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CHAPTER IV
A NEW LIFE IN AMERICA

A Cape Verdean Harvest. The Agnelo DePina family of Nova Sintra, Brava. 1964,

“Mantenhas™ Maintain Community Ties

The packets made it possible for Cape
Verdeans to live and work for vears in the
1.5, while remaining firmly connected to
their island of origin. Because of the
frequency of the packets, news—and
goasip—travelled fast; passengers going in
gither direction bore packages, letters, and
verbal greetings to dozens of people on the
other side. The orally-delivered greetings,
called mantenhas in Crioulo (from
Portuguese mantenir, to keep up or
maintain), are taken much more seriously
than the American “say hello to so-and-so for
me.” They were essential for maintaining
relationships acrose great distances; one
only has to hear the tone of indignation in
those words “she didn't even send me a

mantenha’ to understand the importance of
these verbal mesgages.

The custom of sending manfenhas was
one of the primary ways in which an
emigrant could maintain a relationship with
those he had left behind. The widespread
illiteracy and the fact that letters were
written in the unfamiliar Portuguese
language, made the mantenhas more
important than the written word for keeping
up ties of family and friendship. Transmitted
in Crioulo, the firat language of the Cape
Verdean people, by a living link between the
persons involved, the mantenhe was a more
immediate, intimate communal form of
contact, It continues to link Cape Verdeans
dispersed throughout the world.




Biadents and faculty of the Seminary-Licea in 8o Nicolue circa 1010, The seminary was the center of educational life for
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At the end of the ninstesnth century Mew
Badford was a boom-town. Factories were
expanding rapidly and anyone who wanted a
jobr in the mills could find one. In 1880 there
were two mille emploving 2700 emplovees
and by 1905 there were fifteen mills with
14,500 workers.!"? The third phase of Cape
Verdean immigration to the United States
was now about to take place. Howewer,
passage to America cost money—twenty or
thirty dollars was beyond the capacity of
the landlesa peasant of Cape Verde. The
peasant family would often pool its resources

and send one son to America. Young men
leaving the islands in their teens would
return after ten years or more with sufficient
funds to establish a household, Until they
returned to the islands permanently, they
might see their wives and families only for
vigits every few vears. In some cases men
spent twenty or thirty years abroad returning
to live with their wives only in old age. By this
time, the ambition of most young men was to
go to America; for women it was to sel up an
Armerican house, with American furniture, in
Cape Verde '*

Ihe old dogk in :'1:||| Vicente, <. 1910,
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Maoat of thesae migrants were
impoverished, subsistence farmers hoping to
gecure a better future for themselves in the
Islands by their labor abeard. The system of
the land division in Brava made it
particularly advantageous for peasants to go
to America, sinee land was not concentrated
in a few hands as in S8o Tiago or several
other ialands, The more socially prominent
gente branco or “white people” of larger
towns (who were not necessarily whitein any
European sense of the word) still regarded
America as unsuitable for anyone of “refine-
ment” and were not attroeted Lo laboring long
hours in the mills or cranberry boge of New
England. They saw emigration to America
suitable only for the lower classes of Cape
Verdean society,"™

Immigration 1900-1924

While more information about this period
(180-1924) iz awvailable than for earlier
vears, we have only a general indication of
the volume of the migration, Cape Verdean
sources give only the number of “exita” tothe
.5, they don’t say how many leaving in a
given vear were doing so for the first time. A
report made in Massachusetts in 1911
estimated that at least 500 returned to the

Islande each vear.'"* Many would return o
the 1.5, again and would be included in the
departures from the Cape Verdes. American
immigration records present the same
difficulty, giving only the number of aliens
from a given "land of origin” for each year.
Because of the colonial relationship, Portugal
would always be listed as the country of
origin for Cape Verdeans. There were still
many “secret” departures from the Islands,
some to avoid being drafted by the
Portuguese army, others becavse they could
not pay for the trip. A large proportion of the
entries to the United States were also
unrecorded. Given all these conditions,
migration figures cannot provide an accurate
record. The disparity between figures from
the 1.8, Immigration Serviee and those from
the records of immigration officiala in Cape
Verde bears illustration. From 1912-1820, for
example, totals are:

Exits from Cape ¥Verde to U5 L0, E7D
Entries «f “Hlack Portuguess

Aliens" to LLE. 0, Vel
[ifferenoe F L

The discrepancy was due in part to the
fact that U5 immigration officials would
apply the customary American catagoriza-
tions of “black” and “white” to the

