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“I CAME WITH FIFTY CENTS AND THAT’S IT!”


OVERTURNING AMERICA’S IMMIGRATION MYTHS




I came to America because I heard the streets were paved with gold. When I got here, I found out three things: First, the streets weren’t paved with gold; second, they weren’t paved at all; and third, I was expected to pave them.


—Unknown Italian immigrant, painted on the wall of the Ellis Island Museum





For over two centuries, immigration has been a defining element of America’s culture, society, and economy. Yet, our national conversations about immigration are driven largely by myths. These myths can be either positive or negative: for every uplifting tale of an immigrant striking it rich, there is an ominous story of an immigrant undermining American culture from within. For many Americans, ideas about immigration are based on these tales and the feelings they arouse, not on facts and data. It’s no wonder immigration is one of those divisive issues that everyone thinks they understand. Ultimately, immigration myths color how voters think about immigration and affect immigration policy.


Our aim in this book is to rebuild the story of immigration to America from the ground up, uncovering the patterns that emerge from data on millions of immigrants’ lives. Our journey to get the facts right has taken us to many unexplored data sources that span nearly a century and a half of American history, starting around 1880 with the Age of Mass Migration from Europe and running through the present.


Think of us like curious grandchildren searching branches of their family tree online, but a million times over. We started by digging through websites like Ancestry.com that allow the public to search for their relatives. From there, we developed methods to automate these searches so we could follow millions of immigrants and their children in the records as they moved up the economic ladder and integrated into American society. We also read through thousands of immigrant interviews and congressional speeches, and used the latest linguistic tools and machine-learning techniques to systematically analyze these texts. All told, we were able to compile what is the first set of truly big data about immigration.


The immigrants that we follow journey from crowded New York City tenements to leafy suburbs, and from small family farms to growing cities. Our data includes everyone from bankers to errand boys—a bit like following the life stories of everyone in the phone book, rather than only the CEOs or the criminals who make it to the front page of the newspaper. We supplement our research on the past with data on immigrants in America today, using everything from birth certificates to tax records to oral histories. Compiling information on as many immigrants as possible allows us to move beyond myths and nostalgia to tell the true story of immigration that has been hiding in plain sight all along.


The data gives us clues about why immigrants chose to come to the United States, and tells us when they left school, how well they spoke English, the occupations they held over their work lives, their earnings, whom they married, the names they chose for their children, and their children’s outcomes as they became adults. With our new data, we can reassess some of the common myths about immigration, contributing a new understanding of the immigrant experience in American history to today’s national debate.


Is it really true that past immigrants moved quickly from rags to riches? Are today’s immigrants less successful than immigrants in the past, and do today’s immigrants integrate more slowly into society than past immigrants? Do immigrants harm US-born workers through added competition for jobs? These are some of the major questions we answer in this book.


OUR FIFTEEN MINUTES OF FAME


Our hope has always been that our findings about the true nature of immigrant success would interest people from all walks of life. So we were thrilled when, one day in 2019, a small part of our research escaped the ivory tower and found its way to late-night TV on Showtime’s Desus & Mero show. The segment started with Desus, one of the hosts, saying, “Yo, recent study found that children of immigrants do better than children of those born in the US.”1 Somehow he was able to distill our five-year research project about the children of immigrants down to a single sentence.


Our study was overturning two commonly held myths about immigrant prosperity. First, many believe that immigrants who come to the United States today from poor backgrounds will never catch up to the US born. The data reveals a different pattern: children of immigrants from nearly every country in the world, including from poorer countries like Mexico, Guatemala, and Laos, are more upwardly mobile than the children of US-born residents who were raised in families with a similar income level. The second misconception is that immigrants in the past, who came almost exclusively from Europe, were more successful than today’s immigrants, who come from around the globe. Our data reveals that, despite major changes in immigration policy over time, immigrants today move up the economic ladder at the same pace as European immigrants did in the past.


With our work as inspiration, Desus and his cohost, The Kid Mero, hit the streets of Queens (“our Ellis Island,” they added) to ask passersby what it was like to grow up with immigrant parents. Desus and The Kid Mero are a favorite of younger, Twitter-savvy viewers. The comedy duo act like two friends who just enjoy each other’s company, always ready with a laugh to appreciate a good turn of phrase. They share a “Bronx uniform”: short, defined beards, baseball caps with a flat brim, The Kid Mero’s hoodie and Desus’s double T-shirt.


Desus and The Kid Mero now have a career that should make any parent proud—maybe even an immigrant parent—but as students back in the Bronx, they never expected to make it to television. When they first made it big, an interviewer asked them, “What were you guys? Were you comedians? Were you aspiring?” “No,” said Desus, “just two guys at school—just funny. Just hang in the hallways and go to class. Actual New York City high school students.… We saw each other in summer school. We’d do the little head nod.”2


That day, Desus and The Kid Mero invited along fellow comedian Hasan Minhaj to the Queens street corner. The comedians are themselves children of immigrants; in fact, their families are very likely captured in our modern datasets. Hasan Minhaj was raised by highly educated immigrant parents in Davis, California. His mother and father, a chemist and a medical doctor, are immigrants from Uttar Pradesh in India. Desus (né Daniel Baker) and The Kid Mero (né Joel Martinez) are children of working-class immigrants from the Caribbean. Desus jokes that his parents arrived in the country with “a goat and one Bitcoin.”3


Above the din of the rattling of the elevated train and a constant stream of traffic, the trio interviewed adult children of immigrants who happened to pass by. Everyone talked about the sacrifices that their parents made to get to the United States and about the stories and legends they heard growing up in an immigrant family. Life turned out well for these children of immigrants, even if their successes did not quite live up to their parents’ often unrealistic dreams.


