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INTRODUCTION

F or the  last two years, my w ork on the research  pro ject T he Role and Im pact o f  W om en 
in P reserving th e  C ultural H eritage am ong Slovenian M igrants was to  collect life stories 
o f  S lovenian w om en m igrants and  the ir fem ale descendan ts in the  U nited  States. The 
m ain  goal o f  the  p ro ject is to  h ighlight th e  w om an’s roles, efforts and achievem ents in 
p reserv ing  th e  S lovenian  cu ltu ra l heritage from  the  h isto rical an d  co n tem p o rary  
perspective. W hen the research study was defined as an oral h istory project, the Slovenian 
w om en im m igran ts an d  th e ir  descendan ts have becom e the  m ain source o f  defin itions, 
in te rp re ta tio n s and  life’s narratives. T he study was never m ean t to  include analysing 
any w ritten  m aterials, even though  they p resen t challenging goal w orth  an o th er study 
because the  p resence o f  the  Slovenian w om en w riters in the num erous Slovenian-Ame- 
rican  m agazines and  new spapers has been very substan tia l in the  past one hundred  
years.1 However, w hen I cam e across au to /b iograph ical books abou t the  A m erican  im 
m igran t experience w ritten by w om en, I felt they certain ly  did belong to  my area o f 
research . I decided to  find  out how m any the re  were and  lim ited my search to  the  texts 
published  in the  book  form  in th e  U nited  States o r Slovenia. T he books on  the  m igra
tion  experience, ed ited  o r w ritten by Slovenian w om en, are o f  g reat im portance feiHo 
th e  scholars in the  field o f  S lovenian m igration  studies as well as in literature and 
w om en studies. They also con tribu te  the Slovenian experience to  the  rapidly growing 
literature on and by w om en im m igrants in A m erica, the process w hich sta rted  in the 
1960s w ith the  developm ent o f  w om en studies and a new perspective on the  im m igra
tion  h isto ry  o f  the U nited  States.

In th is paper I w ould like to  p resen t a few books with au to /b iog raph ical narratives 
by the  Slovenian-A m erican w om en im m igrants. A t th is point, I can list the following: 
M arie P risland, From Slovenia -  to America, Recollections and  Collections, published  by 
th e  SW UA in C hicago, 1968; M ary M olek, Im m igrant Woman, published by herse lf in 
Dover, D elaw are, 1976; Irene M. P laninšek O dorizzi, The Footsteps Through Time, pub

1 Cf. Irena Milanič, “Slovene-American Women Writers and Poets in the 1930s: Between Literature 
and Social Engagement”, Dve domovini/Tw o Homelands 17, 2003, pp. 61-65.
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lished by h er com pany L andm ark  Tours in W ashington, 1978; Josephine Janezic, Pepca’s 
Struggle, published  by V antage Press in N ew  York, 1989; M irella Besednjak, Roža m ed  
trni, Moje življenje po koncu druge svetovne vojne, published by Oko in M iren, 2001. The 
books by A na Praček-K rasna, M ed dvema domovinama, published  by Z aložba L ipa in 
Koper, 1978, Moja am eriška leta, published also by Z aložba Lipa, 1980, and  Newyorski 
razglednik, published  by P rešernova d ružba in L jubljana, 1991, are well know n. They 
are collections o f  articles, poem s and  sh o rt stories published  in d ifferen t Slovenian 
new spapers an d  m agazines in A m erica  over m ore  th an  forty  years. T hey  are very 
inform ative in  regards to  th e  Slovenian com m unities in A m erica, the  depression  era, 
the  efforts to  help  Slovenia during the  W orld W ar II, and they also cover som e o ther 
socially and  historically  im p o rtan t issues. T here are m any au tob iographical articles 
and elem ents in all o f  h er books, though  they are scattered  as th e  au th o r obviously 
never in tended  to  w rite abou t herse lf a t lengths.

l . ”LONG LIVE AMERICA, WHERE WOMEN ARE FIRST!”