Founding members of the Cape Verdean Henehicent Assocaatusn of New Bedlord. Established in 1914 and ineorpermied in

1940, the Assacintion is the oldest Cape Yendean orgamzation it Umited States, Standing L woro - Jalio Miguel Almeida,
Antonie Moras, Jose Micolau da Silva, Boaveniera Barboss, Anienio | apes, Jost Nigalpu da Silva, Bonveniura Harkazia.,
Ao | s, Tl Bacardo da Crus, Semred boro I DMinmnin. Mgl A ntanin |-\.'\-\.||I-\.'_ Frumciseo da Crue Nerew, Josd

dos Samtos amdd Franciseo Kameos, Plesto Wary Sanres Baros



newcomers from Cape Verde. All Cape
Verdeans who entered the United States
legally had wvalid Portuguese pasaporta.
Indeed “Portuguese” was their legal
nationality since Cape Verde only won its
independence in 1975, However, that
segment of the new arrivals from Cape Verde
who appeared to be “white” European stock
were counted by these US. officials as
European Portuguese, not as “Bravas” or
"Black Portuguese” ag Cape Verdeans were
called at the time. This early failure of the
U.5. Immigration and Naturalization
Serviee to institute procedures which would
identify Cape Verdeans as a distinet ethnic
cultural group and as a multi-racial people
with a geographic “land of origin” would
form the basis for many problems they would
have ag a people in their new homeland,

Approximate as such figures are, they
suggest that during thig period, migration
increased between the Cape Verdes and the
LS. The 1911 report calculated that fifteen
hundred Cape Verdeans were arriving in
New England vearly (a higher figure than
official recorda givel; a 1912 obeerver
estimated a Cape Verdean population of
10,000-15,000 in southeastern Massachusetts
alone, 107

Entry in the I8

Until 1921, the process of admission to
the U5, took only a few hours, Medical
inspectors came aboard to check for
infectious deseases and give vaccinations
followed by immigration officials who were
normally satisfied if a person could present a
passport, receipt for passage, and a few
dollars. If any of these were lacking, the
individual could be held until somesne came
to vouch for him, and to pay his passoge if
necessary. Tales are told of the same five
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Farning a living during the picking season on the cranberry bogs was a family allair, ¢, 189, Phose (cean Sprraay,

dollar bill going down the line of arrivals
waiting to be checked out!

At the docks in New Bedford, the
immigrants were often able to walk ashore
without even undergoing a 1.5, customs
ingpection. The ships were apt to arrive at
any time and the casual nature of the Cape
Verde Packet trade puzzled inspectors. One
inspector commented on their poverty:
“When a boatload of Bravas arrived with
nearly all of them barefootl, we insisted that
the relatives get shoes for the new arrivals
before we let them loose on an unsuspecting
American democracy,” 1™

Cape Cod

When the 115, Immigration Commission
surveyed the workforce in the New Bedford
cotton mills in 1911, it found that 75% of the
Cape WVerdeans had been agricultural
laborers. Many Cape Verdeans were
unhappy toiling in dark, dirty, noisy, airless
factories; and, when they found they could be
paid more in the seasonal cranberry industry
of Cape Cod, they set out for the nearby
farms,

The newcomers are usually a small group,

say half a dozen men, who appear in the

press of the cranberry season when their

aervices are gratefully accepted. They find

WECOET ml:u'thl.l'.'in:_m in some old barn or shed,

where they live pesceably emough, the

sound of dancing and of a crude guitar on

A BUIMINET @venin being the only thing

which proclaims their presence,

They buy milk from a nearby farmer
and are punctilious in their payments.
Unce established, they proceesd to make
themselves extremely useful. They pick
sirawherries, in due puccession. In the
winter they gather shellfish. And soin the
spring they import a wife ... buy aome
abandoned farmhowee and move in. The
land that has lain Mllow for a decade ia
coaxed intoe fertility. 10




By 1910 hundreds of Cape Verdeans were
employed as laborers in the bogs the year
round, and about three thousand were
employed during the six-week harvest
season. The pay for a seven hour working day
during the harvest waa $1.40 to §1.75 for a
hand picker and from $3.00 to $5.25 for a
acoop picker.!'! To the bog owners the Cape
Verdeans provided a nesded source of cheap
labor who could be hired on a daily basis. In

addition their employers viewed them as:

reliable under aupervision, docile,
obedient, willing to work, and not over-
fastidinus with regard to feed or shelter or
the discomforts of the weather, and
ppparently eatisfied with the isclation
and somewhat disagresable work ...,
[and] furthermore, they were almost the
only men whoe can now be obtained in
gufficient number to supplz.r the demand
for bog laborers. "' ®