Immigrant parents’ high expectations of their kids was, in fact, the main topic of conversation in these street interviews. The Kid Mero asked a son of immigrants from the Dominican Republic: “What is the strongest guilt you have received from your parents?” The man answered with an exaggerated eye roll: “Oh man, my Pops reminded me of the struggle of getting from DR [the Dominican Republic] to here, so nothing was good enough.”


Another son of immigrants, who described himself as a “brown guy named Usama in Texas”—perfect shorthand for how hard it can be as a child of immigrants trying to fit in—told the story of getting into medical school and deciding to not go. “My mom threw nineteen pots at me. The good ones, too. The glass ones.” Hasan recalls how he, too, didn’t live up to his own parents’ expectations: “The rebellion for me was I was a poli-sci major instead of premed.… I really broke out.”


Only one person, a South Asian man in a North Face jacket, seemed to be a success in his parents’ eyes. Desus: “Are your parents proud of you?” Man: “I would say yes.” Hasan: “You said yes with such confidence.” The Kid Mero: “You must be a lawyer that’s also a doctor.” “Ah, you know,” the man said, “I never made it to both of those degrees. I became an engineer, though.”4


Our research underscores what Desus and The Kid Mero heard out on the streets of Queens that cold day. Children of immigrants from all over the globe are making it here in America. Even when their parents struggle and have to work two jobs to get by, the children of immigrants rise.


We make these broad statements not because of a few man-on-the-street interviews, but on the basis of systematic analysis of many immigrant records. For more than a decade, we have built large datasets, overturning many of the defining myths in America’s immigration history. What we share with you is the final product of our research, along with the stories behind the data and a flavor of how the findings come together.


THE “STREETS OF GOLD” MYTH


When Democrat Jon Ossoff of Georgia was sworn into office in January 2021, becoming one of the youngest senators in US history, he carried in his breast pocket a copy of two ship manifests: one for his paternal great-grandfather, Israel Osshowsky, who arrived in the United States in 1911, and one for his great-grandmother, Annie, who joined her husband in the United States in 1913.5 Later that day, Ossoff mentioned this sentimental gesture on social media, marveling that “a century later, their great grandson was elected to the U.S. Senate.” This is the promise of America, Ossoff implied, that the sons and daughters of immigrants from all around the world can rise to the halls of power.


As economic historians who study the past with the hope of illuminating the present, we took special note of the manner that Ossoff chose to honor his ancestors: not with a sepia-toned photograph or a family heirloom but with passenger records, listing his great-grandparents by name at the very moment they set foot on American shores.


After his swearing in, we couldn’t help but look up Ossoff’s great-grandfather in the historical census records on Ancestry.com, a source that we have turned to many times over the years. We found that by 1920, Israel Osshowsky had already changed his last name to Ossoff and was living with his wife, Annie, and their five young children in Peabody, Massachusetts, where he worked as a laborer in a leather factory.


By leaving Lithuania for Peabody, Israel Ossoff had likely already doubled his fortunes. A century ago, poverty was higher in many European countries than in the United States, so immigrants had a lot to gain by crossing the Atlantic. Escaping their financial plight was what 44 percent of immigrants who arrived during this period reported as the reason they came to America, while 34 percent were following family members and 20 percent were fleeing persecution, according to details gathered by the Ellis Island Foundation.6


Looking at historical census data gives an even better fix on the financial value of moving versus staying home. In one of our research projects, we followed pairs of brothers born in Norway, one of whom left for the United States by 1900 while the other remained behind. (We focused on Norway because the Norwegian census data happens to be highly complete.) Brothers who immigrated to the United States earned nearly twice as much as their siblings back home.7


The best estimates suggest that much the same is true today: immigrants can more than double their earnings by moving to the United States.8 So the impetus to immigrate is as strong as ever. Its only the countries that are different: you don’t see many immigrants from Norway to the United States these days because Norway has become one of the richest nations in the world, with a higher median income per person than the United States. Today, most immigrants hail from countries that, relative to the United States, are far poorer than European home countries were a century ago. Consider the fact that nine of the ten countries sending the largest numbers of immigrants to the United States these days are ranked between the 90th and 150th countries in the world in terms of GDP per capita (out of 195)—countries like El Salvador, India, and Vietnam. Korea is the only large immigration partner that cracks the top fifty.9


Our research shows that crossing the Atlantic in the past—or the Rio Grande today—is the biggest step on immigrants’ ladder of upward economic mobility. In this way, America really does have golden streets that allow newcomers to quickly make more than they could have earned at home.