T he first book  by an im m igrant w om an was given to  m e as a p resen t at the  75th 
anniversary  ce leb ra tion  o f  the  Slovenian W om en U nion  o f  A m erica in Joliet. It was 
From Slovenia - to America  by M arie P ris land .2 In the Preface, the au th o r states th a t “the 
h isto ry  o f  S lovenian im m igrants is rapidly  being forgotten, m ost o f  the  early se ttlers are 
gone and th e ir  ch ild ren  are seeing th e ir  trad itional background absorbed  in to  th e  A m e
rican way o f  life. T hese ‘reco llections and  co llec tions’ have been  com piled  w ith deepest 
respec t for th e  early se ttlers w ho con tribu ted  th e ir  efforts and  ta len ts  to  th e  strength  o f 
A m erica  and  its S lovenian com m unities. It is for the ir ch ild ren  and  g randch ild ren  th a t
1 have p repared  th is  co llection  o f  S lovenian h isto ry  so th a t they m ight have a sm all 
glim pse o f  the  rough road travelled by th e ir  paren ts and g randparen ts to  im prove the ir 
own living standard  and to  give life to  sons and daughters in a free and  happy land. 
A lthough  the  co n ten ts  o f  th is volum e required  a year o f  p repara tions, the book  relates 
only a sm all p o rtion  o f  the  life o f  the  A m erican-Slovenians. I do  hope th a t it will serve 
as an incentive to  a future h isto rian  w ho will apply the necessary  efforts to  cover this 
subject m ore com pletely .” (P risland  1968, p. 13)

Judging by these w ords, one w ould th ink  th a t the re  are no t m any au tob iographical 
elem ents in th is  book. It includes th e  chap te rs like: H isto ry  o f  the  Slavs, Slovenia -  the 
Beautiful, A m erican-Slovenians and  T heir A ctivities, Slovenian P ioneers and O ther 
N otables, N otab le N ew com ers Since W orld W ar II and  Slovenian C om m unities. On 
the o th e r hand , the  au th o r pu t a few au tob iographical chap te rs like, Im pressions o f 
A m erica, A  D ream , M em ories o f  O ur O ld Stove, literally am ong the  o th e r chapters.

2 Marie Prisland came to the United States in 1906 as a fifteen years old girl. In 1926 she founded 
Slovenian Women Union o f America and was its national president for twenty years. She was very 
active in many Slovenian American organizations and wrote for different newspapers and maga
zines.
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We read in the  Im pressions o f  A m erica a very in teresting  sociological in te rp re ta tio n  o f 
the im pact th a t the  A m erican  concep ts o f  gender and  class equality, w ork eth ics or 
dem ocracy had  on th e  E uropean  new com ers including her. A bou t the w om en social 
status, she w rote: “T he ho n o r and  the freedom  w hich A m erican  w om en were enjoying 
was a m arvel to  me. This is not duplicated  in any o ther coun try  on the  globe. A  few 
m arried  m en, however, were o f  a different opinion. U sed to  E uropean  behavior, they 
though t th a t A m erica was over-protecting the  little w om an. O ne com plained: ‘In Eu
rope a m an could m ishandle his wife and nobody bo thered  him , bu t here, if  a m an 
beats his wife a little and the  neigbors hear her cry, they quickly call the  police! T he 
m an is taken to  ja il for som eth ing  he believed it was his right to  do. Isn ’t the wife his 
p roperty? A nd is he no t free to  do with it w hat he th inks is righ t?’ ” (p. 53)

W e can  o n ly  sp e c u la te  if  M a rie  P ris la n d  m ig h t have w ish ed  to  w rite  an  
au tobiographical book  and why she d id n ’t since the  structu re  o f  the  book is really 
unconventional: it does no t include only th e  h isto ry  o f  the  Slovenians in A m erica and 
o f  th e ir  h o m elan d , an d  it is a lso  n o t on ly  an au to b io g rap h ica l text. A m ong  the  
au tobiographical parts, we read  abou t the  au th o r’s experience up o n  arrival in  A m erica 
in the  ch ap te r titled  Im pressions o f  A m erica:

“A  group  o f  Slovenian im m igrants, o f  w hich th is w riter was one, arrived in N ew  
York from  th a t p a rt o f  A ustria, w hich presently  is the  te rrito ry  o f  Yugoslavia. It was a 
beautifu l m orn ing  in M ay 1906. A fter leaving th e  F rench  ship L a Touraine, we were 
tran sp o rted  to  Ellis Island for landing and inspection. T here we were ‘so rted  o u t’ as to  
the coun try  we cam e from  and placed in a ‘sta ll’ w ith the  le tte r ‘A’ above us ( ‘A’ was for 
A ustria).

T here  were at least a hundred  Slovenian im m igrants. We separated  ourselves, as 
was the  custom  a t hom e -  m en on  the  right and  w om en and  ch ild ren  on the  left. All o f 
us were w aiting to  leave for all parts  o f the U nited States.

