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USHX 7.3 Immigrants and Cities-Society & Culture
LITERATURE READING: My Ántonia

1. While many European immigrants settled in large metropolitan cities such as New York and Chicago, some decided to try their hand at homesteading and farming in the midwestern United States. My Ántonia, written by Nebraska native Willa Cather in 1918, tells the story of the Shimerdas, an immigrant family from Bohemia. 

2. The narrator is a teenage boy named Jim who has been sent to Nebraska to live on his grandparents’ farm. Through his eyes, the reader sees the lives of the Shimerdas as they struggle to build a new life and a new home. The book describes the many difficulties faced by immigrants, such as economic problems, language barriers, and prejudice. 

3. For several weeks after my sleigh-ride, we heard nothing from the Shimerdas. My sore throat kept me indoors, and grandmother had a cold which made the housework heavy for her. When Sunday came she was glad to have a day of rest. One night at supper Fuchs told us he had seen Mr. Shimerda out hunting. “He’s made himself a rabbit-skin cap, Jim, and a

rabbit-skin collar that he buttons on outside his coat. They ain’t got but one overcoat among ’em over there, and they take turns wearing it. . . .” “All but the crazy boy,” Jake put in. “He never wears the coat. . . . I guess rabbits must be getting scarce in this locality. Ambrosch come along by the cornfield yesterday where I was at work and showed me three prairie dogs he’d shot. . . .” Grandmother looked up in alarm and spoke to grandfather. 

“Josiah, you don’t suppose Krajiek would let them poor creatures eat prairie dogs, do you?”

“You had better go over and see our neighbors tomorrow, Emmaline,” he replied gravely. . . .

4. When I went downstairs in the morning, I found grandmother and Jake packing a hamper basket in the kitchen. . . . After breakfast grandmother and Jake and I bundled ourselves up and climbed into the cold front wagon-seat. 

5.. . . Mrs. Shimerda opened the door before we knocked and seized grandmother’s hand. She did not say “How do!” as usual, but at once began to cry, talking very fast in her own language, pointing to her feet which were tied up in rags, and looking about accusingly at everyone . . . Mrs. Shimerda snatched off the covers of two barrels behind the door, and made us look into them. In one there were some potatoes that had been frozen and were rotting, in the other was a little pile of flour. . . .

6. Then the poor woman broke down. She dropped on the floor beside her crazy son, hid her face on her knees, and sat crying bitterly. Grandmother paid no heed to her, but called Ántonia to come and help empty the basket. Tony left her corner reluctantly. I had never seen her crushed like this before. 
 7. “You not mind my poor mamenka [mother], Mrs. Burden. She is so sad,” . . . Mr. Shimerda came out from behind the stove. . . . Mr. Shimerda made grandmother sit down on the only chair. . . . Standing before them with his hand on Ántonia’s shoulder, he talked in a low tone, and his daughter translated. He wanted us to know that they were not beggars in the old country; he made good wages, and his family was respected there. He left Bohemia with more than a thousand dollars in savings, after their passage [overseas journey]

money was paid. He had in some way lost on exchange in New York, and the railway fare to Nebraska was more than they had expected. By the time they paid Krajiek for the land, and bought his horses and oxen and some old farm machinery, they had very little money left. He wished grandmother to know, however, that he still had some money. If they could get through until spring came, they would buy a cow and chickens and plant a garden, and would then do very well. . . .

8. All the way home grandmother and Jake talked about how easily good Christian people could forget they were their brothers’ keepers. “I will say, Jake, some of our brothers and sisters are hard to keep.

9. Where’s a body to begin, with these people? They’re wanting in everything, and most of all in horse-sense. Nobody can give ’em that, I guess.” 

BCRs: After you have finished reading the selection, answer the following 

1. What prompts Jim’s grandmother to visit the Shimerdas?

2. Why is Mrs. Shimerda so upset when she greets her visitors?

3. Why is it important for Mr. Shimerda to let Jim’s grandmother know that they were not beggars in their home country?

4. Why does Jim’s grandmother get frustrated with the Shimerdas and their situation?

5. Do you think that people in rural America reacted in the same way to immigrants as people in the cities did?

6. Imagine that you are a teenager living in New York City or Chicago and new immigrants from Europe have just moved in near you. Create a diary or journal entry that talks about meeting or becoming friends with the new neighbors and how they are adjusting to life in America.

In your own words, summarize today’s lesson.
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LITERATURE READING: My Ántonia

1. Jim’s grandmother to visit the Shimerdas because of the rumors that the Shimerdas may be so poor that they are eating prairie dogs 

2. Mrs. Shimerda is upset because they have very little food, their clothes and supplies are very worn out, and she appears to be scared about their situation

3. Mr. Shimerda is a proud man, and he wants to let Jim’s grandmother know that he is a hard worker. 

4. Jim’s grandmother get frustrated with the Shimerdas because it does not seem like immigrants such as the Shimerdas are really prepared to move to America and have difficulty surviving when they do

5. I would recognize that people in rural and urban America probably did have the same core prejudices and concerns, but that communities in urban settings probably were a little more insulated than the situations of rural immigrants. On the other hand, rural neighbors may have gotten to know the immigrants faster on a personal basis.

6. I would discuss what it was like meeting their new neighbors and how the new immigrants are adjusting to the United States.

Summary: In today’s lesson, we examine the new forms of popular entertainment like attending World’s fairs, amusement parks, spectator sports like baseball and football, participatory sports like bicycling, swimming, hiking, boating, golf, tennis, reading, and photography.

