History in Indian Immigration
Interview with a Modern Immigrant: Sheba Shadrach
Immigration has been a primary component of population growth and cultural change throughout American history.   The original wave of immigration started with its earliest arrivals in the 1600’s.  “The New World” presented immigrants with the hope of endless opportunities that were right across “The Pond”.  From the three main settlements: the Jamestown, Virginia colony in 1607, the English settlers in Plymouth, Massachusetts in 1620 and the Dutch settling on the Hudson River in New York in 1626, to the expansion of the colonies, with groups such as the Scots-Irish and Germans, and the French down in the south, the country’s first ingredients to this melting pot began to stew.   

Over time, many immigration waves contributed to the flavors in this melting pot.  Whether the reasons were political, religious, military, economic, or for social advancement, each group pushed toward the United States for the same aspiration as their predecessors: to obtain a better life.  As each new immigrant group entered the New York Harbor, the group before them would become the next “indigenous” inhabitants.  Very quickly, a nativistic attitude formed. It made its way into the hearts of those who had once despised these same feelings toward them when they had arrived in the United States.  As a result, relations became openly unreceptive.   Numerous Americans became anti-immigrant, fearing the traditions, religion, and poverty of the new immigrants, and also considering them less advantageous than the “old” immigrants.  

Historically, Indian immigration could be classified as modern immigration, even though Indians began trickling into the United States as early as 1790.   “Only 523 Indians immigrated between 1820 and 1898, and the Indian culture diminished as Indians married and assimilated into the African American culture.” (Passage From India)  The census of 1900 reported that only 2,050 people of Indian heritage lived in the United States. As Indian independence became closer to reality after World War II, Indian immigration would increase.
 
The movement for equality for Indian immigration within the country began as the United States ended its barriers to Chinese immigration.  “In 1946, the Luce-Cellar bill was signed into law.  This bill provided for the admission of 100 Indians per year, and allowed them to become citizens.  Both the Exclusion Act and the Third decision were repealed.” (Passage From India)    Finally in 1947, India had gained independence from Great Britain and this began a new wave of Indian immigration of over 6,000 between 1948 and 1965.

Increasing legislation helped the new wave of Indian immigration.  Entire Indian families began to move to the US after the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 was passed.  In 1946, aliens also earned the right to own land.  Steadily, Indians entered American society.  “In the 1950’s, Indians began to enter professional careers throughout the nation.”  (Passage From India)  
When the quota in the 1960’s was eliminated, the growth of Indian immigration skyrocketed.  Previously, the typical Indian immigrant was the poor farmer or indentured servant, but instead, they were “educated, skilled and trained leaders who came to America to profit from their knowledge.” (Passage From India)    In the 1970’s it was estimated 75,000 Indians were residing in the United States.  In the 1980’s immigration growth was 416% with a total of 387,223 and then a 111% increase in the 1990’s with an Indian population of 815,447.  (Daniels)
In recent years, the change over time has been enormous in terms of entire communities being transformed with the influx of Indians into America.  In 2002, the Indian American population measured over 1.6 million, representing .6 percent of the total U.S. population. (Passage From India)  The I.T. boom of the 1990’s, where many skilled Indian engineers were drafted to fill the rapidly increasing need for such skills, created a large doorway for their immigration to the United States.  
Each immigrant group and individual has their own personal and unique story. Every experience is painted with hopes and fears, trials and successes and the inward turmoil of remaining true to their own culture and melting into the America way.  Everyone’s story deserves to be heard.  Sheba Shadrach, an Indian immigrant who came to the United States at age 3, is just one illustration of the immigrant experience.  Though too young to remember the actual journey, she is still one voice and one portrait worth admiring.  
For their family, it was a cross section of religious and political reasons for their decision to emigrate from India.  “Since we were not Hindu, we did not qualify for any place within the caste system – a complete outlier for a societal network that allotted various posts within the community and across industries for one of “their own”.  Our last name itself gave away the fact that we are not Hindu – it was a flag for all who read and heard it that at some point in the family lineage a conversion to Christianity was made. Because of this obvious religious contrast to the majority’s religion, my father would be passed over for various employment opportunities and promotions”
While the 1970’s held several revolutions in America, India was still operating heavily under an economic system where a particular number of seats at a University to jobs in a company were set aside for a few preferred caste levels in Hinduism.  Sheba’s father was well educated with a degree in engineering, but with his lack of his family’s religious affiliation in the caste system, he had been passed over for promotions that were given to less or equally qualified individuals that had the edge of the religious caste. His decision to immigrate to the United States seemed inarguable.  He was sponsored by his sister who previously succeeded in immigrating and who lived in New York.  His plan was to gain employment and save enough money to bring his wife, son and daughter over 2 months later.  After four months, because he was unable to secure a job in New York, he chose to move to Massachusetts to obtain work as an electrical engineer in the Norwood Factory Mutual.  
At that time in 1980, Indian immigrants were still a rarity.  “When I was growing up, my family was one among 3 other Indian families in a city of 40,000.  Then when I was 18 years old, the I.T boom ushered in so many Indian families that you could barely throw a stone without hitting one in large apartment complexes or the grocery store.” (Shadrach) Not only are immigrants faced with the problems of finding work and a new way of life they are faced with decisions that may put their own culture in jeopardy of disappearing.  As already observed with many immigrant groups before, staying true to one’s culture and assimilating into American culture is an enormous predicament.  When asked if this problem presented itself in Sheba’s family she responded:
I think my family just worked on the basis of practicality when it came to assimilation or grafting themselves into the melting pot.   For example, lunch was lunch. Therefore if we ate Indian food at home then of course to pack some nutritious but strongly-curry odored food was not seen as a problem to my mom. Of course, my brother then had to experience kids around him that would comment about how his food smelled like sweaty socks as they chomped on ham sandwiches or pizza. 
  