The day was w arm  and we w ere very thirsty. A n English-speaking im m igran t asked 
the near-by guard w here we could  get a d rink  o f  water. T he guard  w ithdrew  and retur
ned shortly  w ith a pail o f  w ater, w hich he set before the  group o f  w om en. Som e m en 
stepped  forw ard quickly to  have a drink, but the  guard pushed them  back saying: “La
dies first!” W hen th e  w om en learned  w hat the  guard had said, they w ere dum bfounded, 
for in S lovenia, as in all E u rope , w om en always w ere second  to  m en. S om eone 
dram atically  explained it th is way: ‘ F irst com es m an, then  a long tim e no th ing , then  
com es the  w om an.’

H appy a t the sudden tu rn  o f  events, one elderly lady stepped  forw ard, holding a 
d ipper o f  w ater, an d  proposed  th is toast:

‘Živjo A m erika, kjer so ženske prve!’
(L ong live A m erica, w here w om en are firs t!)” (p .19)

It is easy to  im agine th a t the  Slovenian im m igrants are no t often  m en tioned  in the 
vast lite ra tu re  on A m erican  im m ig ra tio n  h is to ry  an d  th a t th e  S lovenian w om en
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im m igran ts are paid  even less atten tion . But a p rom inen t scholar, M axine Seller, used 
th e  above quo ta tion  at the beginning o f  th e  in troduc tion  to  her in fluen tial book  Im m i
grant Women (Seller 1994, p . l ). A fter th e  quo ta tion  she adds: “F or P risland , w ho la ter 
founded  th e  Slovenian W om en’s U n ion  o f  A m erica and  created  a w om an’s m agazine, 
The D aw n , the  A m erican  d ream  becam e reality. N o t all im m igrant w om en w ere so 
fo rtunate . F o r many, life in th e  U nited  S tates was b itte r  and  the  slogan, “ladies f irs t”, 
cruelly  ironic. “L ad ies” w ere firs t to  be underpa id , unem ployed, an d  ab u sed ”, (p . 2 )3

M arie P risland knew  a lo t abou t th is  cruelly  irony and  included som e stories abou t 
the hardsh ips o f  Slovenian w om en in h er book. She quoted  A lbina N ovak saying: “T hose 
w ho p ine for th e  ‘good old days’ never knew w hat they w ere o r never rem em bered  w hat 
life had  in store for the  p o o r im m igrants w ho cam e to  A m erica in th e  early years o f  th is 
cen tu ry ”, (p .75 ) T he d ifficult life o f  S lovenian im m igran t w om en was also  the  reason  
why M arie P risland  founded th e  Slovenian W om en U nion  o f  A m erica  in  1926. T he 
U n io n ’s m ain  goal was to  help  the  S lovenian w om en living in A m erica  financially, to  
assist them  in education , citizensh ip  and  partic ipa tion  in civic affairs, and  provide 
m oral and  sis terhood  support.

2 .“WORK, WORK, WORK AND MORE WORK...”

T he hard  and  b itter life o f  the early Slovenian im m igran t w om en in A m erica is the 
subject o f  the  two above m en tioned  books, Im m igrant Woman by M ary  M olek4 and  The 
Footsteps through Tim e  by Iren e  P lan in šek  O dorizz i5. In  b o th  books th e  w o m en ’s 
hardships pain ted  in painfully vivid colours, but apart from  th is sim ilarity  the two books 
are very different.

The Im m igrant Woman is a fictionalized  b iography o f  M ary M olek’s m o th er - th e  
an im m igran t w om an at the  beginning o f  th e  tw entieth  century, w ho led an extrem ely 
p oo r but nevertheless uncom prom isingly  princip led  and proud  life. “T he Im m igran t 
W om an was a seam stress-tailor; she sloped  the pigs; she canned  -  everything (no  
instruc tion ; no botulism ); she weeded; she ru shed  her ch ild ren  in to  the  cyclone cellar 
in th e  m iddle o f  th e  night; she gathered  the  eggs; she m ade butter; she  bu ilt th e  fire in 
the k itchen  stove; she w ashed ou t c lo thes and  heavy overalls on a w ashboard  in a tub, 
afte r soaking them  all night; she w rung ou t the  clo thes by hand  and  p inned  them  on a 
c lo thesline to  dry; an d  dashed  ou t like an O lym pic ru n n e r w hen a sto rm  th rea ten ed

3 Maxine S. Seller, Imm igrant Women, State University o f  New York Press, 1994. The quotation was 
later re-quoted by Donna Gabaccia, From the other side: Women, Gender, and Im m igrant Life in the 
U.S.A., 1820-1990, Indiana University Press, Bloomington and Indianapolis, 1994, p. 111.