Lunch break in the bogs. Maere Orean Spray, e
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LCape Yerdean warker in the cranberry hogs of southeastern Massachuseiis o 1595, Phoro Ceeas Crray, fo



Kaking cranberries from the bogs of Cape Cod was back-hreaking waork {or thousands of Cape YVerdean imemagram Laborers
Pipceree (eean Smreaw, e

For most of the Cape Verdean pickers
this work was only a seasonal occupation but
they would come back to the bogs year after
vear. During the rest of the vear, they would
go back to Cape Verde or stay in America and
try tofind jobs in the cities. Some of those who
were unable to find steady employment
would r_'l'||_|'p woood, collect wild flowers and
fruit, and sell them on the streets of New
Bedford, Cape Verdeans are said to have
started the strawberry industry in Falmouth.
Others found off-season emplovment on the
ovater hoats along the coast and in ice plants.

However, a change wag now occurring in
the type of immigrants as the number
increased. Rather than the predominantly
lighter-skinned Brava peasant type, darker
skinned laborers from the other islands were
being brought under contract to the
cranberry bog-owners and to the mill towns.
Agreements were made with the Cape
Verdean sea captaing to bring a specific
number of laborers for the cranberry picking
geason: the ship passage was then deducted
from the laborer’s firat months’ wages, Some
of these people were often children of freed

glaves, the impowverished laborers of the
feudal landowners of Fogo and Santiago, and
those who were literally starving as a result
of the famine of 1902-1903. The conditions
ahoard these ships approached that of slave
ships. A reporter for the Falmouth Enterprise
noted that:
We caught a well-known and well-to-do
citizen of MNew Bedford, whose name
presumably had been Rodngues, on the
ahore of Buzzards Bay one night where he
had rounded uwp and was taking away
twenty-five nr:nfm:-i Cape Verde
Islanders clothed in Ltwo piece garments
FEEHIT |'|||.n R RIS and uﬂlE-]L‘iI'lj: like an
ald slive 51|[|.:"

The conditions in the dingy barracks ast
up to receive these workers were scarcely
better. Unmarried men were forced to live in
bare barracks rooms, sleeping in shifts.
Large families would share houses where
only ane family previowaly lived. Most of the
houses where the Cape Verdeans livesd in the
South End of New Bedford were without
toilets and the city made no provigion for
disposing of garbage and wasie, The infant
mortality rate was very high and schooling




was not encouraged for the Cape Verdeans. It
is gcarcely surprising that these immigrants
were more discouraged and less ambitious
than their predecessors, as Black-Americans
particularly were experiencing the full brunt
of the economic depression.,

Conditions were similar for the Cape
Verdeans who came to work in the cranberry
fields, Housing was often rude company

owned shacks built to give a minimum of
shelter and a maximum of profit for the bog
owners, Many pickers, unused to American
food and climate. died at the bogs of diseases
caused partly by these poor living conditions.
One doctor commenting on their high rate of
mortality and sickness said, “. . They died
like flies from pneomonia and tuberculo-
glg, 114

Lape Yerdean immigrant worker in the cranberry bogs. Phodo Cvear Sprar, i
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At first, the permanent homes of the
Cape Verdeans were little better:

Mear Wareham (Massachusettsh, where

there are several families of permanent

regidents, they nnd the transient pickers
live in a dirty squalid gquarter of the
village locally’ known as "Fogo”., The
familics living near the bogs dwell in
miserable houses. They have gardens and
riize some cabbages, henns, nnd potatoss;
some have a few chickens, but the aspect

of the whole domestic sconomy 18 very

depressing. . windows stuffed with rags,

fenees  down, doors sagging, roofs
leaking. . '

In 1933, fiften hundred cranberry pickers
went on strike, demanding a 75 cents per
hour wage, guaranteed emplovment until
season’s end, and recognition of their right to
organize. They claimed they were only paid
15-200 cents an hour. The strike spread, and
on September 14 violenee broke out: a bog
owner shot and wounded a Cape Verdean
worker when a crowd of strikers gathered at
his house. Sixtyv-four pickers in Middleboro

and Wareham were arrested.'™
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Finally, when the growers started using
oulzide or so-called “scab™ workers to pick
the rotting fruit, the Cape Verdeans, hungry
and destitute, returned to work under police
protection. One explanation of the strike
suggested by Judge James Bento, a Cape
Verdean, is that it was organized by
outsiders but that Cape Verdean pickers,
after a generation of hostility, joined the
atrike hoping that they could improve their
poor wages. The Cape Verdean cranberry
picker strike wos the first such effort by
agricultural workers in the history of
Massachusetis,

