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Dear Readers, 

In this publication, you will read the stories of my incredible students, all new 
immigrants to the United States. They have agreed to take the brave and difficult step 
of telling their stories, though often full of painful and challenging memories, because 
they believe that in sharing their stories, perceptions of immigrants may change.  

Immigrants have been under attack in recent years, mainly due to lack of awareness 
and stereotypes about who immigrants are and why they come here. It is our hope 
that these stories will help to end these negative attacks and build a bridge between 
my students and those who havenõt had the pleasure of knowing them. 
 
It is also our hope that through their stories, we will help to educate the world about 
the rich and wonderful people my students and their ancestors are, the extraordinary 
experiences they have had, the goals and dreams they have for their lives here, and the 
enormous value they add to this country.  
 
These stories were also a gift for my students.  In the process of writing them, they 
came to learn about their own lives, their rich histories, and their familiesõ histories.  
 
Finally, my Newcomers High School students have been working all year with 8 th 
grade partners from the St. Lukeõs School.  These human rights buddies are learning 
about immigration as part of their social studies curriculum, with their dedicated 
teacher Kim Allen.  The St. Lukeõs students edited all of my studentsõ stories, helping 
them to improve the content and perfect the grammar, spelling, and punctuation.  
Though my students are older than their St. Lukeõs buddies, they are all new learners 
of English and benefitted greatly from their 8 th grade partnerõs language skills.   My 
studentsõ stories have become part of their 8th grade buddiesõ immigration research 
and helped to ensure that their buddies had a comprehensive picture of who my 
students are and where they are from. 
 

We hope you enjoy their stories, and perhaps this publication will inspire you to write 
your own life story!  

 
Julie Mann, Newcomers High School 
Spring 2011 
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Dear Readers, 
 
In the years since Julie Mann and I met and conceived of this partnership  between our 
schools, I have grown as a teacher and as a human being by learning from her 
students. In addition, my students have had the opportunity to work with Ms. Mann, 
an outstanding educator who complements my school's commitment to human rights 
and social justice. 
 
St. Luke's School students, who are in the 8th grade and attend an Episcopal School in 
Greenwich Village, benefit from all the advantages of fast -paced Manhattan and the 
privileges of an excellent private school education. At the same time, our school 
community is comm itted to learning about and contributing to our diverse city.  How 
fortunate we are that the remarkable and, quite frankly, often brilliant young 
immigrants of the Queens-based Newcomers High School enrich our lives through 
letters, projects, and visits to each other's schools. 
 
This recent project, in which my students read and edited the autobiographies of their 
buddies, reinforced long -standing lessons in our curriculum at St. Luke's School. Not 
only did we learn about the heart -wrenching accounts contained in the individual 
stories of these students, we also noted patterns of resilience contained in the 
immigrant narratives. Each year, my students had undertaken a major research paper 
about immigration as a part of an academic unit, in addition to their work with their 
buddies. In introducing this unit, I'd always said, "Be careful not to make assumptions 
about who is your doorman, or who is your nanny. You don't know what he or she 
has been through to get here." 
 
Just before the recent Egyptian revolution, I was driven home from the airport by a car 
service; the driver was an Egyptian engineer. He'd left his country because he couldn't 
make a living in Cairo and, like so many parents of students at Newcomers High 
School, made a choice to take a chance in America. His daughter, age 16, was 
attending high school in Queens.  Incorrectly, he was chastising himself for not having 
accomplished anything in his life. Then I thought about all those parents of 
Newcomers students, and of all of you students, too.  
 
My hat is off to you. We at St. Luke's think you have accomplished a great deal, and 
we stand in admiration. Welcome.  
 
 
Kim Allen  
St. Luke's School 
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Diane Kandel and the digital stories crew: Tashi Lhamo, Sangjukta Sen Roy, Check 
Diop, Jeannette Neto, Ka my Kalenga, and Weifeng Wu
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The Journey That Changed My Life  
Written by Erblina Aga, edited by Juliana Orejuela 

 
 When I first met Erblina in person, we were both very shy. We enjoyed doing the 
activities that were planned for that day and we laughed together and had a great time. I wish I 
could see her more often. Erblina is such a great and fun person that anybody would love.  

