The following excerpts are from

Ellis Island Interviews: In their Own Words by Peter Morton

Coan (New York: Checkmark Books 1997). Explain that these

interviews were done in English which was a second language for

the emigrants

.

Carla Martinelli Italy

Pietragalla was a small village. My parents and grandparents all

grew up in this village. There was nothing there. Just a church. I

used to sing in the church. I was practically living in the church.

We go to church all the time, very religious…Very poor. Not

much people in the village. The young people wouldn’t stay there.

People, they go to the other towns to work, or they farmed

vegetables, olives…They grew for their families, not to sell.

…I went to school….I didn’t like school. We had a little store, and

I worked with my mamma mia in the store. We all did. My five

sisters and my brother… I used to go to the fountain in the village

and wash clothes. Beating the clothes with a stone and the water.

All the villagers did this. People carried fresh water in jugs on

their head.

…When I was sixteen, I was supposed to marry a man in Italy, but

I didn’t want him. My mamma tell me, “Either you marry this guy

or you go to America.” But I told her, “I don’t like him.” She say,

“Then you go to America.”

Cara Weichel Austria

We were very poor. The whole town was poor. There was no

industry. The people were farmers. It was a Catholic town. But

we were not religious….And although we were farmers, we had

no animals because we couldn’t afford to feed them. The women

would work in the field and dig potatoes, different things, they

would plant. My mother too. She was tall and thin and very smart,

and on days when she didn’t’ work in the fields, she worked as a

cashier in a grocery store owned by the mayor of the town. She

washed our clothes with water from a well she got with a bucket.

….I remember the day the ticket for passage came [from my

father in America]. It was fall, very cold, and my brother, my

mother and I were working the fields….And the mailman came,

and he’s waving this thing because we were far back in the fields.

We all ran to see what it was. My mother was so excited. It was

the ticket from my father.

But I couldn’t go because I had eczema all over my

forehead….And, so…they left me there. My mother took my little

sister who was now about four year old, and my younger brother

who was nine. So she got a carriage—a horse and buggy, and

they drove off. I remember running after that carriage screaming

and screaming.

My heart was broken. There they were going to America and they

left me there with my aunt….Finally, the mayor saved me. He had

gotten letters from my parents, and he went over to my aunt and

said, “Now get her ready. She’s going to go to America. ”

Walter Lindstrom Sweden

I remember the day I left home. Mother had prepared some homebaked

beans and salt pork. She was very quiet when I left. Maybe

she cried later. Father went with me to the railroad station. He

looked pretty sad, and I saw tears in his eyes as he wished me

well.

.…[T]he big ship came and I walked on board. I had a suitcase

and a trunk in the hold and I also had the tickets, besides thirtyfive

dollars. By and by the ship lifted anchor, and we left—left the

harbor of Gothenburg, heading out west to a stormy sea. I was on

my way to a faraway country, to strange people who spoke a

language I did not know. I stood on the steerage deck, silently

looking back at the coast of my native land 