But we also find that moving up the economic ladder in America—and catching up to the US born—takes time. Nearly a decade after arrival, Israel Ossoff was still working as a laborer, a job that today would probably earn the minimum wage. Census records indicate that ten years later, he reported being in the “express business,” with a truck that hauled leather goods from the factory in Peabody. It was only by 1940, close to thirty years after his first arrival, that Israel converted this small business into ownership of a local gas station.10


HOW IMMIGRANTS PAVED THEIR WAY TO AMERICAN PROSPERITY


Although Jon Ossoff himself is an outlier for ending up on Capitol Hill, his family is a good illustration of our work tracing the rising fortunes of immigrant families through historical data. The Ossoffs represent only one entry in our larger ledger, a dataset that follows millions of immigrant families through historical census records from their arrival onward. The very power of such large datasets is that we do not need to rely on the recollections of a small number of immigrants who left diaries or memoirs, and we do not need to wonder whether a particular story is typical or an exception.


Indeed, when we turn to the big data, we find that many of Americans’ widely held beliefs about immigrant success do not stand up to scrutiny. One of our nation’s triumphal myths is that immigrants arriving at Ellis Island a century ago with only a few dollars in their pocket could quickly achieve prosperity through their own hard work and ingenuity. Indeed, many older academic studies—conducted using the sparse information that was available at the time—supported the view that immigrants in the past were able to catch up to the US born remarkably quickly, matching and surpassing their earnings within a few years.11 By comparison with this rapid ascent, today’s immigrants seem to be lagging behind.


But our data tell a different story. In the coming pages, we will provide evidence that will revise myths about immigration in three major ways. First, the nostalgic view of immigrants in the past moving quickly from rags to riches does not fit the facts. Second, newcomers today are just as quick to move up the economic ladder as in the past, and immigrants now are integrating into American culture just as surely as immigrants did back then. And finally, immigrant success does not come at the expense of US-born workers.


The lives that immigrants lead after arriving in the United States have never been as easy as the common nostalgic view. Many of the historical immigrants that we follow through the data were slow to climb up the economic ladder. Often, the move from low-paid jobs to higher-paid positions took a whole lifetime, and many immigrants never caught up to US-born workers in their occupations or earnings. As the unnamed immigrant whose words we use to open the chapter observed, not only were the streets not paved with gold, but immigrants were expected to pave their own way.


In the pace of their economic progress, immigrants of the past were very similar to immigrants today. Immigrants in the past did not rise from poverty to comfort as quickly as we believe, nor are today’s immigrants climbing the economic ladder any more slowly than past immigrants. We will see that the story of Israel Ossoff’s slow progress can very well be told of immigrant families today.


The true ascent for immigrant families happens in the next generation. The children of immigrants, like in Jon Ossoff’s family, or Desus’s and The Kid Mero’s, achieve incredible economic success—a pattern that has held in the United States for more than a century. We find in the data that the children of immigrants from nearly every country, especially children of poor immigrants, are more upwardly mobile than the children of US-born residents. The children of immigrants from El Salvador are as likely to be economically successful nowadays as were the children of immigrants from Great Britain 150 years ago.


One such success story is Gisel Ruiz, who grew up in California’s Central Valley, the daughter of Mexican farm laborers. Her cousin, Alfredo Corchado, grew up alongside Gisel and wrote about their childhood in his memoir, Homelands.12 After school, Gisel worked “hoeing cotton, working atop tomato machines for her father Pilar and mother Martha.” Despite their own lack of formal education, her parents encouraged her to go to college. “There was no other way,” they told her, to get ahead in America. She graduated from nearby Santa Clara University with a degree in marketing and went on to ascend to the upper ranks of the American business elite, as a top executive at Walmart. Gisel is just one of many children of immigrants who moved up, a few of whom we profile in the book. Although her rise was faster than most, we see variants of Gisel’s story repeated in the data time and again.


All in all, we find a common immigrant story of strong economic mobility in both the past and the present. This shared immigrant experience is all the more remarkable given the dramatic changes in immigration policy over time. A century ago, immigrants from Europe and Canada did not require a visa or passport for entry, nor did they need to prove that they had a family member or a job waiting for them (although immigrants from Asia faced many more restrictions). Today, immigrant entry is highly restricted, and many immigrants arrive without documents. But the bottom line remains the same: the American Dream is just as real for immigrants from Asia and Latin America now as it was for immigrants from Italy and Russia one hundred years ago.


Our findings are decidedly more optimistic than other studies that have warned that the children of immigrants from poor countries might be on a path to a permanent underclass.13 Being raised in America is a great equalizer for immigrant children from many ethnic backgrounds, and parents’ country of origin need not be destiny. But one important factor makes us less optimistic: race. As a group, children of Black parents have lower upward mobility than children of white parents, and we find a similar pattern in our data when comparing children of immigrants from Caribbean countries with children of immigrants from Europe or from Asia.14 But here, too, we find some room for optimism. As we’ll show in Chapter 5, many children of immigrants from majority-Black countries (particularly daughters) do remarkably well.


Our data also busts another widely held myth: that today’s immigrants are slower to embrace American culture and society than were European immigrants in the past. The data shows that current immigrants do not assimilate into US society any more slowly than past immigrants. Both in the past and today, immigrants make tremendous efforts to join American society. We document the process of cultural assimilation in large datasets using a variety of measures: Do immigrants become fluent in English? Do they leave immigrant enclaves and move to more integrated neighborhoods? Do immigrants or their children marry spouses from other countries of origin or who were born in the United States? We even learn about efforts that immigrants make to fit in by choosing more American-sounding names for their children as they spend more time in the United States and learn more about American culture.