~Juliana Orejuela 
 
 

 
 

My name is Erblina Aga and I am 16 years old. I was 
born and raised in Albania. I lived there for almost 11  years. 
Growing up beside my parents was probably one of the best 
gifts that I have gotten in my life.  

 
My childhood was a normal childhood, just like the 

childhood of many other children. I used to play dolls 
everyday with some of my friends. I had a lot  of regular days 
with my family, friends and cousins. Toys played a big role in my childhood.  
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The human rights in Albania are defended. There is no discrimination against 
people due to race, sex or age. The only human abuse I know of that happens in 
Alban ia is human trafficking. A lot of girls get robbed or forced into prostitution. It 
hurts me to see how many girls who are my age are forced to do something that they 
donõt like to. 

 
Albanian culture is very unique in its own way. The music that the older 

generations listen to is folk music, but now everything has changed and young people 
listen to all kinds of music such as house, techno, and hip hop.  The main meal of the 
Albanians is lunch and it usually consists of a main dish and a salad of fresh 
vegetables like tomatoes, olives, and peppers, dressed with olive oil, vinegar and salt. 

My parents were born in Albania. My father was born in Diber, Peshkopi and 
my mother was born in Tirane, which is the capital of Albania. They went to the same 
university in  Albania and thatõs where they met. After they got married, my father 
moved to Albania so they could be together.  

 Diber.                              Tirane. 
 
I was 12 years old when I found out that we were going to move to New York. I 

used to come to New York almost every summer because we visited our cousins. In 
the beginning I felt happy because it had always been my dream to live there, but after 
a while I realized that I had to start a new life and that I had to be away from my best 
friends, some of my relatives, and a lot of other people. My mom and my dad told me 
and my siblings that we were going to move here four days before we left. We moved 
to New York because my father was asked to work for the Albanian Consulate.  
 

We came here on June 3, 2007. The trip was very long and it was the first time 
that I traveled for that long. It was hard for a person who is used to moving the whole 
time, to stay in a chair for almost 10 hours. It takes 11 hours to travel from Albania to 
New York.  
 

When I first  came here I lived in my uncleõs house. I didnõt want to be here 
because I left all my friends in Albania and my relatives too. I didnõt know anybody 
here. I cried for one week because I felt very lonely. There was an empty hole in my 
heart because I knew that I wasnõt going to see my friends and family in Albania 
everyday anymore. I didnõt even want to go to school here because I was sure that it 
was going to be extremely hard for me to find new friends and get used to what 
people do here.  
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Now everything  has changed. I started going to school and Iõve made a lot of 

friends. I like the American culture. Many times I have been asked, òIf you could go 
back to Albania, would you want to live there forever or here?óMy answer is to live 
here because I am very used to everything here and if I return to Albania I will miss 
everything that I do here and all the friends that I now have. Even though I still have 
friends there, I think it is easier for me to just go and visit them every summer than 
moving back again and starting there from the beginning.  

 
A typical school day here means waking up in the morning and getting ready 

to go to school. I have classes until 3PM and then I socialize with friends. I spend my 
free time talking to students and practicing my favor ite sport after school, volleyball.  
 

My short term goal is to finish high school and go to college. In the future, I see 
myself as a really good lawyer or business women. I want to live in a big house and 
have a happy family. I see myself as a really nice person who would love to help 
everybody, have a great life and be happy.  
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Telling My Story  
Written by Arefa Akter, edited by Alessandra Lampietti 

 
Arefa Aktar goes to Newcomers High school in Queens. She is 18 years old. Arefa has 

been my buddy since September of 2010. We have been exchanging letters since. We met for the 
first time in December of 2010 and we had a lot of fun. Arefa was kind, sweet, and smart and I 
am glad that she is my buddy.      ~Alessandra Lampietti 
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My name is Arefa Akter. I am 18 years old. I am in 12th grade. I am from 
Bangladesh. I have lived in the USA for almost 2 years and 6 months. I study at 
Newcomers High School. I will graduate from high school in June 2011.  

 
I was quiet in my chi ldhood. I felt uncomfortable when I met with someone 

new because I felt very shy when I talked.  But I was happy in my childhood. I always 
listened to my mother.  I never did anything without my mom. My mother and father 
love me a lot.  I have one brother and one sister, both older than me. I am the youngest 
one in my family. I live with my family. I have never lived without my mother.  
 

