick at first, they frequently 
came up on deck for fresh air, where 
“sailors and girls had a good many 
dances.” 
 
Like most European immigrants, the 
Antins entered the United States by way 
of New York Harbor. Wealthier 
passengers in first-class and second-
class cabins were questioned briefly 
before being admitted to their new 
country. But the majority of arrivals were 
taken on crowded barges to the 
immigration station on Ellis Island. Often 
they had to wait for hours while 
inspectors and doctors examined each 
person. Fortunately, most new arrivals 
spent less than a day on the island 
before proceeding to shore and the 
beginning of their new life in America. 
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Immigrants took work into their own homes or labored 
in different types of factories. Here, garment workers 
sew clothes in a tenement apartment. 

Jewish Life in America From Ellis Island, 
Jews headed for New York City’s Lower 
East Side neighborhood. There they 
established shops, newspapers, religious 
schools, and synagogues (community 

centers and places of worship). The Lower 
East Side became the most densely 
populated neighborhood in the city. People 
lived packed into cheap tenements, often 
sleeping three or four to a room. 
 
Some Jews worked as street vendors, 
using pushcarts to sell everything from coal 
to secondhand clothes. Pushcart vendors 
saved their money to buy horse-drawn carts 
and then small stores. Although most Jews 
were poor, they arrived in the United States 
with a wide range of skills. Jews worked as 
cobblers, butchers, carpenters, and 
watchmakers. Almost half found jobs in the 
city’s garment factories. 
Jewish immigrants did whatever they could 
to keep their children in school. In Europe, 
Jews had honored educated people, but 
schooling had cost money. As a result, 
many Jews had never learned to read and 
write. In America, Mary Antin wrote, 
“Education was free. . . It was the one thing 
that [my father] was able to promise us 
when he sent for us: surer, safer than bread 
or shelter.” 
 
Parents who made a little money often sent 
their sons, and sometimes their daughters, 
to the city’s inexpensive public colleges. By 
1910, more Jewish youths over the age of 
16 were still in school than were young 
people of any other ethnic group. 
Like other immigrant groups, Jews faced 
prejudice and discrimination. Most private 
schools and clubs refused to accept Jews. 
Hospitals would not hire Jewish 
doctors. The New York Bar Association 
would not admit Jews as lawyers. Many ads 
for jobs stated simply, “Christians only.” 
 
Still, eastern European Jews were grateful 
to be in their new country. One immigrant 
recalled, “There were markets groaning 
with food and clothes . . . There was no 
military on horseback and no whips.” 



Chinese Immigrants 

The first Chinese immigrants came to 
the United States to seek gold in 
California. Later, many helped to build 
the country’s first transcontinental 
railroad. Some of these immigrants 
returned to China with money they had 
earned. Their good fortune inspired 16-
year-old Lee Chew to leave his poor 
village for the United States in 1880. 
 

 
Chinese immigrants were sometimes detained for 
several months on Angel Island before they were 
allowed to enter the United States. Some carved 
poems on the wooden walls of the crowded barracks. 
 

 
Traveling to California Lee paid 50 
dollars for a bunk on a crowded 
steamship to make the month-long 
voyage to San Francisco, California. On 
the ship, he got his first taste of foreign 
food and marveled at machinery he had 
never seen before. “The engines that 
moved the ship were wonderful 
monsters,” he wrote, “strong enough to 
lift mountains.” 
 
Lee arrived just in time. In the United 
States, discrimination against the 
Chinese had been growing ever since 
whites had pushed Chinese off their 
mining claims. As the number of 
Chinese immigrants increased, U.S. 

labor leaders warned of Chinese 
workers who would work for less pay 
than whites and take away their jobs. In 
1882, Congress passed the Chinese 
Exclusion Act, which banned Chinese 
laborers from immigrating to the United 
States. The law also denied Chinese 
immigrants the right to become citizens. 
 
As a result of the Chinese Exclusion 
Act, Chinese immigration slowed to 
almost nothing. Then, in 1906, an 
earthquake and fire destroyed much of 
San Francisco, including most birth 
records. Suddenly, many Chinese men 
could claim to be native-born 
citizens. As citizens, they were allowed 
to bring their wives and children to the 
United States. 
 
Chinese claiming American birth started 
arranging for people in China to 
immigrate to the United States as their 
relatives. On the long ship voyage, the 
newcomers studied hundreds of pages 
describing their “families.” When they 
reached San Francisco Bay, they threw 
the papers overboard. 
 
These “paper relatives” landed at Angel 
Island in San Francisco 
Bay. Government immigration officials 
“locked us up like criminals in 
compartments like the cages in zoos,” 
said one Chinese immigrant. Chinese 
usually remained on the island for three 
to four weeks, but sometimes they spent 
months or even years there. To pass the 
time, they carved poems on the wooden 
walls with silverware smuggled from the 
dining halls.  
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One wrote, 
 
Why do I have to sit in jail? It is only 
because my country is weak 
and my family is poor. My parents wait 
at the door in vain for 
news. My wife and child wrap 
themselves in their quilt, sighing with 
loneliness. 
 
Before being allowed to leave Angel 
Island, each immigrant faced detailed 
questioning by officials. “How many 
steps are there in your house?” “Where 
do you sleep in your house?” “Who lives 
next door?” Then they asked a “family” 
witness from San Francisco the same 
questions. If the answers didn’t match, 
officials could deport the 
newcomer. Nearly one in ten Chinese 
who came to the United States was sent 
back to China. 
 

 
Library of Congress 
Chinese immigrants settled in Chinatowns like this 
one in San Francisco. There they preserved the 
culture they had left behind. 
 

