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IMMIGRANT 
RACES IN MASSACHUSETTS 

THE SYRIANS . 

Background. 

The background which the Syrians bring witl;i them to · this 
country, and against which they are seen, is composite. In Hus 
respect it is not -unlike the backgrounds of most· of our immigrant · 
races. Fiagi:iients of many different places and times, of many 
different peoples and civilizations, enter i~to it. _There are the 
SllOW)7 ·peaks:, the lonely villages; the ancient . cedars, the ,olive ail.d 
mulberry plantations, and the grain fields of Mount Lebanon. 
There ·are the Tyre and Sidon of to.:day, towns insignificant · in 
themselves, but shining iri the reflected glory of _the Tyre and 
Sidon of the remote past, the wealthy and powerful cities of King 
Hiram. There· is Damascus, thriving and populous, _"beautiful for 
situation" i!! th.e luxuriant plains of Anti-Lebanon. It, too, is seen 
against a -far older and more splendid self, - the Damascus toward 
which Saul of Tarsus journeyed. There are also fragments of many' 
races and civilizations. We get glimpses of the Bedouins, those 
nomadic Arabs of the desert; and, far in the distance, the ~hado~y 
figures of other Arabs and hints of a civilization . which has µiade 
Bagdad forever the city of romance. There are,; finally, although 
dimly seen, the hills and valleys,· the cities-and towns of the Holy 
Land; and, rising far beyond, the misty outlines of Mount Sinai. ··-.· 
' This is the background against which ciur Syrian in:unigrants a~e' -­
living their lives. That it is rich- as well as varied ·we must admit. 
Indeed, it is a ·splendid piece of tapestry hung behind <:>ur "foreign-
born neighbors" from Syria. ' · '· 
',.. . - . ~· . •-. ,. 
Number -and Distribution." 

. -The number of Syrians . in this country1s a'.nd must be :m~re or 
less conjectural. In endeavoring to arrive at it, the census ' ~give's 
Us only limited assistance, partly because o( its ·_cl~ssmcation by 
'". cou~try of origin" ot "niother -tongue," instead of b_y .- race, ;and, 
partly becau.se of the difficulty l.n enumerating the foreign~bor~~ 
; Some of the . best inf ornied of the Syrians themselves .belie!"e 1~.'tol ~e 
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a quarter of a million, an . estimate which · is probably as correct 
·· ~s any that can be made. Of this nl.1mber,, approximately 20,000, 
· or less than 10 per cent, are in Massachusetts. 

Although the total is comparatively small, no immigration .here is 
more widely distributed. Syrians are now to be found in every 
State in the Union and even in Alaska. · In Massachusetts they 
have established themselves in nearly 100 cities and towns. 

. . Outside ~·· few pi·incipal cities, however, there are no large colonies 
of this people, Of the approximately 100 cities and towns in this 
State . where Syrians are to be found, more than one-half have less 
than ·a dozen of them, and many only one or two. 

.The largest colony in the country is in New York, where the 
Syrian population numbers between 18,000 and 20,000; and the 
next largest is in Detroit; where it is approximately 10,000. The 
6,000 to ·7,000 in Boston .make the third colony in point of size; 

. and, in Massachusetts, the 3,000 to 4,000 in Lawrence, the second 
to . that in Boston. There are smaller colonies in this State in 
Worcester, Springfield, Quincy, Fall River, Lowell, New Bedford, 
North Adams, Brockton, and Methuen. None of them, with the 
exception of those in Worcester and Fall River, consist of more 
than 100 or 200, or, in a few cases, 300. The colonies in Worcester 
and Fall River include each somewhat less than a thousand. 

· Sources of the Immigration. 