What we find across all these measures is that the pace of cultural assimilation is very similar in the past and present. Not only that, the immigrant groups most accused of unwillingness to assimilate—Southern and Eastern Europeans in the past, Mexicans today—actually tended to assimilate the fastest. And, contrary to common concerns that refugees will remain isolated, we find that refugees assimilate even faster than other immigrants.


The story that emerges when we let the data speak is a happy one, a tale of economic prosperity and cultural integration. In one generation’s time, we find that it becomes hard to tell apart the children of immigrants from the children of the US born. Both groups are simply American.


IMMIGRATION DOES NOT HARM THE US BORN


Yet, simply knowing that immigrants themselves eventually thrive is not the end of the story. What if newcomers squeeze out existing residents for jobs or housing or access to public services? In that case, it would be hard to justify the number of immigrants currently entering the country—let alone an increase in immigration.


Indeed, many politicians defend immigration restrictions as a means of supporting the American worker. If we block new immigration, the idea goes, there will be more jobs for the US born. Yet, when we look to the evidence—either for the past or the present—we do not find that immigrants steal the last slice from a fixed pie. Rather, immigrants help the economy grow, contributing to science, innovation, and culture.


To be sure, immigration creates some winners and losers in the labor market—but only in the short term. US-born workers who do the same types of jobs that immigrants tend to face more competition for jobs. But today, immigrants often fill roles that have few available US-born workers: either very highly educated positions in tech and science, or work that requires very little education, such as picking crops by hand, washing dishes, landscaping, and taking care of the elderly. In fact, the workers who can lose out the most in the short term from new immigrant arrivals are not US-born workers but immigrants who themselves came to the United States a few years before.


These days, research into episodes of immigration restriction or new immigrant entry strongly rejects the zero-sum idea that immigrant workers steal American jobs. Immigration policy is not as easy as saying “close the border and jobs will come.” Instead, as a nation we should focus on the ways in which immigrants promote a growing economy, with jobs available for all, rather than imagine that there is a fixed set of jobs to divide between immigrants and the US born. The important role of immigration in contributing to population growth is all the more critical now that we are in the midst of what census watchers call “demographic stagnation.”15 To continue building the labor force, immigration is essential for filling key jobs in health care, tech, construction, and manufacturing.16


As a country, we are in dire need of shared facts about immigration. Too often, rational discussion of immigration is overwhelmed by anecdotes that can slant the narrative in one direction or another. It is easy to get influenced by daily headlines of a “crisis” at the southern border, which can stoke fears that the country is being overrun by newcomers. As a result, voters overestimate the number of immigrants living in the country and underestimate immigrants’ economic contributions, assuming that more immigrants are dependent on welfare than really do use government benefits.17 Our large datasets comparing immigrants in the past and present bring new evidence to the national discussion on immigration policy.


We realize that different people can reach different conclusions from the same facts. Even to those who are convinced that immigration is good for America, more immigration isn’t always better. It would be facile to say that US policy should maximize the number of immigrants. Thus, we do not seek to give simplistic policy solutions. Our main message is more basic: as a society, we need to design our immigration policy at the level of generations; the immigrants of today are the Americans of tomorrow. Taking a short-term perspective—as candidates focusing on the next election cycle often do—underestimates the potential contributions that immigrants and their children will make to the economy in the future.


It can feel, at times, like bringing facts to the table is futile. There is a vocal and emboldened minority who oppose immigration under the mantle of America First. But the data conveys a clear message: immigration is good for America, and immigrants and their children ultimately become Americans, both then and now.


FAMILY STORIES, NATIONAL MYTHS


Our motivation for writing this book is rooted in our belief in the power of data to discover the truth about immigration and to undermine the simplistic—and ultimately false—notions that for far too long have influenced the way many Americans perceive immigration and immigrants. We hope that learning the real story of immigration to America over the past two centuries will help politicians and voters build immigration policy on a stronger foundation for the next hundred years.


We also have a more personal goal, one we hope resonates with people who see their own face or the faces of their grandparents in the stories we tell. In trying to set the record straight about immigration, we wanted to understand our own family narratives and where we ourselves—as an immigrant and the descendant of immigrants—fit into the American story.


Leah has heard her own family’s immigration history many times. With the years of retellings, the stories have a way of becoming tall tales. As one of the passersby interviewed on Desus & Mero joked about his father, an immigrant from the Dominican Republic, “My Pops… first told me…, ‘I came here with fifty dollars”; two years [later, it was,] ‘I came with fifty cents and that’s it!’”


By combing through immigrants’ data on Ancestry.com for our research, Leah learned that—just like our national narratives—a few of her family stories turned out to be myths. For example, Leah had always heard that the clan’s generic-sounding last name, Platt, had been changed at Ellis Island from the far more ethnic Platnichky. As it turns out, historical records show that Leah’s great-grandparents kept the name Platnichky for many years after immigrating to the United States and changed the name themselves as part of their process of assimilating into American culture. In fact, the very idea of name changes occurring on Ellis Island is more legend than historical reality.18


Other family tales turned out to be true. Leah’s grandmother Roslyn always insisted that her second-grade teacher encouraged her to change her name from the ethnic-sounding Rose to the stylish name Roslyn, more befitting of a movie star. Although Leah never believed her (what second grader comes home and informs her own parents that her name has changed?), the census data backs up her story that, indeed, her name changed at some point in elementary school.


