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The land flourished because it was fed from so many sources—because it was nourished by so many cultures and traditions and peoples.

—President Lyndon B. Johnson
at the Statue of Liberty,
October 3, 1965
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From the ashes of the Triangle Company fire began to rise one of the most dramatic and far-reaching [changes] in American history—one that would … eventually redefine forever the role the government played in the lives of ordinary people.

—Ric Burns and James Sanders, New York (1999)



New York City, Saturday, March 25, 1911. One of those sparkling early-spring afternoons New Yorkers so enjoy after a cold, dreary winter. Under the cloudless blue sky, strong, bracing gusts of wind blew across Manhattan Island from the East River. The air smelled fresh and clean, and it felt good to be alive. It would also be a day of tragedy that would weigh on the hearts of witnesses and survivors for the rest of their days.

People flocked to Washington Square, a ten-acre park named for our first president. A century earlier, the site was a wasteland on the city’s northern outskirts. Back then, it served as a cemetery for unclaimed bodies and the poorest when they died; even today, the bones of some twenty thousand people lie under its lawns and paths. After the cemetery closed in 1825, a group of elegant town houses called “the Row” rose on the north side of the square. This area lay in “the country,” and the rich spared no expense to escape there from the bustling city. Although the Row still exists, by 1911 Washington Square had become a green oasis amid grimy factories and immigrant neighborhoods.
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“The Row” along Washington Square in 1936. (picture credit fm1.1)

On this Saturday, families from the tenements strolled the tree-lined paths. Children ran around, played on the grass, or stood on the playground swings and “flew to the moon.” Lovers walked hand in hand. Students from nearby New York University sat on the benches reading, thinking great thoughts, arguing, flirting.

Miss Frances Perkins, thirty-one, was visiting a friend at her home in the Row. A social worker by profession, Perkins led the Consumers’ League, an organization devoted to improving working conditions in factories. The two women were about to have tea when they heard fire engines. Opening the front door, they saw smoke rising behind a New York University building across the street from the east side of the square. The top three floors of an adjoining ten-story building at the corner of Washington Place and Greene Street were ablaze. These floors housed the Triangle Waist Company, a manufacturer of shirtwaists, a kind of women’s blouse that was at the height of fashion.

Hearts pounding, the friends ran across the square, joining the crowd racing toward the smoke. Moments later, they came upon a scene that seared itself into their souls. By twos and threes, workers, some with their hair and clothes on fire, were jumping from the windows. “We got there just as they started to jump,” Perkins recalled in 1961, the fiftieth anniversary of the disaster. “I shall never forget the frozen horror which came over us as we stood with our hands on our throats watching that horrible sight, knowing that there was no help.… The firemen kept shouting for them not to jump. But they had no choice; the flames were right behind them, for by this time the fire was far gone.”1

Within minutes, 146 workers died, broken on the sidewalk, suffocated by smoke, or burnt in the flames. Most were young women ages fourteen to twenty-three, nearly all recent immigrants, Italians and Russian Jews. Dubbed the “Triangle Fire,” for ninety years it held the record as New York’s deadliest workplace fire. Only the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center took more lives.
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Frances Perkins, circa 1911. (picture credit fm1.2)

Frances Perkins was shaken by what she saw that day. It was a life-changing experience. The sight of people jumping from windows affected her so deeply that she vowed such a horror could not, must not, be allowed to happen again. She would devote the rest of her life to making her vow a reality. Yet the Triangle Fire is more than a tragedy. It is part of a larger story, one woven into the very fabric of American life. Without understanding that larger story, we cannot fully understand the disaster and how it influences us today.
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Fifth Avenue, an area of wealth and luxury in New York City, circa 1900. (picture credit fm1.3)

The Triangle Fire occurred during the greatest mass movement of people in history. People leave their homeland for various reasons, or “pushes,” as historians call them. Pushes include natural disasters, crop failures, poverty, war, persecution, or simply the desire for change. Those who leave go to places they think will offer a better, happier, more interesting future. We call such reasons “pulls.” Thus, in the years 1870 to 1900, about twelve million immigrants arrived in the United States, nearly all from Europe. During the next decade, 1901–10, another nine million—75 percent of the total of the previous three decades—reached our shores. Most of these entered through New York City.