Chinese Life in the United 
States When Lee Chew arrived in San 
Francisco, he worked first as a servant 
and then set up his own laundry. Many 
Chinese started laundries because, as 
Lee explained, “It requires little capital 
and is one of the few opportunities that 
are open. Men of other nationalities who 
are jealous of the Chinese . . .have shut 
him out of working on farms or in 
factories or building railroads.” 
 
Like Lee, most Chinese settled in city 
neighborhoods like San Francisco’s 
bustling Chinatown. Here, they could 
find work at Chinese laundries, 
restaurants, and stores. Chinese 
newspapers, herbal medicines, foods, 
and festivals provided familiarity, 
comfort, and support. 
 
For many years, most Chinese 
immigrants were men. In 1900, only 
about 1 in 20 Chinese on the U.S. 
mainland was female. With so few 
women and families,  
the Chinese population began to 
decline. In 1880, about 105,000 Chinese 
lived in the United States. By 1920, 
there were 61,600. 
 
Gradually, more women and children 
arrived, especially in San 
Francisco. Housing was closed to 
Chinese in most areas, so Chinatown 
became more and more crowded.  For 
white Americans, Chinatown became a 
tourist attraction, a “mysterious” place to 
see “strange faces” and eat new foods.  
To most Chinese immigrants, however, 
it was home. 



 

Mexican Immigrants 

Soldiers were shooting all around. A 
flying bullet almost hit him. That was 
when Pablo Mares decided he had to 
get out of Mexico. “I had to come to the 
United States,” he said later, “because it 
was impossible to live down there with 
so many revolutions.” 
 
Mares had been caught in the middle of 
a bloody civil war. The conflict began 
when Mexico’s president allowed 
wealthy landowners to take over the 
lands of 6 million Indians and 8 million 
poor farmers. In 1910, landless farmers 
rebelled, breaking up large landholdings 
and giving the land to poor families. In 
response, soldiers attacked villages, 
killing thousands of peasants. 
 

 
By 1900, railroad lines linked the United States and 
Mexico. Trains provided convenient transportation for 
Mexicans, who were free to enter the United States 
without passports. 
 

Crossing the Border The Mexican 
Revolution dragged on for ten 
years. Between 1910 and 1920, about 
500,000 Mexicans entered the United 
States. They entered freely, 
without passports or money. 
 

Many Mexicans walked hundreds of 
miles to reach the border, carrying all 
they owned on their backs. In just one 
day, a Texas reporter saw “hundreds of 
Mexicans, all journeying northward on 
foot, on burro back and in primitive two-
wheel carts.” Others traveled north by 
rail. By 1900, railroad lines connected 
American and Mexican cities. Railroads 
provided both transportation and jobs for 
Mexican immigrants. One Mexican 
newspaper reported, “There is not a day 
in which passenger 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.” 
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Most Mexicans found jobs as agricultural workers, 
such as those in this photograph. Some chose to 
work in mines. 

 
Mexicans in America Many American 
employers welcomed the 
Mexicans. Expanding railroads and 
large-scale farms and ranches in the 
Southwest depended on laborers who 
were willing to work hard for little 

IN, page 10A 



pay. After Congress banned Chinese 
immigration in 1882, these employers 
looked to Mexico for new 
workers. “Where I came from,” said one 
Mexican construction worker, “I used to 
work ten hours for $1.25 . . . Then I 
came here and they paid $1.25 for eight 
hours—it was good.” 
 
Some Mexican immigrants found jobs 
with railroads, mines, factories, and 
canneries. But most found work in 
agriculture. Mexican farmworkers 
moved from region to region, harvesting 
crops as they ripened. They picked 
oranges in southern California, almonds 
in central California, and then apples in 
Oregon. They harvested cotton in Texas 
and Arizona and then moved on to 
sugar beets in Colorado. 
 
Farmwork paid very little. One Texas 
farmer paid “Pancho and his whole 
family 60 cents a day . . . He worked 
from sun to sun.” Children worked in the 
fields with their parents to help support 
their families. Few of them had a chance 
to attend school. 
 
Farmworkers often lived in camps that 
they built near the fields. “Shelters were 
made of almost every conceivable 
thing—burlap, canvas, palm branches,” 
said one visitor. Some farms and 
ranches provided housing for their 
workers. Either way, these temporary 
homes usually lacked running water and 
basic sanitation. 
 
After harvest season, farmworkers 
sometimes moved to nearby 
towns. Barrios, or Mexican 
neighborhoods, sprang up on the edges 
of cities near such farming areas as Los 
Angeles, California, and San Antonio, 
Texas. Food stands and grocery stores 
in the barrio offered familiar tastes and 
smells. Residents helped each other 
take care of the sick and find jobs. On 

Mexican religious holidays, Catholic 
churches held special ceremonies. On 
those days, the barrio was filled with 
singing, dancing, and fireworks. 
 
Many Mexican immigrants originally 
planned to return to Mexico once the 
revolution was over. Whites who 
believed that Mexicans were taking their 
jobs encouraged such returns. One 
wrote, “I wish the Mexicans could be put 
back in their country.” 
Mexicans who remained in the United 
States often faced strong 
prejudice. Compared to whites, they 
earned very low wages, and they had 
little say in their working conditions. In 
schools, white children were sometimes 
taught to “boss” their Mexican 
classmates, as they were expected to 
do when they grew up. 
Despite these problems, many Mexican 
immigrants chose to stay. Like Isidro 
Osorio, a farm and railroad worker, they 
hoped for a better future in their new 
homeland. “I have worked very hard to 
earn my $4.00 a day,” reported 
Osorio. “That is why I want to give a little 
schooling to my children so that they 
won’t stay like I am.” 



The Different New Immigrants:  Document your information as you read about each immigrant 
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How are the different immigrants’ experiences similar? 
 
 
 
 
What is different about the experiences for the immigrants? 
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