4 Mary Molek was born to Slovenian parents in 1909 in Chicopee, Kansas and became a writer who 
published extensively in several Slovenian American periodicals. She translated the work and 
autobiography o f her husband, Ivan Molek, in Slovenian.

5 Irene Planinšek Odorizzi was born in Joliet, Ohio and was very active as a national heritage 
director o f  the Slovenian W omen’s Union o f  America for decades. She wrote many articles titled 
The Imm igrant for the monthly publication o f  SWUA, The Dawn.
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and they w ould get wet; she com bed  her ch ild ren ’s hair, and  m ade all th e ir  c lo thes -  
even th e ir  coats; she m ade her own soap; she g round  corn  in to  m eal so coarse th a t you 
choked on it. A  hand-iron for clo thes; a kerosene lam p until the  late tw enties. She never 
saw a ‘p ic tu re show ’. She never had a radio; no t even a te lephone . (...) She never, never 
jo ined  h er fam ily at the tab le  for m eals. ‘T here it is; I’ve got to  go o u t’. Scores upon 
scores o f  chores yet to  be d o n e”.(M olek  1976, pp. 19-20)

In the In troduction , M ary M olek describes the b iographical text as “no t sequential; 
no t orderly, n o r logical, n o r pred ic tab le, n o r kind, n o r exculpatory. A  patchw ork quilt. 
F ragm ents floating  in to  the  m in d ’s eye, som etim es like d iscre te scraps o f  m aterial, 
som etim es stitched  to g e th er”, (p . 3 )6 It is a poetic  “qu ilt”, a tex ture rich w ith the  two 
stories th a t are to ld  by the  au th o r sim ultaneously: abou t her m o th er and herself; about 
her m o th e r’s struggle to  survive and  live according to  her values and norm s and her 
daugh ter as an object o f  th is goal; abou t her w atching th is values and  norm s slowly 
becom ing her own. M ary M olek had w ritten and published since she was in her twentieth, 
but w rote the  Im m igrant Woman late in h er life as h er last book. This is a very in tim ate 
book, w hich lacks any pa the tic  idealization  o f  the m o ther o r th e  fam ily rela tionsh ips 
but can easily m ake the  reader cry. It is exceptional for its literary  “patchw ork” form  as 
well as for the  au th o r’s sincere dealing w ith topics such as the im portance  o f  having a 
m ale child, m arita l problem s, o r the  shocking experience upon  arrival in A m erica, so 
d ifferen t from  th a t o f  M arie P risland. M ary M olek quotes her m o th er saying: “If  I had 
know n, I ’d never have com e. N ever left my hom eland! T he prom ises he m ade! The 
letters he wrote! T he coun try  I ’d com e to! I ’d have everything! -  This! This isn ’t w hat 
he prom ised  m e!” (p. 23)

The Footsteps through Time is a  com pilation  o f  tw enty -one stories as to ld  or w ritten 
by the  narra to rs, S lovenian im m igrants them selves, and  edited  by Irene O dorizzi. She 
dedicated  the book  to  her m o ther w ho inspired her to  w rite about the Slovenian heritage 
w ith these  words: “She w ouldn’t let m e forget her coun try  and its custom s. She taugh t 
m e her language and  to ld  m e stories o f  how  it used to  be in Slovenia. She m ade good 
th ings to  eat like po tica, strudel, hom e-m ade soup and klobase. She sang Slovenian 
m elodies and show ed m e how  to  polka. She taugh t me my prayers and to  love G od; to  
look ou t for the  fu ture by saving and being thrifty. She tau g h t m e to  be sensible, 
d iscip lined, unselfish  and  to  w ork hard . She taugh t m e to  respect th ings and  people; to  
treasu re  and apprecia te  even the  little th ings in life. She passed on me the ideals, 
strenghts, ad hosp itality  o f  the S lovenian people. Together we visited Slovenia and I 
walked in her footsteps as she did in her youth. I feel so m uch a p a r t o f  her -  m ore and 
m ore as each  day passes. She is my link to  th e  past and my footsteps in to  the future. 
She will rem ain w ith m e closely and lovingly until I die. She is a g reat wom an! (O dorizzi 
1978, p. xi)

T he m ajority  o f  the  narra to rs, n ineteen  out o f  tw enty one, were S lovenian im m i