One day, my mother got sick and she had to go to the hospital to see the doctor. 
The doctor kept her for a week because she had something wrong with her leg. I was 
crying when I heard about my mom because I had to live with my sister. She is 7 years 
older than me, but still I missed my mom. At night I couldnõt sleep without my mom 
so that whole night I didn't sleep. In the m orning my older sister cooked for me and 
for my brother. She made rice pudding for us, and she put it on a dish and she put that 
on the floor. I was walking and I didnõt see the dish. By mistake I fell down on top of 
the hot dish with rice pudding and I bu rnt my face. One of my uncles took me to the 
hospital and I didnõt go to school for while. One month later I felt little better but I still 
have a problem with my face. That day was really the worst day of my childhood and 
a remarkable event in my life.  
 

 
When I was four years old I started elementary 

school.  I went for admission in one elementary school. 
The teacher did not accept me to because I was four 
years old but I looked younger.  My older brother took 
me to school and told the teacher that I was old enough 
to study. My brother applied to 5 schools for me, but none of them accepted me. So, 
later my brother took me to a large city where I have an uncle who is the teacher of the 
city school. He knew about me and admitted me.  
 

We used to live in a smaller city of Bangladesh, but we all moved to a larger 
city. I started my school from 1st grade and I finished in 5th grade and received a 
scholarship. After my graduation from elementary school I started my high school 
from 6th grade. In high school ther e was lots of competition for grades. We had to 
study a lot and memorize homework for tests. In my class we had 480 students and I 
was the third best in my class. In school we had lots of fun and a party every three 
months. We had many kinds of shows which  were really fun. We got to go on a picnic 
ever year. I enjoyed my school a lot, and I still miss it. 
 

I like to read novels, watch TV and listen to Bengali, Indian, an American 
music. I love to travel, hang out with my friends, do gardening, and dance. My  
favorite type of food is spicy and sour I especially like to eat Bengali food. My favorite 
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clothes are Bengali and Indian dresses but also I like to wear jeans with a nice top. I 
donõt like to stay at home because I think it is boring. I often go out to a new place and 
learn new things. I want to learn more because I believe it is really important for me 
and for my future life.  

  

    
 

In Bangladesh we do not have human rights for all people. People are abused in 
many ways, women most of all. Women are restricted by men, who always try to 
control women. Men think that women do not need an education or a job. Most of 
them have religious barriers and believe in superstitions because they want women to 
stay home. Women cannot go outside, or shop. If they do go out, they have to cover 
their whole body. Most of the palaces still have child marriages.  When boys are 15 
and girls are 13 years old, their parents start to get ready for their childrenõs marriages. 
When women have their first child and it is a girl,  the men think it is bad luck for the 
family. The men want sons because they think a son can earn money for them and can 
earn a dowry when they get married. Many women do not have freedom, rights, or 
equality because men and women are not equal in Bangladesh.   

 
In Bangladesh we have many people but our country is really small; we do not 

have enough space for many people. Men and women have to work very hard to earn 
money. We have lots of day laborers. Most of them do not get paid enough for their 
work and they are insulted in many ways.  
 

   
 

The politics of Bangladesh take place in a Democratic parliamentary 
representative republic. The Prime Minister of Bangladesh is the head of the 
government. Executive power is exercised by the government; Legislative power is 
vested in both the government and parliament. The Constitution of Bangladesh was 
written in 1972 and has undergone thirteen amendments. In Bangladesh we have a 
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female Prime Minister. The government does not control the country very well and 
everyday there are many fights. Every day people are dying because they fight each 
other.   
 

    
 

Amar Shonar Bangla, Ami Tomaii Bhalobashi is the national song of Bangladesh. 
Bangla music is divided into three categories, classical, folk and modern. I like to listen 
to all kinds of music, especially Bengali, Hindi and English music.  
 

Bangladesh is one of the largest Muslim countries in the world.  About 80 
percent of Bangladeshis are Muslims. Most Bangladeshi Muslims are Sunnis, but there 
is a small Shia community. About 12 percent of the population is Hindu. There are 
significant numbers of Buddhists and Christians in Bangladesh. My religion is Muslim 
and I was born in a Muslim family. I have to follow all the rules that the Muslim 
religion has.  I always have to pray five times a day. When I was in Bangladesh I used 
to cover all of my body to go outside, but now I do not do it, because it is my choice. 
Many people like to do it.  