By the start of the twentieth century, America’s growing industries had made the nation into a world power. Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller. Automobile maker Henry Ford. Steel baron Andrew Carnegie. Inventor Thomas A. Edison. These and hundreds of others rose from humble backgrounds. Through hard work, ambition, and knowledge, they became fabulously wealthy. But these were the lucky few.

The problem: life for most Americans was an endless grind, a harsh struggle for existence. Men and women, old and young, native-born and immigrant, worked long hours for little pay. Experts calculated that a family of four needed between $650 and $800 a year for its basic needs: food, clothing, housing, medical care. Yet in the year 1900, three out of four lived in poverty, defined as a family income of $553 a year or less.

To make matters worse, work was often dangerous, even deadly. In 1911, for example, over 50,000 people died on the job—that is, about 1,000 each week, or 140 a day, every day. This figure includes boys and girls who worked in every major industry from coal mining to textile manufacturing. (In 2008, by contrast, 5,071 American adults died of work-related injuries and diseases.)

If you were hurt or killed at work, that was too bad. The “safety net” we now take for granted did not exist. No health insurance or Medicare. No old-age pensions or Social Security. No unemployment benefits. No laws regulating hours and wages, safety and sanitation.
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A cramped Lower East Side street. (picture credit fm1.4)

The Triangle Fire shocked Americans as no other job-related tragedy ever had. For many, it became a powerful emotional symbol of what seemed wrong about America. In doing so, it raised big questions in a way that gave force to a moral crusade. Was labor a product, something bought and sold like a stick of chewing gum or a newspaper? Or was labor something different—something human? What was our country coming to when workers, often young children, died so horribly? Must things go on this way? What changes were needed to realize the promise of America? How should these changes come about? Who should lead the drive for change?

School textbooks usually focus on “famous” names—kings, presidents, politicians, generals—as the shapers of history. Yet these are only part of the picture. The names of others, often equally important, seldom get the recognition they deserve. American history textbooks may, for example, mention Frances Perkins in a few sentences. For in the 1930s, she became secretary of labor, the first woman to hold a cabinet position, under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. We look in vain for other names—Jacob Riis, Clara Lemlich, Rose Schneiderman, Mary Dreier, Alfred E. Smith, Alva Belmont, and Anne Morgan, to mention a few. It is as if they had never existed or done anything worth remembering. Still, each in their own way, they helped create the America we know today.


I
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    Give me your tired, your poor,

    Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

    The wretched refuse of your teeming shore,

    Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

    I lift my lamp beside the golden door!



—Emma Lazarus,

“The New Colossus” (1883), inscription on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty

Immigration Old and New

In the spring of 1903, Sadie Frowne, age thirteen, and her mother sailed into New York Harbor aboard a steamship crowded with immigrants from Europe. Finally, their voyage had ended. As the passengers gathered on deck, Sadie recalled, they marveled at a giant green figure that seemed to rise out of the water. She never forgot “the big woman with the spikes on her head and the lamp that is lighted at night in her hand.” Thus, the Statue of Liberty welcomed the newcomers to the United States and, they prayed, to a better life.1

Although America has always been a land of hope, immigrants have come from different places, at different times, for different reasons. This has led historians to divide immigration into two phases: old and new. The old immigration began in colonial times, more than a century before the United States existed as an independent nation. Over the generations, immigrants came from western and northern Europe: England, Scotland, Ireland, Holland, Germany, Norway, Sweden, Denmark. Except for Irish Catholics, most “old” immigrants were of the Protestant faith and could read and write their native language. Despite hardships, these people soon found their place in America.

The shift from the old to the new immigration began in the 1880s. While immigrants continued to arrive from the familiar places, a flood of humanity also came from southern and eastern Europe: Italy, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Poland, Russia. By 1910, people from these countries made up seven out of ten immigrants entering the United States, chiefly through New York City. Of these, the vast majority were Italians (mainly Catholic) and Jews from Russia. Because nearly all the victims of the Triangle Fire were from these two groups, we must look at them closely.