6 More on the author and this book in, Irena Milanič, “Mary Jugg Molek -  An American Writer and 
Poet with Slovene Roots”, Dve domovini/Two Homelands 10, 1999, pp. 79-112.
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g ran t w om en w ho had arrived in A m erica w ith the  first im m igration  wave. W hen they 
recoun ted  the ir life stories they  were all old. T he narratives include factual descrip tions 
o f  life, som e very sim ple and  short, o the rs  quite long, detailed  and  s tructu red . They are 
en riched  w ith m aps and  pho tog raph ic  m aterial like fam ily and  w edding p ictures. C om 
m on to  them  all is th e  hard  everyday life; w hich, afte r decades o f  tiring  work, brings a 
be tte r life to  them  and  to  th e ir  ch ildren . As M itzi from  Jesen ice describes those  first 
decades: “I th in k  th a t I rem em ber th o se  days the  m ost because they  w ere th e  busiest 
and  th e  h ardest ones. We p u t so m uch  o f  our bodies and  souls in to  living, th a t the 
m em ory  o f  these  early days could  never be forgotten. Every day was work, work, and 
m ore work. N ever vacation  and  very little sleep. (...) W hen I look back now, I w onder 
how  we im m igrants ever m anaged in those  early days. T hen  I realize th a t we w ere able 
to  suffer those  hardsh ips because we knew  we had  to  stay. T here  was no  fu ture for us 
back  hom e, only here in A m erica .” (pp . 3 3 -3 4 )

In her in troduc to ry  note, O dorizzi does no t explain her m ethod  therefore we do 
no t know  exactly how  the  stories were collected  and  w ho actually  w rote o r rew rote 
them . She tries instead  to  answ er M itzi’s question , why th e  im m igran ts survived in 
such d ifficu lt circum stances. Provides m any reasons, am ong them  the  sense o f  pride 
an d  dignity. “T he im m ig ran t did n o t accep t defeat, no  m a tte r w hat o b stac les  he 
encoun tered ; he persevered. H e knew there  was no  one to  depend  upon  but him self. If 
it was necessary  to  travel elsew here to  secure em ploym ent, he did so, taking his family 
w ith him . T here  is a saying w hich fits the im m igrant perfectly, ‘W ork as if  everything 
depended  u p o n  you; P ray as if  everything depended  upon  G o d .’ F aith  an d  tru s t in G od 
w ere in h e ren t in  these  basically  religious o rien ted  people. P rayer gave th em  an  inner 
streng th  to  survive th e  hardsh ips o f  day to  day living.

T he im m igrant respected his countrym en and assisted w ith a helping hand whenever 
possible. T here  was a nationality  bond  and  a kinship  fostered  by the  cultu re o f  th e  old 
country . W hen they  w ere w ith th e ir  own, everyone was a friend.

If  o u r co u n try  is today  the  m ost prosperous nation  o f  the earth , it is in no  sm all 
m easure due to  the  large na tu ra l resources -  people o f  all races w ho have been able to  
live in peace. E ach nationality  group has contributed  som ething o f  value to  our econom ic 
life: M any groups and  m any individuals have been free to  m ake distinctive con tribu tions 
to  ou r society.” (1978, iv-v)

M ary  M olek in troduction  is very different. She no t only explains why she w rote 
th e  book  the  way she did, her praise for A m erica as a “prom ised  la n d ” is scarce, her 
views critical, harsh  even.7 She describes th e  early Slovenian im m igran t w om en and  the 
life th a t aw aited them  as follows:

T hese young w om en w ere n o t ‘the  tired, the p o o r’ proverbially g reeted  w ith open  
arm s by th e  S tatue o f  Liberty. N eith er were they d escendan ts o f  uncultu red , uncivilized

7 The extensively used synonim for the United States -  “the promised land”, was taken from the title 
o f  the book, written by an early east europen woman immigrant to America, Mary Antin. She 
wrote about her experience and praised her new homeland in the classic success story, The Prom
ised L and , published in Boston in 1912.
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lands. They were, instead, bearers o f  an already-established cu ltu ral heritage, cen turies 
old...