, ·,B'sherreh, ·a village high up in Mount Lebanon and far from the 
~suai' routes . of travel, is generally regarded as the center of the 
first Syrian emigration to America . .. Where it is situated the coun­
try is wild and rugged, and the people, although illiterate on ac­
count of their remoteness from any center of learning, are brave 
and hardy, not lacking in native intelligence, and possessed of that 

. spirit t•f independence natural to a mountain folk. The Mount 
· 1.ebanon people it~ gel1tm1l hn:vc been likened, not inaptly, to our 
. own moUirla.hl whites of {J1e sotttli. nut conditions of life in and 

·. around B'shel'l'eh 11te hnrd, as would be expected in a region where, 
because of tlie altitude, the villages are buried in snow s~veral 

· · xhonths during the year. · Thei·efore the starting of an emigration 
·from' th~re, even before the Syrians in general had felt any strong 
impulse to leave their native. land, is not surprising. People and 
conditions were precisely such as, sooner or later, would make a 
migratory movement inevitable without any specirl extraneous 
influences: ' -:?:. ;.: ... -~ 

---
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But the first permanent Syrian emigration to this country wa·s 
from Zahleh, also a village in Mount Lebanon, ·situated at tM top 
of the pass between Beirut and Damascus. . Zahleh ·is the largest 
village · in Mount Lebanon, and its people are to be found to-day 
not only in all the States in the Union, but in practically ever~ city 
and. town where there is any considerable number of Syrians. · 

While Syrian immigration into the United States has continued to 
be largely from Mount Lebanon, it has been also from other parts of 
Syria. Among the more important cities and . towns in SyriaJ out­
side of Mount Lebanon, from which immigrants have come in con­
siderable numbers, are Damascus, Beirut, · Joppa, Homs, - the 
ancient Emesa, - Aleppo and even J erusalcm. Thus our Syrian 
immigrants are widely representative, at least geographically, of 

their home country. 

Occupations. 
Born traders, the Syrians on reaching this country naturally 

turn to some form of buying and selling as the readiest means of 
gaining a livelihood. The peddler's basket represents, 'in numberless 
instances, their first venture here in business. After this comes the 
small basement store, then the larger store on the level of the street, 
then an additional store, or the factory, or the office of the import'er. 
The basement s~bre, before it gives way th its su.ccessor, often be­
comes a center where peddlers are supplied, or from which they are 
sent out by the propri'etor on some basis of profit-sharing. ·There 
may also be a short cut from it directly to the factory. · Every 
branch of commerce and many branches of manufacture have been 

entered by this ii.nmigrant people. 
But all Syrians here are not traders or manufacturers. Large 

numbers of them are factory operatives, mine· workers, brass pol­
ishers, mechanics, · carpenters, masons, and even farmers. There are 
also Syrian priests, lawyers, doctors, ministers, writers, editors, 

teachers, and musicians. • 
Nevertheless, tbde in some form or other is the occupation in 

which the great mass of our Syrian population is engaged. As car­
ried on by this majority it' ranges a11 the way from "hawking" with 
a basket to "distributing" through the medium of a well-appointed 
office the most costly rugs, laces, and embroideries; and the peddler 
of to-day may be the prosperous importer of a few yea.rs hence. 



· .. 

Character. '" 

~ Pride of r~ce, ·a high degree of native intelligence, an i~dividualis~ 
:which retards_ co-operative effort and ofte~ :passes int(; faction~lisi1t~ 
'shrewdness and: cleverness in business, devotion to the instituti~ns 
of this country, imaginativ'eness, religious loyalty, love of domestic 
life, courtesy and hospitality, eagerness for education, fondness for 
music and poetry, temperance in the me:q a~d chastity in the '~omen, 
'self-respect . and ·. self-reliance;~ such a.re some of the more. obvious 
traits ·of the Syrians.· · · . · · / ·. · ., · · 

, , ''The glory o( ancient Siria 1' is a favorite thenie of . Syri~n 
oratbrs. "Our Phcenician ·ancestors," one of these is represented as 
declaring grandiloquently, "invented the alphabet, manufactured 
glass, carried on a vast commerce with Egypt, · a~d planted· col~ni~s 
on the western shores of the Mediterranean. Our Arabian ancesfors 
invented algebra, developed the science of medicine and chemistry, 
and .excelled the world in poetry. . . . And it was in ·our country 
~hat the crowning glory of · all human possessions, the Bible, the 
word . of God, was revealed." . . 