The Land Time Forgot

Educated Americans had always admired Italy as a land of beauty and culture. Each year, thousands of tourists visited its ancient cities—Rome, Florence, Milan, Venice—to see their splendid churches, museums, and art galleries. Music lovers filled the opera houses and concert halls. Yet few Americans realized that Italy was really two countries.

Northern Italy, the area tourists favored, was more advanced economically than the southern areas. The nation’s industries, banks, and major businesses were based in the north. Since the government was in Rome, the capital, northerners made the laws, controlled the courts, and commanded the police. For them, the south was little more than an uncivilized colony, an extension of Africa.

Southern Italy forms the heel and toe of the Italian “boot.” The boot, in turn, “kicks” Sicily, an Italian island in the Mediterranean Sea. Known as “the land time forgot,” the south was a region of small farms and villages that lagged behind the industrial north in all things but la miseria—misery.

Misery ruled southern Italy. The majority of its people were among the poorest in Europe. Peasants, or farmers, did not own the land, but worked tiny parcels rented from wealthy landlords, chiefly nobles and northern businessmen. Landlords demanded high rents, so peasants could not afford to buy fertilizer or machinery. Instead, they tilled the soil with hand plows and hoes that were old when their grandparents were children. Peasant families were large and worked together, including children, who were given small chores nearly from the moment they could walk. Youngsters attended school briefly if at all, for they had to help in the fields. Large families lived in tiny, cramped cottages, merely shacks with earthen floors, typically shared with a prized goat or rooster.
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A map of Italy. Most immigrants came from the southern regions. (picture credit 1.1)
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A street macaroni restaurant in Naples, in southern Italy. (picture credit 1.2)

Northerners had little respect for southerners, nicknamed “Black Italians” in a racist epithet meant to show their “inferiority”; they called Sicilians “Africans.” The government in Rome cheated the south in countless ways. It built no modern roads or bridges there. Instead, it acted like a gigantic straw, sucking out whatever money it could. Heavy taxes collected in the south were spent in the north. Worse, justice was a cruel farce. If wronged by a landlord, a peasant was out of luck. Courts and police served the landlord. This, in turn, made peasants cynical, convinced others acted only for selfish reasons. Proverbs expressed their outrage: “The gallows is for the poor man, the law courts for the fool,” “The law works against people,” “The fat pig pays no taxes.” If one person killed another, the victim’s family took justice into its own hands, vowing to “wash blood with blood.”2

Mother Nature herself seemed to turn against the land time forgot. Massive cutting down of forests for firewood and building materials harmed the environment. Without tree roots to hold the soil in place, rain washed away fertile soil, causing crop failure and hunger. Elsewhere, swamps formed. Mosquitoes breed in swamps. If a certain species of mosquito bites a person, it may inject a microscopic organism that causes malaria. This disease has killed more people than all history’s wars, famines, and natural disasters combined. By the 1880s, malaria had become epidemic in southern Italy.

Disasters burst from within the earth, too. In 1905, earthquakes shook the region, collapsing buildings and burying their inhabitants under the rubble. The next year, Mount Vesuvius erupted. Located just east of Naples, this volcano had a fearsome history. An eruption in the year AD 79 buried the cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum, killing all their inhabitants. The 1906 eruption sent “explosions of red-hot stones” a half mile into the air. “The end of the world has come!” people cried in panic. “The inhabitants of the villages in the vicinity of Mount Vesuvius are in a condition of terror,” said the New York Times. “Many homes have been abandoned for the open air, although there has been a thick fog all day and the atmosphere has been dense with volcanic ashes and the fumes of subterranean fires.” Hundeds died, and over 150,000 fled, often struggling through knee-deep ash drifts.3

An earthquake that began miles under the bed of the Mediterranean Sea caused the worst disaster. In June 1908, it sent a tidal wave, or tsunami, roaring through the Strait of Messina, a narrow passage between Sicily and the Italian mainland. The wall of water reached back forty miles on the mainland and thirty miles in Sicily. It leveled the mainland city of Reggio di Calabria and Messina in Sicily. “Both places,” said the New York Times, “are today vast morgues of the dead, and the air for many miles out to sea is polluted. Vultures are congregating to prey upon the dead.” The tsunami also washed away hundreds of villages. In all, it killed some one hundred thousand people, leaving countless others homeless.4
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Mount Vesuvius. The volcano erupted in 1906, displacing more than 150,000 people. (picture credit 1.3)