 
I like to be a Muslim girl; I also like to follow all the Muslim rules. Eve ry year 

we have two holidays. For one holiday, we have to fast for one month. You cannot eat 
anything when you fast. When one month is finished, the next day is our holiday. That 
day we buy new clothes, and we eat many different kinds of food. The second holy 
day is three months later then first one.  

 

            
 

In Bangladesh we have many different kinds of food. I like to eat every type of 
food that is allowed by my religion. We are forbidden to eat pork, ham, and bacon. My 
favorite meat is chicken; I like beef as well. We also eat many different kinds of fish. I 
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like spicy and sour food. I donõt like sweets so much. I eat rice everyday with 
vegetables. 

    
 

Bangladeshi women habitually wear Sariõs. Traditionally, males wear Panjabis, 
Fatuas and Pajamas. Hindus wear dhoti for religious purposes. Today, the common 
dress for men is shirts and pants. I like to wear Indian and Bengali dresses, for 
example saris, salwer kameez, fatua, langha. I also like to wear jeans and t-shirts, but I 
donõt like to wear short cloths. In the summer and the winter I like to wear different 
kinds of clothes. I like use cotton cloth or any kinds of cloth that is comfortable for me. 
My favorite color for cloth is pink, black, and blue. I like to go shopping every month 
and I like to wear new clothes.  
 

My parents are both from Bangladesh; my grandparents are also from 
Bangladesh. My great, great, great, grandparents are all from Bangladesh. Before, in 
1947 Bangladesh and Pakistan was one country. In 1971, Bangladesh and Pakistan 
were separated from each other. During that time my grandfather died because 
Pakistani people killed him. This is really sad and I feel bad for him. I never met my 
grandfather. On my motherõs side I met my grandma. On my fatherõs side I never saw 
grandma and grandpa because they died before I was born. 
 

I came here for a better education and to have a better life and have a better 
future. In my country we do not have access to a good education. I came to America 
on September 29, 2008. It was a long journey from Bangladesh to America, and it took 
two days and one night. The journey was 25 hours without stopping. We had to take 
another plane to Dubai so we stayed for a night.  

 
When I first got to America my life was so ordinary. I felt lonely and misse d my 

county. I have changed a lot since my move.  At first my life here was boring and not 
really easy for me because I did not speak English. I didnõt have anyone to help me.  I 
told my mom that we should go back to Bangladesh.  Also, I thought about my 
Bengali friends because I had lots of them. Here, I did not know anyone. I thought it 
would be really hard to find a friend who was from my country. When I started my 
school I met many different people who were from all over the world. I also made 
many Bengali friends. I was so happy. I did not speak English at that time, but my 
friends helped me out. When I started speaking English, I changed. I am used to the 
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American culture now, but my culture is completely different. Now I am used to 
American clothing. I feel comfortable and easy when I wear these clothes. I like to 
wear these things now, but at first I felt shy. I like to live in America but I still love my 
native country. In the future I want to go back to Bangladesh. I want to finish my 
school, and I would like to go to college. When I finish my studies, I want to become a 
teacher. Not for high school but for elementary schools, because I have always loved 
children.  
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My Life as an Immigrant  
Written by Jonnathan Arias, edited by Luke Oldham 

In the few months that I have known Jonathan, I can say that he is a kind-hearted and 
life-loving person. Throughout my correspondence with him, he has displayed himself as a 
smart and friendly 18-year-old who is in touch with his Ecuadorian roots. As you are about to 
read in his story he has had quite a journey from Ecuador, and although he has only lived in the 
United States for 3 years, he definitely has the makings of a patriot.  ~Luke 
Oldham  

 
 

 
 
 My name is Jonnathan Arias. I am a native of 
Ecuador and 18 years old. I am in 11th grade and Iõve lived 
in the U.S.A. for approximately for 3 years. I like it.  
 

