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			I had no money, no family, and no opportunity in my birthplace of Italy. My parents had had it harsh when I was growing up; and the work and low pay proved to be too much. They died just last year. I had no brother, no sister, I was alone. Before I knew it, after I had earned enough money, I went straight to the port and boarded a steamship to America. America was past its Civil War and in a period of technological advancements. I was anxious to see what unique machines awaited. Any person could make themselves into something great. America was the land of equality and the land of opportunity for all immigrants.
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			The journey was anything but good. Of course I hadn't had enough money for a first class trip, so I was forced on the cramped, dirty lower deck of a steamship. It was interesting, it being my first time on a steamship and all. It was the "New Age," as the captain of the ship had called it, where machines are controlled by men, either on the seas or in the "factories." I had lived in a small village and had no knowledge of these new technologies.
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			It was day 14 on the steamship. I have talked with a group of 5 guys also from Italy like me. They faced many of hardships I had, so we bonded quickly. Although I had met some people, I could not ignore the harsh conditions on this ship. The air is getting thicker and the floor dirtier. This was worse than my village home back in Italy. I didn't know them as  well as the group of five, but it was still a sad moment. I am starting to regret my decision about coming to America, right now I prefer my small home rather than this disease infested ship.
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			After 22 days of being on the ship, we had arrived. I was glad. My happiness was short lived, however. Soon after we were docked, men came aboard for "inspection." All of us were checked for diseases we may have carried or acquired during the voyage. Most of us, myself included, were not marked, but a few were. 
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			As the inspectors got off, the ship moved forward. As we came closer to a city they called "New York," I saw a magnificent sight. It was a statue of a woman holding a torch and a book. This is what I had wanted all along; a contrast to the sick conditions of the boat, an omen of what was to come- success in this huge, powerful country. Not stopping for us to look, the ship pushed on and eventually came to "Manhattan" where we were docked once again.
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			Once again, another inspection. This time, some were marked with "X's" on their shoulders. I was unsure what it meant, but it didn't matter to me because I hadn't been marked with one. Next, about 20 of us were herded into a tub that would clean us. The tests were relentless and  unpredictable. I had not been marked by anyone; and one more test, they said, awaited. I was taken to the deck where I was bombarded with questions about who I was. I was lucky enough to remember everything considering the journey I had just taken.
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			At last, they released me and some others off the boat and then to a money exchange counter where I had exchanged the rest of my savings for a total $160.38. Only one question remained, where would I go from here? I knew some English and had some money, so I decided to just followed the group of 5 I had met on the ship. We walked from the port into the city, along the streets. They talked about renting an area to live in, so we decided to go to a tenement building. As we were walking, we received stares. Clearly I was not from America, maybe that's why. I just brushed them off.
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			The group and I walked inside the tenement building and asked to rent. The man at the counter was rude, and the price was $62 a month, my savings would only last for two whole months. There were 6 of us and we decided that we could all live in one room, dividing the cost between 6 of us. We talked about what to do next.  One man, his name Abramo, suggested that we get jobs in one of the "factories." I was actually excited for I had never seen one before. Before doing so, we went up to our rooms to see what it was like.
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			I had to walk up about 4 sets of stairs, to just get to the horrid looking place. Cramped space, not even enough for three men, and we had six. However, we had it better than others. The room just across the hall, had two families for a total of 10 people. They probably envied us for the space, but I envied them because they had a family. The air was thick and musty; almost like someone had just killed a deer and let the carcass rot for days. It was dark, too, which didn't help the mood. This was my new home? After watching at this horrid sight, we went downstairs and headed toward the factory.
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			We walked out of the building, the six of us, and went along the streets toward the huge cloud of smoke in the sky. We knew it had to be the factory because it was similar to the smoke of the steamboat but in the opposite direction- this was in the city. Anyone with a brain could tell that smoke wasn't a good sign for the world around us, most acknowledged it, and most didn't care. It was "progress," the people said, which apparently didn't wait for anything. We walked through the streets and heard people shout that the smoke would kill the trees and kill the animals, pollute the air, that the factories and steamboats would be the demise of the natural world, and that it was already beginning. I sympathized with them.