Extreme poverty and natural disasters pushed Italians out of their country. Between 1880 and 1921, about 4.5 million, chiefly southerners, reached the United States. Only Jews from Russia came in numbers anywhere near those of the land time forgot.5

No Place for Jews

Like Italians, Russian Jews fled poverty. Unlike Italians, however, nature did not torment them with flood and fire. Their greatest threat was religious hatred.

Ever since the ancient Romans had driven Jews from their homeland in Palestine, most had lived in the countries of western Europe: England, Spain, France, Italy, the Netherlands, and the German lands. Good citizens, they obeyed the laws, paid their taxes, and prospered as merchants, traders, and artisans. Yet Christians often resented Jews because they held different religious beliefs. Resentment easily turned to hatred, and hatred to violence. In the early 1100s, Jews began to flee eastward in large numbers to Poland. Its kings welcomed them not only from kindness, but because they had skills needed to develop the country.

Russia was different. Poland’s eastern neighbor banned Jews from its territory. Russians followed the Eastern Orthodox faith, a branch of Christianity. They despised Jews, calling them “Christ killers,” Poles because they were Roman Catholics, and Muslims because they were not Christians at all. When Jewish merchants came to trade, the czars, or emperors, warned them to stay away or die. They meant it. In the year 1563, soldiers drowned Jewish “intruders” on orders from czar Ivan the Terrible.

In the late 1700s, Poland’s stronger Russian, Austrian, and German neighbors forcibly partitioned, or divided, the country among themselves. Russia seized eastern Poland, the largest section, where the largest number of Jews also lived. Although the czars did not want any Jews in their lands, they got them anyhow. So, when we discuss Russian Jews, we mean those who were originally Polish Jews. (Poland would not regain its independence until 1918, at the end of the First World War.)
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The Pale of Settlement, showing the Russian territories to which most Jews were restricted, where nearly five million Jews lived by 1900. The Pale contained hundreds of small towns called shtetls and several cities; some of the major ones are indicated here. (picture credit 1.4)

The czars decided to segregate, or separate, the Jews from Russians by creating the Pale of Settlement. Originally, the word pale meant “fence” or “barrier.” But instead of building a real fence, the czars separated the mainly Jewish areas from Russia proper by a line drawn on a map. The Pale of Settlement—Pale for short—held the territories along Russia’s western border. It stretched from Russian-ruled Poland in the center to the traditional Russian lands along the Baltic Sea in the north and the Black Sea in the south. Several thousand Jewish merchants and skilled artisans had special permission to live in Russian cities. The rest dared not leave the Pale, or step “beyond the Pale.” For if the police caught them, the czar took all their property and sent them to prison. By the year 1900, the Pale held 4.8 million Jews.
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Russian Jews at a market, 1903. (picture credit 1.5)

The Pale was dotted with hundreds of shtetls. Most Jews lived in a shtetl, the Yiddish word for “small town.” East European Jews often knew three languages. The first was Hebrew, the language of the Bible and prayer but not of conversation; the second was the language of the country in which they lived and spoke to gentiles. The third, Yiddish, or “Jewish German,” was the language of everyday life. When Jews first came to Poland from Germany, they spoke the German language. Over time, German mixed with Hebrew, Polish, and Russian words, forming Yiddish. However, Yiddish is written in Hebrew characters from right to left, like Hebrew. A vivid language, it can express everything from joy to grief with power and emotion.