We also learned in compiling the records that Leah’s family’s story of economic progress follows the general pattern that we find in the millions of records we share throughout the book. After arriving in America, Leah’s great-grandparents worked for the rest of their lives behind the till of their small family store. To help the family make ends meet, some of Hyman and Annie’s eight children sold newspapers on the street corner, like characters in the musical Newsies, bringing home a penny for every copy sold.


Economic prosperity came in the next generation, and even then, this prosperity was uneven. Leah’s grandfather Matthew enrolled in medical school, hoping to provide for his family. By the age of twenty-one, he was an MD, conducting physicals for John Hancock Life Insurance for $2 a pop (worth $37 today). He was the most financially successful of his eight siblings, eventually opening up his own suburban medical practice. Matthew’s occupation was recorded in the 1940 census as a “physician.”


Usually, the details uncovered from this detective work are commonplace, but sometimes even family secrets can emerge. The president of Princeton University, Christopher Eisgruber, was raised Catholic but discovered while helping his son find family members in old passenger records for a school project that his own mother was born Jewish. There on the document was the telltale word “Hebrew.”


Many family memories are accurate and can be found written down in the data in black-and-white. But some of the family stories are embellished, often transmuting the “fifty dollars” that immigrants had in their pocket upon arrival into “fifty cents.” The same is true for the stories Americans tell about immigration more broadly. The nostalgic view of European immigrants arriving penniless but rising quickly is overstated, and this lopsided comparison makes immigrants today look worse. In fact, it has always taken time for immigrants to find their footing, and it is often the children of immigrants who really thrive.
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FACT-CHECKING THE PAST


CONVERTING MILLIONS OF IMMIGRANT STORIES INTO DATA




In God we trust. All others must bring data.


—Often attributed to W. Edwards Deming, although true origin is uncertain1





Our attempt to reveal the true story of American immigration was nearly thwarted before it could even begin. One morning in the fall of 2011, Ran arrived at his office at Stanford to a message light blinking on his phone. What he heard left him in panic: a “cease and desist” call from a lawyer for Ancestry.com, the popular genealogy site.


As part of our research on immigration, we had been using our office computers to gather data from Ancestry.com—enough data to raise the company’s suspicions. Most users of the site look up a few relatives to fill out their family tree from census records. We were trying to scale up this search to find as many immigrants as we could, possibly even numbering in the millions.


We had hit on this plan to use Ancestry to reconstruct the story of American immigration one newcomer at a time a few years before, on the day we first met. On that day in 2008, we were both attending an economic history conference as eager young assistant professors. The conference was held on a perfect May day at the Huntington Botanical Gardens in tony San Marino, California.2


It was an odd venue for an academic conference, but the organizers had chosen the site deliberately, figuring that the serenity of the setting would inspire creative ideas and interesting collaborations. And for us, the conference did just that. When, after a morning session on interest bans in medieval Islam, the organizers urged attendees to take a long lunch break and wander through the gardens’ paths beneath the cloudless blue sky, we were glad to take our conversation outside.


We were crossing a curved wooden bridge spanning a pond brimming with koi below and chatting, among other things, about the power of large datasets, when Ran had an idea. If we want to figure out who came to the United States during the Age of Mass Migration, why don’t we use the popular genealogy service Ancestry.com? Imagine the discoveries we could make if we multiply by the thousands what curious grandchildren do individually! If you can find where your four grandparents lived during their childhood, why can’t we find four hundred? Or four thousand? Or four hundred thousand? If we could create a large enough dataset, maybe we could uncover some useful facts to contribute to the acrimonious debate about immigration.


Since the site’s monthly subscription fee was relatively modest (currently $29.99) we decided to give it a try. We paid for a few accounts and started searching, first by hand and then eventually in a more automated fashion. Our goal was to find as many immigrants as possible soon after they arrived on our nation’s shores, and then to follow their fortunes over the decades as they found work, got married, and potentially moved from place to place. This chapter explains how we did it, and how these many lives help us to tell a new version of the American story.


FROM FAMILY HISTORY TO AMERICAN HISTORY


Family genealogy is a national pastime. Ancestry.com boasts more than three million paying subscribers and an annual revenue of over a billion dollars.3 The popular television show Finding Your Roots, which sketches out the family trees of celebrities and politicians, has been running on PBS for nearly a decade, with celebrities from Senator Cory Booker to Martha Stewart serving as guests. The book and miniseries Roots may have kicked off the craze in the late 1970s, tracing the semi-fictionalized history of one African American family through slavery and back to Africa.


Now a big business, Ancestry.com got its start by marketing its research tools to members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (informally known as the Mormon Church), whose members are eager to track down all of the members of their family tree. Family genealogy is the community’s solution to a theological question that arises in a relatively young church: What happens to ancestors who died before church history began? The church’s answer is that these long-dead relatives can be baptized by proxy. One of Leah’s friends, a man raised in a Mormon family, recalls participating as a teenager in a community event, volunteering to jump into the baptismal font once for each name on a list of ancestors for members of his ward.


