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Mary Antin

1881-1949

By Kimberly Farley


For American-born citizens, the concept of immigration can be challenging to fully understand.  We are aware of the opportunities that our United States naturally provides us and the liberties we inherit as a result of our birth on American soil.  As Americans, we understand why the United States is such an attractive place for people from other countries, especially for people who have endured hardships in their lives.  It is through the stories of immigrants like Mary Antin that we begin to truly appreciate our freedoms and respect the courage of our country’s immigrants.

As a young girl living in the Pale, Mary Antin and her family were restricted to living within the confines of this Jewish refuge along the western-border of Russia.  The Pale Settlement was an area in which permanent Russian-Jewish residences were allowed by the Czar Cathrine II in 1791.  The Czar created this area in order to rid Moscow of the [image: image1.jpg]


‘evils’ brought by the Jews. (Oreck, A.)  Even one hundred years later under the rule of Czar Alexander III, Jews like Mary and her family continued to endure the cruelty that trickled down from this tyrant.

Jews that chose to remain in Moscow or any of the other major cities were often run out by mobs of angry Gentiles called pogroms.  The pogroms were dangerous mobs that would burn down homes and even kill the Jews that lived there.  Many Jews would flee these pogroms and settle in the Pale in order to save their lives.


Even as a little girl, Antin learned quickly that there were specific expectations as a Jew living in the Pale.  She learned to accept that the world was divided into Jews and Gentiles.  She even learned to accept the cruel treatment she would endure from her Gentile neighbors “as one accepts the weather.” (Antin 8)

Jewish girls were not allowed to attend schools.  High schools were under government control and only admitted ten Jews to every hundred students.  Although the Czar did not allow girls, he eventually opened enrollment to Jewish boys for a period of time.  Many Jews believed that this happened as a result of the Czar’s hidden agenda as the instructors were Christian and teaching their Christian beliefs to their students.  Mary’s parents knew the importance of an education for all of their four children regardless of the general Jewish beliefs on girls’ education in the home and the fact they had three daughters.  During this time, Jewish boys were expected to attend heder, while the daughters stayed home and learned to read their prayers.  The heder was the elementary school that Jewish boys attended to learn about their faith.  Mary was a curious young girl who yearned to learn about the world.  Yet, as a young Jewish girl living in the pale, she went through her life in “the disguise of an outcast”, but continued to dream of one day breaking out of her prison of a life. (Antin 7)
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Immigrants had many reasons for immigrating to America often discussed as the P.R.I.M.E.S.  This acronym is used to describe the factors that pushed and pulled immigrants to move to the United States, as represented in the visual below.  In Antin’s case, her family immigrated across the Atlantic for political, religious, economic, and social reasons.  Antin’s father, Joseph, traveled by himself to America in order to find work and began to earn money to bring the rest of his family over.  They believed that America was their “Promised Land” that would relieve all of the hardships they endured in Russia.

Upon the family’s arrival in Boston, Joseph Antin tried to help his family adjust to the new American ways, such as eating prepared meals out of cans and how to sit in a rocking chair!  Mary Antin was most impressed with the opportunity for a free education, regardless of sex.  The Antins also exchanged their old clothing for American clothing and changed their names to strong American names, like Frieda, Joseph, Dora, and Mary.  Eventually, Joseph Antin developed his own concession stand business at Crescent Beach, which was temporarily successful.

Arguably, the most important experience in Mary’s young American life was her first day of school.  For Mary, she could appreciate the importance of education and see how fortunate she was to be able come from a place in the world where Jewish girls were not educated to a place where all children, regardless of religion, had access to a free education.  Mary’s thirst for knowledge was finally able to be quenched in America at the age of 10.  She developed an admiration for her hero, George Washington, as she learned about him through textbooks in school.  She was so proud to be an “American” through her relationship with her father as a naturalized citizen.  With this, Mary’s transformation into an “American” began.
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As Mary became a young woman, she graduated school with special recognition from her teachers and school system.  It was an honorable moment for Mary and her family, especially after all of their experiences from Russia to Boston.  Mary had ambitions to become a writer and her passion was her poetry.  She was still waiting on opportunities to actually get paid for her work, but in the meantime, worked side jobs in order to help her family pay their rent.  One of her jobs was actually going door to door selling newspaper subscriptions.  As a young woman, Mary attended Barnard College and not only learned more about writing, but also became a fluent English speaker and writer.  More so than anything else, Mary became a self-reflective woman who had the ability to look at her life’s past and analyze how she became who she did.  
Mary became a thinker.  She describes herself as the “spiritual offspring of the marriage within [her] my conscious experience of the Past and the Present.” (Antin 1)  She was born with a desire to learn.  Mary’s difficult past of prejudice and discrimination in Russia, as well as her challenging journey to America, were huge parts of who Mary became as a woman.  Her desire to become an American and to contribute to her new country led her process of assimilation.
Mary Antin’s story is not an unusual story of an immigrant’s Americanization.  These stories are important for teachers and students in our country to hear.  It is necessary for Americans to hear about the hardships that immigrants often faced in their homelands and the sacrifices they made in order to enter into America.  The reasons why immigrants decided to leave their homelands and come to America can be categorized as push and pull factors.  As previously mentioned, the PRIMES acronym is a helpful teaching strategy to help students analyze why specific immigrants have decided to relocate to America.  The more Americans learn of the sacrifices immigrants go through to become Americans, the more we can appreciate the liberties and freedoms our country inherently provides us.  As teachers, it is important for us to guide our students to be grateful for differences in cultures.
Mary Antin’s immigration story has been the focus of a children’s picture book called Streets of Gold by Rosemary Wells.  This story is a wonderful story about her experiences in both her homeland of Russia and her transition to American life.  This book provides teachers with a great opportunity to share Mary Antin’s story in a student-friendly way.  Her story can be used as an activation activity in any immigration unit.  It can serve as a stimulating dialogue-starter about immigration and push and pull factors of immigration.  Best of all, Mary’s story as a child of immigration is one that both teachers and students at the elementary level can relate to.  
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