The mill workers also staged a desperate
gtrike in 1928 in response to a 10% wage cut,
but 0 many workerse—French Canadian,
Portuguese, Azoreans—were competing for a
dwindling number of jobs that the strike was
easily broken, and the factories remained
“eweatshops."""" In the Great Depression
almost 50% of the Cape Verdeans were
unemployed, with an  eighteen month
average duration of unemployment,’

A whicel barrel man balancing his heavs loae &n @ narraw |‘||:|.|'|L leaading o al the spirnge |.L|.'l\.'!i|l||ll\.'ll:'. Bvzs. Féicader Dyl

Sprav. fme



Cape Yerdean and Alro=Amerncan bengshoremen in the carly twentisth century

In 1917, a new [1.5. law required that
immigrants be literate. Many prepared
themselves for the literacy test before leaving
the islands or even on the ocean journey,
Enngue Mendes taught the Pledge of Alle-
glance (o his pn.-c:.q:r:ﬂgr:rr: on the Ernesiing,
Although some were denited entry, there were
cases such as the woman who, when
presented with the test in Portuguese, said
aloud to herself in Crioulo, “Ai Nha Ma:"—
“(0h, my mother!” (a common expletive in
Brava) “Now they're going to send me back!™
“Passed,” said the Anglo-American
inspector, evidently believing she was
reading the Portuguese test!!'®

The restrictive immigration laws of 1921
epelled the beginning of the end of large scale
immigration. Not only could far fewer Cape
Verdeans enter the UU.S. than before, but
those in the 1.5, were afraid to wisit the
Islands unless their citizenship papers were
inorder. With America's “open door” closing
on immigrants of color, the once busy harbor
at Furna on Brava was empty, and the small
island became nearly as removed from the
outzide world as she was early in the
nineteenth century. The steady flow of new
immigrants began to recede to a mere trickle,

However, Cape Verdeans began to
migrate to other areas of the 1.5, Colonies of
Cape Verdeans have grown in such
industrial cities in Con mecticul as w;|1::r|‘rl|:jl.'
and New Haven, im New York City, in New
Jersey textile cities, in Philadelphia and
Pennslyvania steel towns, and in Chio
rubber manufacturing centers. Cape
YVerdeans have gone to Providence to work in
the paper and clothing factories and on the
docks. Others have followed their
predecessors who jumped ship in California
to become longshoremen in San Francisco

and Oakland or farmers in Alameda county

Since the discriminatory restrictions of
the 19208 were lifted with the enactment of
the new immigration laws of 1985, a new
wave of Cape Verdeans are making theirway
to America, Today the fastest growing
centers of Cape Verdean migration in the
1.5, are Boston and Scituate, Massachu-
getts; Pawtucket, Rhode Island; and
Waterhury, Connecticut,

Today's immigrants come to a land they
have known zince childhood, through the
letters of relatives and the visits or returns of
‘mercanos to Cape Verde. For those whose
family and friends are already in the United
States, going to America is something of a
homecoming, AL the same Lime they beeome
part of 8 worldwide community of
“hyphenated Cape Verdeans” who, whether
in Lisbon, Paris, Rotterdam, Dakar, or other
parts of the world, remain identified with the
Islands and invelved in their future.

Cape Verdeans have worked in many trades along the
witerfront. Tohn Alves from Brova (top left) worked for
the Orr Marnne Construction and Salvape Company in
Frovidence for 53 vears. Pliosa Wary Afves Hasd ins
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Cape Verdean Uliramarine Band Club of Mew Bedford on a visit to the Bridgeport, Connectieul Cape Verdean Cluboin
1924, phioeder careres ) af Amroeria Segueirg




{(Mlicers and members of the Cape Verdean Club ol Bridgeport, Conmeclicut Phot conrtesy of Aaronlg Segielr
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e “ald chureh,“0ur Lady of the Assumption Church, New Bedford. The only Boman Catholic parish founded by Cape
Yerdeans im the Unined States Pl Warye Samfox Barros
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