By 2008, the popularity of the Ancestry site was exploding. A year later, the company would go public on the NASDAQ stock exchange. Searching branches on a family tree used to require paging through parish registers or making trips to dusty archives. But through Ancestry, an array of digitized historical records became available at the stroke of a computer key: not just the names of great-uncles and long-lost cousins, but detailed records for these family members, including marriage and death certificates, military conscription lists, and census forms.


So our breakthrough at the Huntington koi pond was to use the records cataloged on Ancestry.com to test various aspects of conventional wisdom about mass immigration from Europe. Before we got started, other economic historians—most notably Joseph Ferrie at Northwestern University—had already created datasets following individuals from one census to another. But Ferrie’s method was painstaking: conducted by hand using microfilm, not all that different from what historians and family genealogists had long been doing.4


Ancestry.com was much better suited for our purposes. Using its digitized records enabled us to track more deeply and widely the lives of ordinary immigrants from long ago. This one insight has been the basis of much of our subsequent research, including the findings we describe in the rest of this book.


But even before we could get started, the “cease and desist” call that we received from Ancestry’s lawyer in 2011 seemed to be jeopardizing the future of our research plans. In fact, during a tense conversation in which Ancestry’s lawyer said that we had been violating the site’s terms of service, Ran actually worried for a brief moment that he might be sued or possibly even prosecuted.


A year or so prior to the threatening phone message, soon after the conference at the Huntington, we had begun conducting initial experiments on the Ancestry site. These early forays were innocuous enough: we started out by typing in a few names to the Ancestry search bar to see how far we could get. But we quickly ran up against the immensity of the numbers. Thirty million immigrants arrived on American shores in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1900, the United States had seventy-six million residents overall. How could we possibly search for everyone?


Our solution was to write a computer program that automatically searched the Ancestry site for one person at a time. We let this script run for a month, and by the end we had data for around two hundred thousand immigrants and their families. But all these searches also created a mystery for the Ancestry corporate office. What could explain the sudden interest in their product? Why had search numbers increased by thousands over the last month? What they discovered when they dug into the numbers is that many of these searches came from just a few accounts, and those accounts all belonged to us.


Ancestry.com worried that some computer bot was downloading their data to package and resell: the company was concerned that someone was, in effect, stealing their data. That’s why Ran got that frightening call from the lawyer. Would our research project be shut down? Would we face charges? By the end of the conversation, once we could explain that we were academics doing research to learn more about immigration, Ancestry.com became very supportive and allowed us to finish the project. These days, the relationship between Ancestry.com and researchers is stronger than ever: the company partners with researchers through the Minnesota Population Center to provide data for academic projects.


Whenever possible, we compare the patterns that we observe in the historical census files to more recent data sources that allow researchers to track households over time—Social Security earnings records, IRS tax records, or birth certificate files.


Statistics don’t speak for themselves, of course. In addition to looking for the patterns that emerge from millions of records, we also gathered stories of individual immigrants from hundreds of retrospective interviews compiled by the Ellis Island Oral History Project, and drew on the work of various qualitative researchers who have studied immigrant communities. We also conducted our own survey asking respondents to write about their family immigration history. We ran our survey at a conference for California high school teachers and also circulated it on Twitter. Respondents confided to us about European grandparents who snuck into the country after the border was closed and about Chinese-born parents with science degrees who entered without papers and cleaned houses to build a new life in America. We tell these stories throughout the book.


In the previous chapter, we explained the problem with drawing conclusions from isolated stories, especially stories filtered through the generations. So it may seem odd that we talk about stories of individual immigrants. But we are not contradicting ourselves: when considered in tandem with data, stories can round out our understanding of the past. What’s more, when we tell stories in this book, our goal is not to draw conclusions from the stories themselves, but merely to illustrate patterns revealed by our large datasets.


These stories and the survey responses we received provide detailed reflections about life in the home country before immigration, reasons for coming to the United States, the journey to America, and immigrants’ lives in the United States since arrival. The stories connect real people to some of the numbers in our datasets, and are a reminder that our quantitative records came about as the result of a complex and often wrenching human process.


We intentionally focus here on the stories of everyday people rather than dramatic tales of extraordinary individuals; ordinary stories reveal the more common experience of the many millions of immigrants who came to America over the last two centuries. Individually, each record reflects a life quietly lived—perhaps as a beloved teacher or a hopeful parent or a kindly neighbor—achieving no fame as a result of their strivings. Together, these stories paint a portrait of the immigrant experience that largely overturns conventional wisdom.


FOLLOWING IMMIGRANTS THROUGH THE DATA OVER TIME


Annie Moore was the very first immigrant to pass through the new Ellis Island immigration station when it opened for use on New Year’s Day 1892. She stepped off the boat from County Cork, Ireland, to great fanfare. Traveling with her two younger brothers, Annie was soon reunited with her parents who had finally saved up enough, after four years in America, to send for their children to join them.


As the story goes, Annie then lived out a true American tale, traveling west and marrying the dashing and enterprising Patrick O’Connell, who made his fortune in real estate. Annie allegedly died in Fort Worth, Texas, after being struck by a streetcar.


