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Stories from a Time Before

by Valiska Gregory
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[This story first appeared in Cricket Magazine in November, 1986, illustrated by Margot Tomes.  I was delighted with the illustrations, particularly since Ms. Tomes chose to illustrate the boy in the story rocking the cradle while reading a book.  My father, like the father in the story, always told us stories about the Old Country, and my grandmother said that in Slovakia, where he was born, he always rocked his younger sister’s cradle with his foot so he could turn the pages of a book as he read.  Ms. Tomes very generously sent me the original of her pen and ink drawing after the story was published.]


Always, there were stories.  We ate them with our daily bread, swallowed them whole, and begged for more.  “Tell us about the Old Country,” my brothers and I would say at supper.  “Tell us about when you came over on the boat from Czechoslovakia.”


“But I’ve already told you that one,” Papa would say.  Then he’d smile as if he knew more stories than he’d ever have time to tell.  I loved the Old Country stories, because they came from a time before, a time I could barely taste.


Mama was spooning vanilla ice cream into bowls.  “Of course,” Papa said, “we didn’t have refrigerators in the Old Country.  We kept our vegetables outside during the winter, in a pit covered with straw.”


“Is that why you came?  To get a refrigerator?” asked my brother.


Papa laughed/  “Well, partly yes, and partly no.  We did hope for a better life, but we weren’t absolutely sure we’d get one.  We lived in a small village of about two hundred people, near the city of Palin.  Our house had a dirt floor that your grandma swept clean every day.  We were called kmetz, peasants.  We had a small farm, but the taxes on the land were very high.”


“Is that why you came?  So you wouldn’t have to pay such high taxes?” asked my brother.


“Well,” said my papa, “partly yes, and partly no.  Everybody said that the streets of America were paved with gold, but not everyone believed it.   More important than money was the chance to be what we wanted to be.  In the Old Country, if a man was a farmer,  his son was a farmer.  We were allowed to go to school, but not past the sixth grade.  At school we had to speak Hungarian, and at home we spoke only Slovak; I got spanked once for mixing up the two languages.”


We giggled because we couldn’t imagine Papa being spanked.

“I wanted to stay in school more than anything,” Papa said.  “Your grandma said I was such a bookworm that I’d rock my brother’s cradle with my feet so I could turn book pages with my hands.”


“Is that why you came?  So you could go to school?” I asked.


“Well,” said Papa, ‘partly yes, and partly no.  That’s why I wanted to come, but that’s not why your grandpa wanted to come.  In the Old Country, if you were the oldest son, you inherited all your father’s property, but if you were a younger son, you had to make your own fortune.  Your grandpa was a younger son in a very poor family, so he decided to try America.”


“That doesn’t seem fair to the youngest son,” I said.

“But that was the custom,” Papa said.  “Your grandpa went to America alone and lived with some relatives until he could save enough money to send for the rest of us.  He took a job setting dynamite in the Pennsylvania coal mines.  Lighting fuses was dangerous, and it paid only $3.62 for ten long hours of work each day.  But to Pa, the money seemed like a fortune.  We couldn’t leave Czechoslovakia until we could buy the proper stamps for our passports, and it took Pa a few years to save enough for the steamship tickets.  While we waited, we heard stories about people who had taken the long voyage and died on board.”

“Were those stories true?  Did people really die?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Papa.  “The boats were so crowded with people, there were many diseases.  Sometimes whole families died before they ever got to America.  It was not an easy journey.  We traveled first by train and got on a huge ship in Cherbourg, France.  We took from home only what we could carry.  To save space, we all wore as many clothes as we could—sweaters and coats and shawls—I even wore two hats.  We carried food wrapped in a linen tablecloth.”

“Were you scared, Papa?” asked my brother.

“Well,” said Papa, ‘partly yes, and partly no.  I was twelve, big enough to be a man, I thought.  I’d never been to a big city, never seen an ocean, never traveled on a boat before.   I was much more excited than scared.  We had steerage tickets, which meant that our cabins were far below and very crowded.  The berths where we slept were bunk beds made of iron, and the mattresses were filled with straw.  On our boat, steerage had only two washrooms and almost two hundred people.  When the weather was bad, many people got seasick, and the smell was awful.  So when the weather was good, we would all climb the stairs and spend the day on deck where the air was fresh.”

“Tell us about the Statue of Liberty,” I begged.

“I could never forget the Statue of Liberty,” he said.  “She was what we all talked about during the long days on board the boat, and when she finally came in sight, we all cheered and waved, and Ma told me to hold my brother up, though he was just a baby then, so he could see her, too.

“But before we could actually set foot in America, we had to go through customs at Ellis Island.  It seemed a fearsome place, huge red-and-white brick buildings.  We waited with hundreds of other immigrants in a large white room.  The center of the room was like a maze—bars between the lines of people kept the lines straight—and you could hear a dozen language being spoken all at once.  Finally we filled out our papers and had our medical examinations.  When the last man finally stamped our papers, Ma told us all to stand tall.  ‘Boh je dobrotivy,’ she said, God is kind.”


Mama sat down with us at the table, and Papa took her hand in his.  “At first,” he said, “we stayed with relatives, first in New York, and then in Pennsylvania, but work was scarce there, and my father decided to move on.  ‘Get off the train when you see smokestacks,’ our relatives said.  ‘Where there are smokestacks you can always find work.’  And so we did.  A family from our village had settled here in Chicago, and we stayed with them until your grandpa found a job in the steel mill and could afford a house.”


“Is that why you came to America?” my brother asked, “so Grandpa could buy a house?”


“Well,” said Papa, squeezing mama’s hand, “partly yes, and partly no.  We did want a home, a place, as my pa used to say, where our children’s children could be happy.  But it was also the excitement we were after, the chance to start a new life.   And the minute we saw the Statue of Liberty, we knew we would find the strength to make it through the hard times.  She was the most beautiful lady I’ve ever seen—except for your mother, of course.”


Mama smiled and gave Papa a quick kiss on the cheek.  Papa looked at each of us, studying our faces as if we were letters in a book.  “Now for this,” he said as he wrapped my brothers and me in a giant hug, “it was worth coming to America.”
“Stories from a Time Before,” published by Cricket Magazine, November, 1986.
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