Fortunately, since I was 7 years younger, by the time I hit kindergarten, my mom had a couple years to get introduced to things like lunch boxes and brown lunch bags instead of these metal carrier cases everyone in India used (which is now “in” and I just saw introduced on Oprah the other day!).  Apparently my immigrant mother was “going green” well before Al Gore scored his mark. Instead of having us buy milk cartons at school, she used to pack us milk in recycled glass “Very Fine” juice bottles. 
  

Even when it came to what we did for “fun”, my brother and I varied so much from our peers. Our family came here for the opportunities and we didn’t have all our extended family around so it was many years before we experienced “4th of July barbecues” or even a dance seemed too “western and wild” in my parents view point. The context they saw such things were from commercials or TV shows depicting drunkenness and illicit behavior so we were banned from many innocent activities unless there was close parental presence. 
  

One thing I realize about my parents is I feel like because of the differences they saw others recognize in them and subsequently then avoid, they tended to keep more to themselves. For example in India, my family is extremely well connected and social. But in America, we rarely had anyone over. In India travelling ministers, etc would stay at our home but in America it was rare that they ever got so involved especially bigger churches we attended.  I think because it was just so much harder to connect. 

A person who never experiences the immigration process may find it difficult to understand its challenges.  In order to become aware, it is beneficial to learn of others experiences that will break down the walls of old but still prevalent nativism thinking.  Sheba recounts memories of school, the neighborhood and even church where she dealt with challenging, heart-breaking, and frustrating circumstances sprinkled with a  few comforting ones.  
In school nobody really had met any other Indians, so this was met with one of two reactions. Either they were blind to the differences and just wanted to play, braid hair etc. or they were unsure what my background was about and tended to group me with what they knew best. So basically, I was told by some that they considered me “African” and with that came the occasional deeper ignorance of being told I have “purple blood because (I) am black. Then there were others who said they’d seen PBS specials about India and they thought I must be so grateful to be out of the huts and poverty (little did they know the homes I’d known were a lot nicer than the ones we existed within  America). 

  

Parents of my friends, especially when I was younger would stare at me like a novelty. Some would muster up the desire to ask questions about my family and culture which I considered embarrassing up until I got to Jr. High, because I just wanted to be the same as everyone else.  However, from that point on I greatly appreciated the questions because I’d embraced that life was different for me and for them to ask questions meant a genuine interest in my life. It also led to greater understanding and a chance to learn from both sides – me of their own ethnic backgrounds be it Irish and Italian and them to learn of mine. 
  

In the neighborhood, people just kind of kept to themselves except for a few neighbors my family got to know. They were kind and we’d all help each other out with shoveling, etc.  I had about 2 neighborhood friends I hung out with but the rest were in a different “click”. 

  

As for the church, it was bit more complicated because we were told about the all encompassing love of God and yet people avoided talking to my family at times because we looked different, and I think they thought language would also be a problem.  I recall that my family tended to become closer friends with other immigrant families of various ethnicities – be it Egyptian, Iranian or even Italian. There was a common understanding of the challenges and experiences in each other’s lives as immigrants. 
  

An interesting thing is that other immigrants and ethnicities seemed more comfortable in acknowledging us and addressing our unique differences as an Indian family.  Since they’d already been open enough to move to a different country and culture and learn new things, it was normal to ask questions about our way of life and for us to ask about theirs as Italians and Egyptians. Our families had great laughs, meals and camaraderie over the similarities such as emphasis on strong families, education, etc. but I could tell the adults really enjoyed learning about the differences as well. The women would exchange some native recipes of their own.  Mind you when my mom actually did something with these recipes, she would often “Indianize” any dish, be it Italian or Lebanese with chili or curry powder. 

Indian Americans represent the top professionals in their fields.  “They have emerged as one of the most influential ethnic communities, economically, professionally and socially.” (Passage From India)  
From the time I grew up, it was a well known joke that as an Indian you were likely going to end up in either medicine or engineering. Apparently this strong science and math based emphasis paid off in terms of being able to create opportunities “abroad” in America. 

When we first arrived into the U.S., there were people who viewed immigrants as complete outsiders who didn’t like the idea of having one of “their” jobs being taken over by one. Communication and culture were cited. Degrading jokes were even made. 

  

However, fast forward decades later where determination and priorities set on education and diligence to achieve where others don’t as readily apply themselves to have paved increasing business and cultural pathways for several cultures like that of the Indians. Where once, the only Indians I ever saw were a couple doctors in Norwood Hospital now I see them with restaurants and stores in that town. (Shadrach)
America has seen its trends in immigration, the changes over time and its affects on American culture and society.  Indian immigration is a snippet in this incredible story.  One of the lines from the famous poem, “The New Colossus”, by Emma Lazarus engraved on the pedestal of the very iconic symbol of freedom, hope and democracy reads very poignantly: “Glows world-wide welcome; her mild eyes command”. Wouldn’t it be a disappointment if descendants of Americans who once cherished this sonnet would turn against the very inspiration of its conception? 
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