Since then, Annie’s journey across the Atlantic has become the stuff of legend. It is commemorated with statues at Ellis Island and the Cobh Heritage Centre in Ireland, and is even the subject of a sentimental Irish ballad, “Isle of Hope, Isle of Tears.”5


But it turns out that this story is not true. Yes, the first immigrant to alight at Ellis Island was named Annie Moore. Yes, she hailed from County Cork, Ireland. But the Annie Moore who settled in Texas, whose family returned to Ellis Island for the ribbon-cutting ceremony on their great-grandmother’s statue, is not the right Annie Moore! The real Annie Moore lived out her days in New York City, mother to eight surviving children, and was buried in an unmarked grave in Queens upon her death at the age of fifty.6 Her children and grandchildren eventually moved into the professions, but she herself “led the kind of small, difficult life common to so many immigrants at the time.”7


So how did the story of the first woman at Ellis Island become so mythologized, and how was the real story uncovered? According to Megan Smolenyak, the genealogist who discovered the story, the first Moore family grew to believe “an elderly relative’s fanciful tale—an innocent exaggeration that morphed into indisputable family lore.” Smolenyak looked through old census records and found out that the Texas Annie couldn’t possibly be the first woman at Ellis Island—according to the data, she was born in Illinois and was not an immigrant at all.8


Like Smolenyak and other genealogists, we, too, have been using the historical census to reconstruct the truth of immigrants’ lives. From these records, we can document in minute detail how immigrants lived upon first arrival in the United States, and how their lives changed after spending more time in the country.


The census provides a snapshot of the (free) population residing in the United States, including immigrants, every ten years going back to 1790.9 Until 1960, census manuscripts were prepared using paper and ink, and these manuscripts were eventually transferred to rolls of microfilm. Until recently, a family genealogist or a historian who wanted to look up a particular immigrant would have to scroll through the rolls, one by one, in a library basement and then copy down the information found there: What city or rural town did the person live in? Who else lived in the house with her, and who were the next-door neighbors? What did he do for a living and when did he report coming to the United States?


These days, historical census records have been painstakingly transcribed and made available in digital format. In 1900, for example, seventy-six million people lived in the United States, and the census kept records for all (or most) of them. Using search tools provided by companies like Ancestry.com, this newly digitized census data can now be readily accessed from any computer connected to the internet.


To get a sense of how it is possible to follow an individual across census manuscripts, let’s take a look at one immigrant, James Alexander, soon after he arrived in the United States and track his progress over time. Even though our final dataset relies on software to study large numbers of immigrants, looking at a single immigrant in the original records helps to illustrate the complexity of identifying the same person over time, as well as the richness of the detail that emerges through the process.






[image: image]

FIGURE 1. A page from the 1900 census manuscript, showing twenty-eight-year-old James Alexander from Wales living in his father-in-law’s house. James reports working as a coal miner. Credit: US Census Bureau








We reproduced the census manuscript for James Alexander and discover that he was twenty-eight years old in 1900. James was born in Wales, moved to the United States in 1893, and seven years later was living in his father-in-law’s house with his wife, Caroline (shown in Figure 1). The young Welshman worked as a coal miner, as did most of the other men on his block surveyed on the same census manuscript page. James and his neighbors lived in the heart of Pennsylvania’s coal country, in Lackawanna County. The other men and women on his block, with last names like Mason and Evans, also hailed from Wales—or in some cases, from England or Ireland. The street was very uniform: all immigrants, all from the same countries of origin, all working in the coal mines.


We can then follow up on James Alexander in the next census, a decade later, and ask: Did he move to a new region or a new neighborhood? Did he switch to a new occupation? When we find James Alexander again in the 1910 census (shown in Figure 2), we verify that he was born in Wales and is now thirty-eight years old, which gives us some confidence that he is the same immigrant we identified before. James is still living with his wife and her parents. He is still working as a coal miner, and he has no children recorded on the census form. Although James’s life seems much the same, the neighborhood around him has changed. Half of his neighbors report being born in the portion of Poland then part of the Russian Empire, and a few of the men on his block now report occupations outside of the coal industry—in grocery, dry goods, and tailoring.
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FIGURE 2. A page from the 1910 census manuscript, showing thirty-eight-year-old James Alexander from Wales. James is still working as a coal miner. Credit: US Census Bureau








Our third snapshot of James’s life comes from the 1920 census (shown in Figure 3), when he was forty-eight years old. James is still married to Caroline. Like many women at the time, Caroline did not report an occupation so likely did not work outside the home. The couple lives with Caroline’s mother, Sarah, but her father, William, appears to have died before the 1920 census was taken. Also enumerated on the census page is James and Caroline’s son, also named William, who is recorded as seventeen years old in 1920 and working as a clerk in an office. The younger William was not listed in the 1910 census even though, presumably, the boy would have been seven years old at that time and living at home with his parents. William’s sudden appearance illustrates one of the problems with census data. Sometimes the census takers missed people altogether, especially if the people lived in crowded apartments or down long rural lanes. Because of language barriers, such errors may have been more common in immigrant neighborhoods.
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FIGURE 3. A page from the 1920 census manuscript, showing forty-eight-year-old James Alexander from Wales. James now reports his occupation as a foreman (supervisor). Credit: US Census Bureau








The Alexander family experienced two forms of economic advancement by 1920. Although James still works in the coal industry, he is no longer a miner and now lists his occupation as “foreman.” So during his lifetime, he moved up from being a coal miner to supervising other workers at the coal mine. This promotion happened more than twenty years after he first arrived in the United States. What’s more, James’s seventeen-year-old son, William, works in a white-collar job as a clerk, a position that likely came with a higher paycheck (or at least more opportunity for upward advancement) relative to working as a coal miner and also took place in a safer and cleaner workplace. William was part of the first group of children to benefit from free public high schools, which offered courses in business writing, stenography, and other subjects needed for the modern office.10 Like many other immigrant families, the immigrants in the Alexander family did not move into white-collar work—but their children did.