T heir com posite  efforts, ded ica tion  to  work, indefatigable physical and  m ental 
labors, resourcefu lness, self-pride, an d  asp ira tions tow ard nob ler hum an  p o ten tia l and 
dignified activities helped  to  weave th e  fabric for the  affluence th a t was to  be. N o t th a t 
th is  affluence necessarily  derived to  them ; they were frequently  p rim e targets for 
exploitation . In  th is respect they  fared even worse th an  the  Blacks in  tim es o f  slavery. 
For, unlike the  latter, these  tw entieth  cen tu ry  im m igrant w om en -  and  m en -  were 
indirectly  an d  helplessly ‘bound  h and  and  foo t’ in th e  circum stances o f  th e  labor and 
econom ic s truc tu re  they  had  fallen into, and  they w ere n o t provided w ith e ither food, 
shelter, o r physical care. N either were they free in any m odern  sense. A lthough  no 
m oney w as exchanged in buying the ir bodies, the fact th a t steam ship  agents banded 
them  on ships and  tran sp o rted  them  to  A m erica m ade the new com ers as thoroughly  
bough t as anyone in d irect exchange for m oney.” (M olek 1976, p. 5)

3.THE HAPPY END

I f  the  th ree  m en tioned  books deal w ith th e  w om en’s experiences from  the first 
wave o f  Slovenian im m igrants w ho cam e to  the  U nited States before the  Second W orld 
War, the last two po rtray  two individual stories from  the period afte r 1945 from  the 
second im m igration  wave. T he two books, Pepca’s Struggle by Jo seph ine Janez ic8 and 
Roža m ed  trni by M irella B esednjak9 are tru e  au tobiographies, again sim ilar and very 
different at the  sam e tim e. B oth au thors spen t the ir ch ildhood  in the region o f  Slovenia 
w hich had becom e an Italian  te rrito ry  afte r 1919 and  suffered th e  Italian  oppression, 
starvation , fear o f  the  W orld W ar II, and the  harsh , insecure years in the post-war 
Slovenia. Both young and longing for a better life, they escaped to  Italy, one from  Postojna 
and  th e  o ther from  M iren, and  spent a couple o f  years in th e  Italian  refugee cam ps. 
H ere, the  lives o f  two young Slovenian w om en tu rn ed  in  different d irections.

M irella B esednjak  got m arried  and gave b irth  to  two boys in the  cam p before the 
family was sen t to  C leveland in the  U nited  States. Roža m ed trni, published recently  in 
Slovenia, is a sim ple and  em otional descrip tion  o f  extrem ely d ifficu lt life in A m erica, 
w hich resem bles the  stories o f  the  first w om en im m igrants. N o t know ing the language, 
being robbed  in N ew  York upon  arrival, w ith no education , having a growing family 
and a husband  injured by hard  work, the  life story  o f  M irella B esednjak is an exam ple 
o f  an ex traord inary  struggle to  survive in the  “prom ised lan d ”, w hich lasted  for th irty  
years. Eventually, the  hard  w ork and  determ ination  did bring a b e tte r life for paren ts

8 Josephine Janezic was born in Postojna in 1936, escaped to Italy after the end o f the World War II 
and was sent to Australia after a couple o f  years spent in the refugee camps. She met her husband 
there and they moved to the United States in 1960.

9 Mirella Besednjak was born in 1932 in Gorizia, escaped to Italy after the end o f the World War II 
and spent five years in the refugee camp before she and her family were sent to the United States.
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a n d  th e ir  ch ild ren . N ev e rth e le ss , th e  a u th o r  co u ld  nev e r o v erco m e th e  pa in fu l 
hom esickness. She included  in the  book a lo t o f  extensive and  loving descrip tions o f 
h er fam ily life in Slovenia before and  after the w ar as well as th e ir  recen t reunions. In 
one o f  the  m any passages, she wrote: “Ko sta  bila o troka v šoli in sem  bila sam a dom a, 
sem  sedela v tišini in pisala. V ečkrat sem  pogledala skozi okno  v nebo  in si zaželela, da 
bi bila ptica. Poletela bi dom ov k staršem  in se jim  potožila. Tam pa nisem  im ela nikogar. 
N oben  človek n a  svetu ne m ore razum eti, kako je  stran  od dom a, dok ler tega ne doživi. 
L jubila sem  svoje o troke in m oža, vendar ko m e je  prijela žalost, bi pustila vse in odšla. 
N isem  m ogla razum eti, koliko m ora človek po trpeti. Pa pravijo, da je  tako lepo v 
A m eriki.... (B esednjak 2002, p. 61 ) 10