All shtetls seemed cut from the same pattern. One looked much like another. A traveler described a shtetl as “a jumble of wooden houses clustered higgledy-piggedly about a market place” that served the gentiles living in the countryside. Peasants brought their cows and chickens, hides and wool, timber and grain to market. Jewish merchants traded these for goods manufactured in cities: clothing, boots, lamps, pottery, cutlery, nails, tools. Also, the shtetl’s own artisans kept small shops or worked out of their homes.6

Women played a key role in these activities. Wives not only ran the home, they and their daughters helped the menfolk earn a living. A traditional Yiddish marriage song mentions just a few of their duties:


    Cobblers’ wives must make the thread …

    Tailors’ wives must sit up late …

    Butchers’ wives must carry the meat …

    Weavers’ wives must throw the spindle …

    Filers’ wives must turn the [stone-sharpening] wheel …

    Painters’ wives must mix the paint …

    Carpenters’ wives must saw the boards …7



Despite the Jews’ important economic role, Russians never let them forget they were outsiders. Russia was the only country where anti-Semitism, hatred of Jews, was official government policy. Ordinary Russians, egged on by their rulers, spat out the word Zhid (Jew) like a foul curse.

No country persecuted Jews like Russia. Its laws limiting Jewish rights filled a book of nearly a thousand pages. By the 1880s, Jews could not be army officers or judges or serve on juries. Not one Jew taught in the Russian school system or was a university professor. Only one in ten high school or university students could be Jewish. The law banned Jews from owning land outside a shtetl—even for a graveyard. Nor could they deal in oil, coal, or gold or do business on Sundays. Jews who had received permission to live in Russian cities a century before had to return to the Pale, leaving their possessions behind.8 None of these limitations existed in England or other western European countries. There, the “career open to talent,” the right to follow any calling and rise as high as one’s abilities could go, was the law of the land.

Many Jews, finding it impossible to earn a living in the shtetls, moved to slums in large cities within the Pale. They settled in cities most Americans had never heard of, places with strangesounding names: Warsaw, Vilna, Lodz, Minsk, Grodno, Bialystok. But city jobs were scarce, too. Many Jews were so poor they said, half joking, they lived on air. Small wonder that Yiddish is rich in words for poverty and bad luck. One grammar book has nineteen columns of words for misfortune.9

Yet there were worse things than poverty. In the name of “keeping order,” the czar’s Cossacks, fierce horsemen, swept into shtetls to whip and loot, rape and burn. If anything went wrong, Russia’s rulers made Jews scapegoats, those who bear blame for the sins of others. In bad economic times, for example, officials directed popular anger away from the government and toward the Jews. People unleashed their anger in pogroms, from a Russian word meaning “riot” or “devastation.” A pogrom, in effect, was a license to commit murder.
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A 1904 cartoon illustrating the plight of the Jews in Russia, where they were constant victims of the czar’s Cossacks in numerous pogroms. Note President Theodore Roosevelt admonishing the czar to stop the oppression. (picture credit 1.6)

In April 1903, around the time Sadie Frowne saw the Statue of Liberty, the New York Times described a typical pogrom. “There was a well-laid plan for the general massacre of Jews on the day following the Orthodox Easter,” its reporter noted. “The mob was led by priests, and the general cry, ‘Kill the Jews,’ was taken up all over the city [of Kishinev].… The scenes of horror that attended this massacre are beyond description. Babes were literally torn to pieces by the frenzied and bloodthirsty mob. The local police made no attempt to check the reign of terror.”10

Only after the massacre did the police step in—to arrest Jews who had tried to defend their families by force. From 1903 to 1906, during the reign of Czar Nicholas II, some 3,100 Jews lost their lives in pogroms. A single month, November 1905, saw no fewer than six hundred pogroms, an average of twenty a day. It is not surprising that many Jews decided that Russia was no place for them.

Crossing the Big Water

Jews had found refuge in America since colonial times. In 1654, several families from Holland settled in New Amsterdam, renamed New York a decade later to honor its English conqueror, the Duke of York. During the War for Independence, New York banker Haym Salomon used his fortune to support the patriot cause, and as many as two hundred Jewish men served in the Continental Army. In the years following independence, America’s Jewish population rose slowly, to 4,000 in 1820 and 250,000 by 1880. Then came the deluge, as “American fever” swept the shtetls. Between 1881 and 1914, over 2.1 million Jews left the Pale and elsewhere in Eastern Europe.11

Everyone knew something about America from newspaper articles and letters of relatives who had already gone there. Although Jews also went to Canada, Australia, and South America, the United States was by far their favorite destination. Parents sang their children to sleep with a lullaby:


    In America, they say

    There is never any dearth.