Once we assemble records for a large number of immigrants like James Alexander, we can study how immigrants made their way in their new home: Were immigrants really more likely to start out with lower-paying jobs than the US born, but to then quickly catch up? Whom did immigrants tend to marry? How many children did they have? Did they try to hasten their children’s assimilation into US society by giving them American-sounding names? What did their children do for a living and how much did they earn? In this way, we create genealogies for large batches of immigrant families and study their economic mobility and cultural integration in the United States.


If you look up family members like James Alexander on a genealogy website, you can find their life traced out through census records. By opening each census manuscript in turn, you can start to piece together how your relatives’ lives evolved. But using this method to trace census records across generations for large numbers of people, instead of for just one family, is prohibitively slow and labor-intensive. To scale up our searches, we automated them: we developed computer algorithms that allow us to search for “links” between individuals whom we first see in an early census (1900, in this example), identifying possible matches for the same individual in subsequent census years.11


Old census manuscripts do not record unique personal identification numbers such as Social Security numbers. Instead, what we do have are identifying details like first and last name, which the US government makes available to the public seventy-two years after the original survey was taken.12 To find possible matches for an individual, we use personal information that includes first and last name, year of birth (or age), and state or country of birth.


The historical data has some downsides. One is that we cannot systematically follow women from childhood to adulthood because our linking approach depends on matching by last name, and women often take their husband’s name when they marry. So, up through 1940, we limit our attention to fathers and sons. In other data sources from the modern era (such as birth certificates or tax records for children born in the 1980s and 1990s), we expand our study to consider daughters, as well.


Another difficulty is that even detailed personal information does not always uniquely identify a person. There is only one Ran Abramitzky in America, but many people named James Smith; therefore, it is harder to find a unique match for a James Smith, even if we know his age and place of birth.13


Beyond the issue of common names, other problems can arise in the census data. For starters, census takers sometimes made mistakes when they went door-to-door to chronicle the population. Somehow, William Alexander, James’s US-born son, did not show up on the 1910 census. Some immigrants, like Leah’s great-grandparents, the Platnichkys, change their name after spending time in the United States, making them hard to follow over time. And some links simply can’t be made because an immigrant returns to Europe or died between one census period and the next.14


Moreover, the records sometimes contain errors introduced when old handwritten census forms are typed in to create a digitized copy.15 And many respondents, especially in the past, also forgot their birth year and thus reported an inaccurate age on the census form. One clue that tips us off to age misreporting is that far too many people in the past reported themselves as being exactly one hundred years old, which might just be shorthand for “very old.”16


The good news is that new linking methods can address some of these problems. Certainly, there is nothing we can do to find records that are not there—children who are missed by the census taker, immigrants who return to Europe or who die between census waves, or anyone who changes their name. But we can fine-tune our linking method to address names that are typed in incorrectly or ages that are misreported. For names that might be typed in incorrectly, we use algorithms that compare strings of letters for degrees of similarity rather than for an exact match. So rather than declaring Miles and Mike a non-match, we can score the two names on how close they truly are and select matches that are close enough for comfort. For misreported ages, we can try matching people with age bands, rather than requiring exact age matches. After all, the census might be taken at different times of the year, so some individuals may be nine years older (rather than a full ten years older) if their birthday has not yet arrived.


More broadly, we think that any good linking method should do its best to avoid creating false matches, matching individuals to the wrong person (false positives)—yet it should also catch as many of the true matches as possible. Think about the trade-off this way: we could try to be incredibly conservative and only declare two records a match if all of their attributes are the same (spouse’s name, children’s names, and so on) and if there is no one else in the United States with remotely similar characteristics. But this approach would be so conservative that we would throw away all but the most certain cases. Over the last decade, we (alongside other researchers) have developed several record-linking methods that aim to avoid false matches while recovering as many true matches as possible. We have tested all of the results that we present in this book to make sure that the findings are similar across various linking methods.17


Beyond linking challenges, it’s important to think about who is included and who is excluded from any dataset, including ours. Immigrants are by definition those who were able to move to America. So families that try to make it to America but are turned away aren’t included in our immigrant samples. This set of people is much smaller than the set of immigrants in the past, but it’s not insignificant. Back then, fewer than 2 percent of prospective immigrants were either barred from entry or deported. Today, the number of those turned away or deported is higher.18 Another group of immigrants come to America but eventually choose to return to their home countries (we discuss this group later in the book). Immigrants who make it to America may be different from people who want to but can’t immigrate; as a result, we can say more about what happened to immigrants than about would-be immigrants. We can only speculate about what would have happened if a different set of immigrants had entered the country.
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