T he au th o r o f  Pepca 's Struggle, Jo seph ine  Janežič, is p resen ted  on  th e  cover o f  her 
book  as “going th rough  the  pressures o f  war, fighting for survival u n d er com m unism , 
fleeing to  Italy  w hile u nder age, living in refugee cam p in Italy, and  going on to  A ustra
lia, she got m arried  and in 1960 m oved to  the  U nited  S ta tes”. T he book  actually  ends 
w ith her m arriage and  the  coup le’s decision  to  move to  the U nited  S tates as soon as 
possible. I included th is book on the list o f  the Slovenian A m erican  w om en im m igran ts’ 
books because the  au th o r lives in  A m erica and w rote and  published  th e  book  here. 
T hough she w rites m ainly and in a very detailed  way abou t her ch ildhood  and  youth  in 
P osto jna, it is h e r escape to  Italy afte r th e  W orld W ar II, her experiences in A ustralia 
and  th e  decision  to  move to  A m erica th a t m ake it up as a very relevant reading. As far 
as I know  th is is th e  only book  by a w om an th a t deals w ith the  experience o f  the  after 
W orld W ar II im m igrants o r d isplaced persons with a very clear political and  ideological 
m essage. T he au th o r ded ica ted  the book  “to  m any young and  old S lovenians, to  my 
g randparen ts, aun ts, uncles and friends w ho, during W orld W ar II lost th e ir  lives for 
religious, national, and  econom ic freedom s th a t had  been prom ised to  all, but were 
never gran ted  un d er the  com m unist regim e.

T he indom itab le will o f  the  people at th a t tim e should  be an insp ira tion  to  the 
generations yet to  com e, especially to  the  youngsters, to  w hom  this volum e is ded ica ted”. 
(Janezic  1989)

A  very detailed  descrip tion  o f  the  every-day life in h e r village, schooling  u n d er the 
Italian regim e, the cruelty  o f  partisans, bom bardm ents during the war, and her dolescent 
prob lem s; fill up the  first h a lf  o f  the book  concluded  w ith a special C h ap te r on the 
H isto ry  o f  Slovenia.

“However, all th rough  history, we Slovenes have survived all ty ran ts  and  have 
m iraculously  always risen from  the ashes. Before closing the  chapter, I would like to  
po in t ou t th a t the  p a rt o f  the  Slovenian te rrito ry  w here I grew up (u n d e r Italian  rule

10 »When the kids were in school and I was alone at home, 1 sat in the silence and wrote. I often 
looked out through the window and to the sky and wished I could be a bird. I would fly hom e to 
my parents and tell them o f my sorrows. But there, I had nobody. N o one in this world can 
understand how it feels to be so far away from home unless you experience it. I loved my kids and 
my husband, yet when this saddness overcame me 1 could have dropped everything and left. I 
could not understand how one had to put up with so much. And they say how nice it is in America...«
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from  1919) was, in 1945, occupied  by T ito ’s arm ies. In  F eb ruary  1947, due to  th e  peace 
treaty  in Paris, the  te rrito ry  was annexed to  Yugoslavia (except for th e  free te rrito ry  o f 
Trieste, w hich was given to  Italy  by th e  W estern A llies in 1954).

In th is way o u r fam ily and  th e  rest o f  th e  Slovenes o f  th a t te rrito ry  passed  from  the 
F asc ist regim e th ro u g h  th e  d ifficu lt w ar tim e an d  la n d ed  u n d e r th e  C o m m u n is t 
regim e”.(p. 141)

A s I m en tioned , a t th e  refugee cam p in Italy, Jo seph ine Janez ic  chose a very diffe
ren t p a th  from  M irella B esednjak. H er life in  the  cam p is described  in the  second  p art 
o f  the book and offers an in teresting  w om an’s perspective o f  th e  choices, no  m atte r 
how lim ited, th a t existed there. Soon afte r Jo seph ine Janezic arrived to  the  cam p, she 
set up a sm all “business” o f  repairing  nylon stockings and was nick-nam ed by the  g rate
ful custom ers as a “stocking repa ir g irl”. She gratefuly a ttended  a school organized by 
the Red C ross. T here  she learned  H om e E conom ics, English, and  D om estic  Work, 
“such as p reparing m eals, cooking, table-setting, and serving, etiquette, cake decorating, 
need lepoin t, and  sew ing”, (p .180) In the th ird  p a rt o f  the  book we get to  know  how  this 
ac q u ired  know ledge an d  p ro u d  d e te rm in a tio n  h e lp ed  Jo se p h in e  Ja n ez ic  in  h e r 
tem porarily  hom eland, A ustralia, to  get good though dem anding  jobs, and  loyal friends. 
T he end o f  th e  book  is a happy one. In  the  Epilogue, the  au th o r describes her own and 
her h u sb an d ’s beautifu l jo u rn ey  from  A ustralia to  A m erica by ship, w here they  spent 
th irty  days o f  elegant living and  arrived in San F rancisco  in spring 1960. “In 1966”, the 
au th o r concludes, “ou r dream  cam e true: we becam e citizens o f  th e  U nited  S ta tes”, (p. 
280)

