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I Came a Stranger: The Story of a Hull-House Girl

By HiLpa SatT PoLacHEcK. Edited by Dena |. PoLacHECK EPsTEIN, Urbana: University of [ilinois
Press, 1989. Pp. xx, 248. $24.95, (Also available from the Book Department, [llinois State Historical
Society, Old State Capitol, Springfield, illinois 62701, at a member’s price of $20.)

Hilda Sati Polacheck, a Polish Jew, immigrated
to Chicago with her family in 1892. Sixty years
later, she wrote this memoir as a way of repay-
ing the debt of gratitude she owed to Jane
Addams. In Hilda’s words, Addams’s Hull-
House was “an oasis in a desert ol disease and
monotony. . . . The thought of going to Hull-
House in the evening made the day's work
bearahle” (page 73}. This memoir makes it very
clear that the settlement house did far more
than that. It changed an immigrant woman’s
life by enlarging her intellectual horizons, giv-
ing her an opportunity to study at the Univer-
sity of Chicago for a semester, and helping her
enter the middle class and marry an intelligent
and prosperous husband. Most of all it gave her
seff-conhdence and a vision of life as a worth-
while adventure, things her widowed mother,
ground down in poverty, had been unable to
do.

In the 1950s, however, when Hilda wrote her
book, no publisher was interested in the life of
an ordinary woman, no matter how extraordi-
nary some of her experiences were. So when
Hilda died in 1967, the manuscript of her auto-
biography lay in fragments among her papers.
But times have changed. Nowadays, historians
are inclined to document the past “from the
bottom up,” and feminists eagerly search out
the life stories of women, Theretore, Hilda's
daughter, Dena J. Polacheck Epstein, has lov-
ingly reconstructed this manuscript, and the
University of Illinois Press has published it in its
Women in American History series.

Hilda narrates her early life in Poland, her
experiences at Hull-House, her happy mar-
riage in Milwaukee, and the struggles of her
widowhood in a simple, but far from artless,
fashion. She possessed a novelist's eye for the

ILeinots HISTORICAL JOURNAL
Vol. 83 (Autumn, 1990)

telling detail. For example, in an early chapter
she describes how she wandered around Chi-
cago's Loop one dav after being laid off her job
at a garment factory. From an upper Hoor of
the public library she finally caught her first
glimpse of Lake Michigan aftev living eight
years in Chicago. Imagine eight years in Chi-
cage without a glimpse of the Lake! What better
way to illustrate the narrowness and isolation of
the immigrant working class.

In publishing this immigrant memoir, the
university press enforced a silly rule that all its
manuscripts must possess footnotes. Accord-
ingly, Dena Polacheck Epstein engaged in a
massive effort ot fact-checking and produced
forty pages of documentation, two appendices,
and a bibliography. Not surprisingly, she found
that Hilda’s memory had sometimes failed her
and that she often rearranged events for dra-
matic effect.

That pursuit of academic trivia, however,
misses the point of this memoir. Hilda Pola-
check was not primarily interested in the facts
about Hull-House or even the events of her
own life. She was writing a history of faith and
transformation—{aith in the ideals of America
and transformation from an isclated, fearful,
immigrant drone into an intefligent, confident
American.

She captures the essence of her story in
Chapter 7, “I Discover Hull-House,” which
runs only two pages but reads like the tale of a
religious conversion. In 1896 a friend invited
her to the Christmas party at Hull-House, but
Hilda, remembering the Christmas pogroms in
her native land, recoiled in horror and
exclaimed, “I might get killed.” The friend
finally convinced her, and Hilda describes the
scene with wide-eyed detail. Boys and girls
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from Poland, Russia, Germany, Italy, and Ire-
land all sat peacefully together, chattering away
and enjoving themselves; and Jane Addams
welcomed each one personally as her own son
or daughter.

Hilda concludes: “As I look back, I know that
I became a staunch American at this party. . . .
We were all poor. Some of us were underted.
Some of us had holes in our shoes, But we were

Frederick Douglass’ Civil War: Keeping Faith
By Davip W, BriguT. Baton Rouge: Louisiana

This is an important and, according to author
David W. Blight, a unique siudy of Frederick
Douglass. While Benjamin Quarles, Philip S.
Foner, and Nathan I. Huggins have written
standard biographies of Douglass, “none has
engagec in a systematic analysis of Douglass’
ideas or his psychological development in reifa-
tion 10 the war” {page xi), Specifically, Blight
seeks to show how Douglass coped with despair
over achieving abelition, how he released rage
against slaveholders, and how he acquired a
sense of social identity (i.e., “a sense of nation-
hood”} during the Civil War.

Douglass made his first abolitionist speech in
1841 marking the beginning of a long crusade
to free black people, hut during the next twenty
years he tfrequently despaired of achieving that
goal. Yet, he maintained hope, largely through
his millenmalism and apocalyptic view of his-
tory that divine intervention would procure
freedom and rights for blacks. Blight describes
an apocalyptic outlook as “the expec[;nion of
God's extraordinary intervention in history to
destroy an evil age and replace it with a new,
eternal creation” (page 103). Millennialism
involves a “cluster of religious and secular
ideas,” including the Second Coming of Christ
and the thousand years of the New Kingdom
{page 102). Inherent in those ideas is the belief
that history i1s governed by a “divine provi-
dencc, expressed by Douglass as “the logic of
events” (page 107). In short, Douglass coped
with despair over achieving abolition because of
his faith that God would bring about emancipa-
ticn and secure rights for blacks.