But whiieJ1Syria with its . great moments of history" is in the 
.background -of . this immigrant race, . II America -with . its seemingly 
boundless opportunities'.' is .in the foreground; and the erlolling of 
the former seems. to detract in no way from the fullest · appreciatio~ 
_of · the . latter. : ''The · Syrian," says a · coll~ge-bred member of· th~ 
ra.ce, . '~is first arid last . and always an · American in spirit and in 
action. · He has no other country which claims the slightest -part of 
his. allegiance." 1 . rn ·,Support of this statement might be cited the 
fact· that . during the . r~cent . war. over . 300 Syrians enrolled under the 
American flag in Massachusetts alone. , .. . . 

The . spirit in which our Syrian immigrants saw these and other 
~yrian young men depart for the scenes of conflict finds expression \ 
in a poem which appeared in "Ii'atat -Boston," a Syrian magazine 
published, as its name· indicates, in Boston. This poem, which .. iS 
in Arttb1c1. b~ars tiic title the. English cqt,ivri.lent of whlch is "Fa~e­
wcll to the Hel'oes/' A few Jifws frmn the l)bcm, tot1ghly rendered 

. . , I 

~nto Engl~sh, : are as fqllows: -

1'Thls: ~~uiltry called on you, you .brave men. 
·. Yem accepted the noblest call, which ~ade us jealous of you.' 

She asks you to break the power of the autocrat and to 
protect the weak from the oppressor. 

' M. N. Maloof in" Bo30011 Evening Transcript," Auguat 22, 1017. 
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.What a great' day when you ·shall come back victoriousl 
·. · It' will be a glorious holiday. 
:.-:Hasten .and · let each of.you write a line of :valor with his 

", sword! · · 
If you conquer the enemy,· do not be surprised. · That is 

1he custom of your fathers arid grandfathers,' 
Man's credit is in ·his honorable deeds. These deeds are the 

honor ·of the couritry."' 

Further evid_enc:e · of . the "straight Americanism" of th~ Syrians 
in this col.mtry is furnished by the writer ~lready quoted _when ' h~ 
'says :that the _' Syrians have "never associated with any radical 
ID.OVeID.ents, and ~here is. no such thing as a socialist or radical 
~mong .them." ' . . . 

Religion with the . Syrians is, .. apparently, less . a creed than a 
conviction._ It . seems to be an innate .part of his being, '',iriter.­
mirigled," to cite the same writer again, "with his everyd,ay,vo~abu­
lary, entering into his. tho.ught on almost . every ·occasion anq _in ~he 
commonest acticin." 
· Practically . all of .the S;,Tians coming here are adhere11ts of smne 
form of the Christian faith. . Indeed, the migration froIT). Syria. has 
always .been mainly a Christian migration. This is explained by th~ 
fact that it was . started and all along has been more or less stimu­
lated by the.: persecution of the Christians _in Syria by the Moslems, 
'especially by that sect of the Moslems knffwn as the Druses. Aside 
from the Prote~tants, ·converts of the· Presbyterian missi~ns . in 
SIT1a, the Clµ-istian Syrians here are divided among three branches 
of the. Catholic . Church, - the . Orthodox Greek . Catholics, .. th~ 
Maronitcs, and the Greek Catholics. The Maronites and the Greek 
Catholics do .not hesitate t~ join . with the Roman Catholics where 
there is . no church of their own form 'of faith and worship; . ~ut the 
Orthodox Greek Catholics, even .where there is an Orthodox Greek 
Church, . are inclined to gravitate toward the Protestant Episcopal 
Church. About one-third of the Sunday school of a large and iin~ 

portant Prote:stant Episcopal church in Boston consists of Syrian 
children . . The working staff of this ch1irch includes_ a deaconess 
who devotes a large part of her time to visiting among the .Syrians. •· . 