    It’s a paradise for all

    A real heaven on earth.12



An immigrant named Mary Antin recalled, “ ‘America’ was in everybody’s mouth. Business men talked of it over their accounts; the market women made up their quarrels that they might discuss it from stall to stall; people who had relatives in the famous land went around reading their letters for the enlightenment of the less fortunate folks [and] children played at emigrating.” Antin added that “scarcely anybody knew one true fact about this magic land.”13

She was right. The real America was no paradise. Its streets were not paved with gold, as rosy reports often led would-be immigrants to believe. Many hardships awaited the newcomer. But America was a land of opportunity and, thank God, it had no czar. Its constitution guaranteed religious freedom, the right to worship (or not) as one pleased.
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Emigrants on board a ship bound for the United States of America, circa 1905. (picture credit 1.7)

Going to America was easier than it had ever been. In the days of wooden sailing ships, crossing the Atlantic Ocean was a dreadful ordeal. Travelers often made their wills before sailing, for you never knew if you would reach the far shore alive. Voyages took from six weeks to five months, depending on weather and luck. Storms blew immigrant vessels off course. Wind gusts tore sails to shreds and toppled masts. Mountainous waves capsized ships or pounded them to bits, drowning all aboard. Even on a “normal” voyage, ships swarmed with disease-carrying vermin: rats, mice, lice, fleas, roaches. A disease called “ship fever” often killed half the passengers and crew. Some ships reached port with scarcely a person able to stand on their own.

By 1903, iron steamships had greatly improved ocean travel. In that year, Russian Jews sailing from Hamburg in Germany or Italians from Naples could count on spending six to seventeen days aboard ship. The cheapest ticket cost thirty-four dollars. Even so, ocean travel was far from pleasant. Immigrants did not have separate cabins. Instead, they crowded into the steerage, or lowest deck, which housed the steering cables that controlled the ship’s rudder. They slept on iron or wooden bunks, in three tiers, each with a straw mattress and no pillow. Between two hundred and four hundred people shared two toilets that stank to high heaven. There were no showers or bathtubs. Immigrants had to wait until they reached shore to wash. “Everything,” one recalled, “was dirty, sticky, and disagreeable to the touch.”14

Sailors called first-time passengers “landlubbers,” because they had never been aboard an oceangoing vessel. Most had never seen a stretch of water broader than a river or lake. Once their ship left port, the land quickly vanished over the horizon. The open Atlantic, seemingly endless, was terrifying; on a “quiet” day the ship rocked constantly.

During storms, the winds howled like demons. Even the largest steamship heaved and tossed, bounced and rolled like a crazy cork. Crew members slammed the hatches shut to keep out the water. The air belowdecks grew stale, reeking of dampness and sweat. Food spoiled; drinking water grew scarce.

Even without storms, the ship’s rocking made nearly every passenger seasick. On bad days, you could hardly walk without stepping into a puddle of vomit. An immigrant recalled that “hundreds of people had vomiting fits.… I wanted to escape from that inferno but no sooner had I thrust my head forward from the lower bunk than someone above me vomited straight upon my head. I wiped the vomit away, dragged myself onto the deck, leaned against the railing and vomited my share into the sea, and lay down half-dead upon the deck.”15 The ship’s “heads,” or toilets, often backed up. The filthy overflow covered the area, filling the air with dreadful odors. Crossing the Atlantic in steerage was not for softies.

Eventually, seagulls appeared overhead. A shoreline became visible in the west. Hours passed. The ship steamed into a vast harbor teeming with vessels of every size. To its right, docks lined the shore far as the eye could see, like the teeth of a comb jutting into the water. Behind the docks rose rows of soaring towers—“skyscrapers.” To the ship’s left stood the big woman with the spikes on her head and the lamp in her hand.
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An immigrant family observes the Statue of Liberty from Ellis Island, 1900. It was a beacon of hope to millions reaching U.S. shores. (picture credit 1.8)
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