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			As we neared the factory, the air got thicker and the aroma was horrid. 3 of us, Alberto, Elio, and Davide started coughing. Then behold! We approached it and saw a strange picture. There were people outside not working but protesting. They were refusing to work because they claimed to be "exploited" by the "tycoons" by working long hours with low pay. Why would they do that? Low pay is better than no pay the way I saw it, so we walked in. As we walked by the protesters, they called us profane names and "strike breakers," whatever that meant. Nevertheless, we kept on.
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			We walked in the factory; the sight of it was marveling. Though it was dirty, cramped, and had a revolting smell, the machines drew us away from that. There were huge pipes, engines, pulleys, everything I had heard about the "New Age" had been true. We walked around just looking at the machinery. A man approached us and asked why we weren't working. We explained that we weren't employed, so, almost instantaneously, he offered us jobs that would add up to about $1.50 a day for each of us. Of course, we took the jobs. He said we would work tomorrow since the workday was almost over.
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			We walked out of the factory and were called the same names that we were called before, the same profane names. I wondered why, it wasn't our fault that they didn't want to work. We walked back to our apartment and on the way we bought some food, just bread, potatoes, rice and some water. We went back to our room and ate and talked. The room seemed worse, actually. Maybe it was that I was excited earlier and made it seem better than it was. I noticed that it was darker, the walls were dirtier, and it smelled worse. As we all layer down for bed, our feet kept hitting one another because it was so cramped. I went to bed, but the stench kept me awake for a while.
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			I woke up even before the sun came out, then proceeded to wake up the others. We ate some bread for breakfast and then walked out of the tenement. We were going toward the factory for our work and saw the same men protesting in front of the factory. Finally, I had to ask why they were protesting. One of the nicer men said that they were striking because they were being taken advantage of. He further explained that the man in charge of the factory and many others payed the workers less and if they went on strike, just hired immigrants who needed the jobs. I bid the man farewell and entered the factory for work. It was a good point that he mentioned, but I was not going to give up my new found job.
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			The six of us were split up. I was assigned to shoveling coal into a furnace to power the machines. I had to do this same task for however long the workday was. After talking to a few of the other workers, I found out that the workday was about 10-12 hours. After the first hour shoveling became monotonous. And to think I was to do this for 9 more at least! Then I began to look at the positive side. I had food, I had a job, I had a place to stay. I had everything I had back home, but with an opportunity to rise up to something more important than just a normal worker. I could really become someone important.
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			To just get through the day, I talked with other men working beside me. Finally, after 10 hours and a small lunch break in the middle, we were released from work. I met up with the six guys I lived with and we walked back to our room because we had food there. As we entered the building, I heard some people in the main floor discussing problems about the tenements. They were discussing the laws being passed to help improve the lighting and make the whole building more sanitary. "This was just the beginning," they said and that there would be more laws passed soon to improve the buildings even more.
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			As we were about to walk up the stairs, a man approached us. The man asked if he could take pictures of us in order to expose the harsh conditions of how we lived. We had only been there almost two days, so we didn't really have much of a horrible experience, but he didn't seem to care. He introduced himself as Jacob Riis and followed us to our room.
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			He said he wanted us to just follow through with what we would normally do. So, we sat where we could in the cramped space and then ate dinner, which consisted of rice and beans. While eating, we discussed our days and just talked for about an hour, then we lied down for bed. He took a last picture, thanked us, then left. I wondered if what he was doing would actually worked, I hoped so.
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			We all tried to sleep, but I stayed awake and pondered on the future of our lives. How would the factory work actually treat us? Would our room just get worse? With the wages we would earn, we would make rent, but what about everything else, like food? I hoped that the work would be better and none of us would get hurt, even though I had only worked one day in America. I didn't know what the future held, but in the back of my mind, I knew it would be better than back home in Italy. That is, after all, the reason I came. 
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