To games of chance the Syrians, in common with all the immi-
grant races from southern Europe and the East, are very generally 
addicted. Aside · from these, they find the!r chief means of diversion 

ir· 



in music and poetry; .. They care little for the theatre, ' and regard 
acting as a profession with ; more or less contempt. Their nearest 
approach to a drama · of · their own consists in a few siniple plays 
depicting their native customs, or, after the manner of the old 
moralities, . the teachings of their church. These plays ar.e invariably 
performed by amateurs. But the story-teller still survives among 
them, and is not an altogether unfamiliar figure at their social 
gatherings. As he recites, or rather chants, in almost pure Arabic, 

' talcs of love and adventure he gives a vivid reminder of the days 
of the Thousand-and-one Nights Entertainment. . 
· ' As business men the Syrians are naturally conservative, seldom 
engaging in any undertaking which involves great risk, but gener· 

. ally following well-tried and safe ventures. Their probity is of a 
high order. "Allowing for their oriental cunning," some one has 
remarked of the Syrians as a race, "they are thoroughly honest." 

The blotters in our police stations seldom disclose a Syrian name, 
a fact significant· of the infrequency of law-breaking of any sort 
·among the Syrians. When such a name does appear it is almost 
invariably in connection with ' some minor offence, such as peddling 
without a license, due more likely than not to ignorance of the law. 
Among a people so individualistic as the Syrians altercations are 
bound to arise more or less often, but while they may wax violent for 
a time they seldom bring the participants into th~ hands of the police. 
Practically no Syrian becomes an out-and-out criminal. In Boston 
a single case only of murder by a Syrian can be recalled . . Drunken-
' ne~s· is 'not a . Syrian vice, and . cases of it among the Sy~ians are 
rnre. Domestic disturbances are · not unknown · in the . Syrian house-

. hold. When they occur, they usually arise .from the lac]{-of adjust­
ment between the oriental ideas of the family and the larger freedom 

· of this country. However, Syrian home life is, offthe whole, peace­
: ful and even singularly happy. In fad, it often contains much that 
~s beautiful. The Syrians are ·pre-eminently a home-foving people. 
Of . divorce they know o.lmost nothing. 

Almost as free from Syr1ail hllt11Nl 1rn ohr 1>0ltcc blottets arc the 
books of our public relief societies .. . A~ the Sytian1s respect for Jaw 
keeps his , name from the one; · so his personal ·pride and self­
reliance. keep it from . the other. That "no Syrian ever asks for 

.. charity;, is as true as most generalizations. Whatever. destitute 
there may be among the Syrians are looked after privately as a 
rule. Most of them are cared for by the benefit and relief societies 

~ 

~!'. ·°J 

.. l "!t· 

";'__ 1 ~ 

{-
~, 

J 
~ 

ii-...,,..-

:if' 
.f 

~41' 
rl:J 

I 

-r 

I 
l 
j. 

I 
I 

·~ 

·\ ,. 

' 

I • " ' .. ~1~. 
I '.·Iii· · . r 
I , 

I ·~ 
l~~ 

of their own race, · Of these societies there are a good number and 
variety,- but most of · them are educational as well as philanthropic 
in purpose. 

Significant of the eagerness of the Syrians for knowledge is the 
fact that the numerous Syrian societies ant' clubs are, without ex­
ception, mainly for purposes of education. Not one of them is an 
out-and-out social organization. The Syrian newspapers and 
magazines, of which half a dozen are published in this country, are 
also primarily so many agencies of education and enlightenment. In 
evidence of this last assertion might be cited the table of contents 
of an issue of the "Fatat -:--Boston," the magazine to which refer· 
ence has already been made. As translated, this table of contents 
is as follows, with the addition of explanatory notes: -

0 Syrian Young Man. A poem in prose. Kahlil Gibran. 
Shintoism, or The Way of the Gods. Prof. John Khabaz, 

President, Syrian National College, Homs, Syria. 
The .Beautiful American. A story. Elian Chakour. 
Whence and Whither. A poem. Dr. Anees Jurige. 
A Complaint. (A dialogue in which a priest tries to answer 

the questionings of a young man in regard to the . seeming 
lack of goodness in . the world.) .Rev. Soloman Fernany, 
Priest of the Greek Orthodox Church of St. John of Damascus, 
Boston. 

Farewell to the Heroes. A poem. Elias Salbag. (This poem 
furnished the quotation which has been given.) 