CONCLUSION

In a b ibliography o n  im m igran t w om en in the U nited  S tates by D o n n a  G abacc ia" , 
she listed two books. U nder the section o f “B iography” we find  M ary M olek’s Im m i
grant W oman, w hich is described  as a fictionalized b iography o f  h er m other. I checked 
th is Bibliography w hen I already  fin ished  th e  w riting o f  the  text and  it was in teresting  to  
see M arie P ris lan d ’s book  listed in the section  “A utob iography” w ith the  following 
descrip tion : “Includes considerab le  in fo rm ation  on  com m unity  w ork an d  no tab le  
w om en, but also her au tob iography”. (G abaccia  1989, p. 243) T he reason, why Pepca's 
Struggle is no t included is obvious as it was published  the  sam e year as the  Bibliography. 
W hy The Footsteps through Time is n o t included we could  only guess. N evertheless, in 
th e  ever growing litera tu re  on the  w om en’s im m igran t experience in the  U nited  S tates 
the re  is a visible trace  m ade by th e  au to /b iograph ical books o f  Slovenian (A m erican) 
w om en im m igrants and  the ir descendan ts. A s m odest as th is trace  is, it is undoubted ly  
no ticeab le and  indelible.

11 Donna Gabaccia, Imm igrant Women in the United States: A Selectively A nnotated Multi-Disciplinary 
Bibliography, New York, Greenwood, 1989.

121



Mirjam Milharčič-Hladnik

PO VZETEK

I Z  SLO VEN IJE  V AM ERIK O  - STO PINJE SK O Z I Č AS V AVTO BIO G RAFSKIH
D E L IH  SL O V E N SK IH  AVTO RIC

M irjam  M ilharčič-Hladnik

Besedilo predstavlja nekatere avto/biografske knjige, k i so jih  napisale slovenske 
izseljenke v Z družene države A m erike ali njihove potomke. Knjige opisujejo izkušnje žensk  
iz prvega in drugega slovenskega imigrantskega vala in so pom em ben vir za proučevalce 
migracijskih kot tudi ženskih in literarnih študijev. H krati predstavljajo slovenski prispevek 
v stalno naraščajočo zakladnico im igrantske literature v ZDA in so skrom na, a nedvomno  
vidna sled  m ed avto-biografskimi deli priseljenk  v ZDA. Besedilo om eni bogat in vsestranski 
prispevek Ane Praček-Krasne, k i je  v svojih knjigah obravnavala vse pom em bne družbene 
vidike imigrantske izkušnje nasploh, posebej pa še ženske in svoje osebne, vendar se osredotoči 
na m anj znana in dostopna dela. From Slovenia to America, avtorice M arie Prisland, opisuje 
slovensko zgodovino, delovanje slovenskih skupnosti v Združenih državah, posebej aktivne  
ženske in moške, vključuje pa tudi par avtobiografskih poglavij. Im m igrant Woman, avtorice 
M ary M olek, je  literarizirana biografije njene matere -  im igrantke iz začetka 20. stoletja, 
k i je  živela izjem no revno, a kljub tem u brezkompromisno načelno in ponosno življenje. 
Irene P. Odorizzi je  uredila zbirko enaindvajsetih zgodb z naslovom, The Footsteps through 
Time. Večina pripovedovalcev, devetnajst od enaindvajsetih, j e  bilo slovenskih imigrantk, k i 
so prišle v Am eriko s prvim  im igrantskim  valom in so pripovedovale zgodbe o težavnem in 
težkem  delu. M irella Besednjak je  opisala svoje im igrantsko življenje po drugi svetovni vojni 
v knjigi Roža m ed  trni, pred kra tkim  izdani v Sloveniji. Iz  istega obdobja in drugega 
im igrantskega vala je  tudi zanim ivia izkušnja, k i jo  je  v knjigi Pepca's Struggle opisala 
Josephine Janežič.

M irjam  M ilharčič-H ladnik, doktorica sociologije kulture, docentka sociologije vzgoje, 
znanstvena sodelavka Inštituta za slovensko izseljenstvo Z R C  SAZU, Znanstveno-raziskovalni 
center Slovenske akadem ije znanosti in um etnosti v Ljubljani.
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