The Civil War was “the central event in
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not afraid of each other. What greater service
can a human being give to her country than to
banish fear from the heart of a child?” (page
52). Many books have been written about Jane
Addams, but [ have never read  better epitaph
for that remarkable woman—she banished fear
from the heart of a child.
Epwarp R. KanTOwicz
Chicago

in Jubilee
State University Press, 1989. Pp. xv, 270. $27.50.

Douglass’ life”; it “reinforced his providendal
view of history” and also afforded him an
opportunity to release his rage against slave-
holders {(page 109). During the war a constant
theme in his rhetoric was the need for North-
erners “to learn to hate slaveholders,” indeed, to
hate all Southern whites. Hatred was a “creative
force, a necessary agent in an apocalyptic
event” (pages 85, §7). In recruiting blacks for
the Union Army, Douglass found the most
meaningtul use of his war rhetoric, not only to
free slaves but alse to slay slaveholders.

Finally, the Civil War provided Douglass with
a social identity and a usable past. As a result of
the war, he was able 10 unite the legacy of the
Founding Fathers—Iliberty and union—with
the struggle 1o free the slaves and to turn the
Civil War into a black person’s war. He hoped
10 tie his own sense of self, closely related to the
crusade against slavery, to new national tradi-
tions of freedom for all. Such a relationship,
Douglass helieved, was essential to create a
usable past for blacks.

Blight’s book is scarcely an apology since he
records unflattering features of his subject’s
thought, most netably the blunt description of
the editor’s hatred of all Southern whites.
Blight also devotes considerable space to Doug-
luss’s support of colonization. Finally, he fre-
quently points out inconsistencies and
contradictions in Douglass’s thought. After the
war, for example, Douglass espoused individu-
alism and the doctrine of laissez-faire; at the
same time he demanded extraordinary federal
power to protect civil rights, suffrage, and
blacks in the workplace. Blight frankly states
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that Douglass’s belief in self-reliance and the
necessity of govermnent philanthropy for the
treedmen demonstrates a contradiction in his
thought.

The book is not without Haws. Blight does not
discuss the most notable inconsistency. While
Douglass believed that divine intervention
would end slavery and would secure rights for
blacks, he also engaged n an abolitienist cru-
sade. Why mount a crusade for what his apoc-
alyptic view held would be accomplished by
divine intervention? Blight should also have
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been kinder 1o his readers and defined his con-
ception of apocalypticism and millennialism
long before page 104,

But those are minor problems. Blight's find-
ings are soundly based on major authorities and
the writings of Douglass himself. The resulyis a
good book, a well-written book, and a worthy
addition to the literature about Frederick
Douglass and the Givil War.

GroRrRGE M. BLACKBURN
Central Michigan Universily

New Homeless and Old: Community and the Skid Row Hotel
By CuarLEs HoeH and RoBerT A. SLayToN. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989, Pp. ix,

299. $32.95.

In this insightful study of the homeless—a
major and emotional issue in current public
policy debates—Charles Hock and Rebert A.
Slayton conclude that answers to understand-
ing the homeless lie in part in the historical evo-
lution of single-room occupancy (SRO) hotels.
The authors represent a unique blending of
different strains of social science research: Slay-
ton is a historian at Chapman College, and
Hocit is an urban planner at the University of
Ihinois at Chicago.

In classic case study form, using Chicago
trom 1870 to the present as an example, the
authors present historical evidence to support
an agenda for retorm. Their conclusions are
based on traditional sources that range from
interviews of 185 SRO residents in 1984 to
numerous monographs compiled by turn-of-
the-century Chicago School sociologists. The
evidence shows that conservative Republicans,
liberal Democrats, and radicals of various per-
suasions have neglected not only the historical
record but also the views and circumstances of
generations of SRO residents in proposing
solutions to a hundred-year-old social
problemn.

Hoch and Slayton demonstrate that the cur-
rent reliance on temporary shelters to house
the homeless has actually increased rather than
reduced their numbers. “Occasional homeless-
ness was part of a community way of life that
made use of a range of residential accornmoda-
tions: mission shelters, cubicle hotels, rooming

houses, and SRO hotels with private rooms, all
clustered near the central city,” Hoch and Slay-
ton explain. “*When necessary, single poor per-
sons on Skid Row, especially when
unemployed, ill, or drunk, counld alse use the
mission shelter or sleep outside. But the iden-
tity and way of life of the single poor person
was not defined by a lack of shelter. knstead,
homelessness was a temporary state; most resi-
dents managed to use the social communigy of
Skid Row to obtain sufficient income o eventu-
ally reat a cubicle”™ (page 235).

A hierarchical social organization based on
the kind of bed a transient could aftord—one in
a warehouse, a cage hotel, or a roem with a
bath—defined the life of people without homes.
Over the last half century, the whaolesale
destruction of SRO units destroyed the commu-
nity that the homeless had built, usually in con-
gested districts on the edges of commercial
sections. Shelters with all sorts of bureaucratic
restrictions replaced torn-down Skid Row
hotels. A range of special interest groups, right
and left, had a stake in ousting the homeless
from SROs and placing them in shelters, an
undesirable alternative from a historical stand-
point and that of the poor. Hoch and Slayton,
while not being overly specific, imply that a
need exists to build modern SRO hotels with a
range of rates designed to meet individual
needs.

New Humeless and Old places the problem of
the homeless in a nonideological perspective.