Wit and Humor (a page of jokes and funny sayings) . 
Two Young Married Women (continued). Balzac. 

But such encouragement of this eagerness for knowledge is still 
much more in behalf of the men than of the women. Formerly 
education was intended almost exclusively for the men, the oriental 
ideas with regard to women prevailing very largely among the 
Syrians here as well as at home. Now, however, under the liberal­
izing influences of this country, the Syrian immigrants are giving 
considerable attention to the education of their women. Indeed, 
one of their important organizations, the Syrian Educational So­
ciety, definitely undertakes, among other things, to promote the 
higher education of Syrian youth of both sexes . 



Length o~. _Stay. 

When ·on~e fully settled the Syrians ·appea~ to be established for 
life. This does not mean any weakening of their spirit of adventure, 
but a' satisfactory adjust~ent to. their surroundings.'' Aside from a 
sentirrient~l regard· for ·the land of their birth, there is little to· 
draw' the~ back home for more than. a visit. The: conditions there 
frbm which they sought escape in• coming ·to·tliis country· remain 
about. as they were.' .. But their love for Syria, as ·well as pride in its 
greaF·past, re~alns, ·and they are alive' to the claims upon them of 
their: ·relatives and friends left behind ... Ten years· ago the immi­
gra'nts from· Zahleh were, so it"' was said, sending back to that little 
town in Mount Lebanon $500 every day in the year.1 · Generally 
speaking, _the Syrian immigration is a permanent immigration.· The 
Syrians are here to stay. 

Assimilation. 

{)(.t(.~9-;' 
f i . 

\\ 
In the process of tlie .assimilation·· of the Syrians, the Syrian 

societies play .ari J.rriportant part. One of the niost significant of . 
these is the' Syrian Educational Society, 'already referred to, com­
posed of Syrian young men who have received a college education. 
This society undertakes "to encourage higher education . among the 
younger generatiori 6f Syrians, and to fit all Syrians for American 
citizenship." Its Boston chapter comprises about a score of mem­
bers, , mostly graduates of Harvard, the. Massachus~tts Institute of 
Technology, and the American College 6£ Beirut. 

The Syrian A~erican Club of Boston is. no less significant'. Its 
membership consists of prominent Syrians who have been natu­
ralized, or af least have taken out their first papers for naturali­
zation; and . its purp9se is "to encourage Syrian immigrants in the 
United 'States to become American citizens.". The patriotism of 
th~s organization . is indicated. by the foct that the 50 members 
subscribed bver $3,000 to t.11~ r,ilicrty Ltnq1 1 and were instrumental 
1n securing· $20,000 n1ore: ' . . 
.. , These and:.other' similar. Syl'ia1i. o'rganizations, combined with the 
{1su:il agencies and influences . fo1• ·"Americanization,'; are achieving 
excelle1it . tesults. An important reason f6r their success . is the 
assimilability of the Syrians.' . . 

The number of Syrians that ·have become naturalized probably 
does not exceed 10 per cent of the entire number of Syrians here. 

1 Louiso Seymour Houghton in The SuT'Deu, July, 1911. · 
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Perhaps this is too large an estimate. But va~ious lines of evidence 
point to a rapidly increasing relative proportion as well as actual 
number. The era of naturalization seems to have really begun for 
this immigrant people. 

As Residents and Citizens. 

What sort of residents and citizens do the Syrians in this country 
make or are in the way of making? 

A general answer to the first part of this questiqn is implied in 
what already has been said,· and its meaning is unmistakable. 
What sort of residents and citizens are they likely to make? This 
question can be answered only in the spirit of prophecy. But 
taking into account their inheritance, their native mental and 
moral traits, and the way in which, on the whole, they are con­
ducting themselves here, it would not seem too much to say that 
when, through the opportunities and influences of America, they 
shall have come fully to their own, we shall numb~r among our 
"foreign-born neighbors" no better residents and citizens than this 
people from Syria. 
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Thie mAterial may be ptotel:ted 
by rop}'ri&ht law (Title 1 '/ tJ,:;, ~ita} 
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