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By Lisa A. Alzo, M.EA., Ithaca, New York

Nearly two million Americans claim Slovak ancestry. | am one of them. This vast number
is not surprising, given that some 650,000 Slovaks came to North America between 1875
and 1914. The Slovaks have been counted among the category of new immigrants called
“Slavs,” emigrating from Central and Eastern Europe and speaking a Slavic language. The
terms “Slav” and “Slavic” are generic terms used to refer to the peoples of various different
nationalities, which include, in addition to Slovaks, Poles, Croats, Czechs, Slovenians, and
Ukrainians. The languages and cultures of these people have tended to be lumped together
in America, but there are actually marked differences between them. The Slavs were the
third largest group to immigrate to the United States during this period from 1875 to 1914,
ranking behind only Italian and Jewish immigrants. The Slovaks are the second largest of
the Slavic-speaking groups in the United States, outnumbered only by the Poles.

Some Slovaks emigrated for economic reasons, others to escape political repression.
The majority of the immigrants to the United States arrived before World War 1. Many re-
turned home after earning enough money to buy land back in Slovakia, but eventually some
500,000 Slovaks settled permanently in the New World. Many of their stories are compelling
and engaging, yet only a few have been told.

In a 1985 essay, dealing with the Slovak immigrant's view of work, Patricia Ondek Lau-
rence asserted that “Prejudice, stereotypes, and ‘silence’ about Slovaks persist even today
because no writer of Slovak-American heritage has achieved significant stature in American
literature to carry the voice and images of Slovaks into the mainstream.” In fact, according to
this writer, only a small body of Slovak immigrant literature (about 15 works) focusing on the
turn-of-the-century immigrant experience is available in English. Among such written works
are Father Andrew Pier’s autobiography, The Woodlands Above, the Mines Below (1975),
which describes his family’s life among the mines in the small town of Blandburg, Pennsyl-
vania; Thames Williamson’s Hunky (1929), about a Slovak worker in a bakery; and finally,
Thomas Bell's Out of This Furnace (1941), a classic novel which chronicles the lives of three
generations of Slovak men working in the steel mills of Braddock, Pennsylvania.

In reviewing each of these poignant sagas, | noticed that a strong emphasis is placed on
the Slovak immigrant male, whose daily existence was a mere backdrop to the work he did in
those places most familiar to him—the mills and the mines. For it was there, in the depths of
the black pits or near the chasms of the hot blast furnaces, that the Slovak male performed
the backbreaking tasks of digging the coal that provided fuel or producing the metal and
steel which were the signature materials of industrial growth.

In early literature, only Bell's book mentions, in any detail, the Slovak woman. In one sec-
tion of his book, entitled “Mary,” he devotes 50 pages to the thoughts, struggles and daily
activities of Mary Dobrechak, who was a first generation American Slovak. The focus on the
woman, however, is still secondary to the overall story of the three men in the story. We see
Mary as a widow who is left to deal with life after her husband is killed in the mill.

She is shown taking up where her husband left off in trying to support herself and her chil-
dren and is enthusiastically encouraged to marry again rather than try to make it on her own.
In Part 3, “Mary,” Bell writes: “She was at this time a few months past thirty. She had four
children, the oldest eleven, and the youngest not yet two. She had something over a thou-
sand dollars in the bank, knowledge of housework and dressmaking, and her two hands.
Thus equipped she took up where Mike had left off.” Out of This Furnace, p. 210.

With Mary, Bell gives us a only glimpse—albeit a moving and accurate one—into the lives
of Slovak women who served not only as the money handlers by controlling the family’s
finances, but who also became the backbone of the family with responsibility for rearing
their children. These women performed work that was not only tedious and endless, but also
essential. After reading Bell's book several years ago, | yearned to know more about all of
the other “Mary’s” that life and literature had left by the wayside.

Except for general history books dealing with immigrants, and the occasional collection of
biographies in which she is counted among women from various other ethnic groups, | have
come across only a few modern and contemporary works concentrating on women: Icon of
Spring by Sonya Jason (1993), an autobiographic account of a young Slovak girl's coming
of age as a first generation American and her discovery that she is really a “Rusyn” and not
a Slovak; and the fictional Sorrows of Marienka, written by a man, Vasil Koban (1979), which
follows a young girl from her wedding in Slovakia through her subsequent immigration to
America. Koban writes: “It wouldn't be easy to raise five sons without his help. But already
her mind turned to plans of how she would manage by keeping boarders... So she did what
she had to do.” The Sorrows of Marienka, p. 201.

| can only speculate on the reasons why such a comparatively small number of texts have
been written about Slovak immigrant women. Perhaps these females thought their lives
unimportant or unworthy of mentioning, or perhaps the mere struggle for day-to-day survival
left them with little time to concern themselves with writing their memoirs. They often lacked
the time or enough education to create written literature; some were literate neither in Eng-
lish nor in their native language. Thus, if these were obstacles to writing for immigrants in
general, then they were certainly much more profound for those women who stayed at home
and had little exposure to the English language or to formal education. A third possibility is
that others did not view Slovak women as significant contributors to this country’s history.
As women, they were already looked upon as a minority, but they had an additional strike
against them because they were also foreigners.

Whatever the reasons for the lack of written accounts documenting the lives of Slovak
immigrant women in the past, | believe it is both illuminating and important for some stories
to finally be told. This does not mean that men should be completely forgotten, because
they indeed played pivotal roles in shaping such women's lives. Rather, these early Slovak
women immigrants need to be shown as human beings with their own feelings, hopes,
dreams and desires. Their stories are personal and at the same time universal—a genuinely
human representation of 20th century American history. For this reason, if none other, Slo-
vak immigrant women must somehow find their place in historical literature.

Researching the Immigrant Woman

In general, women are difficult to research. Most historical records have been created for
and/or about men. Also, few women left diaries or letters. Because of the scant information
available on women in general, the Slovak immigrant woman may also be difficult to write
about, but, as | have shown with Three Slovak Women, it can be done.

First of all, we take an inventory of all home and family sources, such as family documents
(birth, death, marriage records, deeds, and tax records) and any family photographs, bibles,
diaries, letters, and other important papers, and possessions, such as clothing and jewelry.
Secondly, if possible, we interview family members, friends and/or neighbors or anyone who
may have known the woman whose life you are interested in researching. Next, we peruse
public documents (birth, marriage and death records) and are sure to check church records
in cases where civil records are not accessible or available. Also we look at U.S. Federal
Census records (and/or state census records), immigration and naturalization records and
other civil records (probate, property, tax). We always check everything under the woman's
husband'’s name as well, because many times the woman is listed only under her husband’s
records. Finally, we review other printed sources such as newspapers, library/historical so-
ciety collections, books and Web sites about Slovaks and/or Slovak women, oral history
accounts, and fraternal society publications.

What Can We Do Now to Break the Silence?

There are a number of ways to make the lives of Slovak women more visible. First, we can
encourage more women (or their descendants) to research their histories and write them
down. We can join Slovak organizations and attend conferences to publicize our goals. We
all need to explore our family histories, and then document our findings for future genera-
tions in order to give voice to the stories of the silent women from our past. As | wrote about
my grandmother in the Three Slovak Women: “| want to be the one to finally tell her story,
perhaps not in the way she would have told it had she been given the opportunity, and
maybe not as eloquently as she deserves. But | hope that my account has captured her ex-
periences as accurately as possible to show, above all else, that she mattered.” Vines Little,
CG, Barbara. “Teasing the Silent Woman,” NGS 2003 Conference in the States, May 2003.
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