I want to tell to all of you my story. I will begin 
with my childhood, a very nice and interesting time.  
When I was two years old my parents immigrated to t he 
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United States of America to get a better future. They felt there were more 
opportunities to find a job and make money to have a god life. My grandparents and 
my uncles took care of me and they taught me all the values that every person needs 
in life: respect, responsibility, and honesty.  

 
When I was a child everything was interesting for me because obviously I 

missed my parents, but my grandmother and grandfather gave me all the love that 
every person needs when he/she is a child. Also, my parents always called my 
grandparents asking about how I was and saying that they missed me a lot and very 
soon we would be together.  
 

I remember typical days at home with my family. I would wake up late 
sometimes and my grandmother was waiting for me to eat our break fast together. 
After that we had long conversations about what we wanted to eat for lunch because 
that was the main question that everybody asked.  Most of the time we wanted 
different things but in the end we made one decision about what we wanted to eat and 
everybody agreed. This sounds funny, but we always did when all my family was 
together. 
 

In my first days of school I was very excited and nervous because I was going 
to meet new kids and teachers. It turned out to be very nice because on my first day I 
made many friends and I started to love my school. I have to tell you that in the school 
I was very friendly, thatõs why I have many friends and even a girlfriend, but this is a 
secret that nobody in my family knows.  
  

For high school, everything was the same because on the first day, I was very 
excited because I met new people, and new classmates who came from others schools. 
When I was 16 years old my parents came to my country to visit me and visit my 
family and that is something that I will never forg et because we did everything 
together trying to make up for the time from when we were separated.  
 

My native country Ecuador is a small but a very nice country with friendly and 
adorable people who like to work hard to make their dreams come true and have a 
good life to protect their families. Some aspects are negative as in others countries. For 
example, in my country there are small groups of people that violate other peopleõs 
human rights. For example, some rich people use money as a factor to discriminate 
against poor people just due to the appearance of their clothes. This makes people get 
angry because everybody has the right to respect and be respected by everybody. 
Another problem in my country is the political situation; sometimes politicians do 
good things and sometimes they do things that are prejudiced towards certain people.  
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In contrast to this, there are interesting things to show you, like different kinds 
of music and food. In my city Cuenca, Azuay, we have a special food called guinea pig 
and in Spanish it is the famous cuy.  Also the corn called mote in Spanish is the typical 
plate of food that is different from foods in other cities. Music in my city is called the 
rockola which is the typical music that everybody listens to when t hey are with their 
families or friends.   

 
My country is divided into three regions called Coast, Sierra and Oriental and 

these regions have different types of climates: in the Coast region the weather is hot, in 
the Sierra the weather is cold, and in the Oriental the weather is hot. My country is a 
beautiful place that you can choose to go for vacations, because you are going to meet 
new people, it will be fun, and you never will forget it.  
 

Now I am 18 years old and finally, after many years of sadness, separated from 
my parents, I have the fortune to say that we did it. Many were the tears that my 
mother and father cried for me; now our first dream has been granted because we are 
together with my little sister who is two years old. We are very happy enjoy ing every 
moment together, trying to recover the special moments we missed when we were 
separated. 
 

My life her change in a good way because with my family, I have more 
inspiration to be a good person, a successful person and for that I have to work very 
hard studying, be responsible with my homework to first graduate from high school, 
then go to a college and be a professional to have a god job and help my family and 
others persons who needs my help because this can be the best way to return all the 
love that my friends gave to me. I hope one day have a family with a beautiful and 
good wife, with many babies and give to them all the love the same or more love that 
my parents gave to me and teach them all the values that every person needs to be 
successful in life.  

Something that I want to say about immigration is that it doesnõt matter where 
people come from, it doesnõt matter what religion you are, it doesnõt matter what skin 
color you have or whether you are an undocumented person in this country. We are 
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the same: we are humans and all of us have the same rights which must to be 
respected. We all came to this country with the intention of working very hard to have 
a good life and build a better future for our children.  
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My Journey  
Written by Crystel Cabrera, edited by Lily Seibert 

 The first time I met Crystal Cabrera was in December 2010 when my class took a trip to 
Newcomers High School. I had a lot of fun that day getting to know her and many of her 
friends. She was funny, thoughtful, and proud of her heritage. This is the story she has written 
that includes her childhood, background information about her family, and her life now. Her 
story is descriptive, thorough, and a pleasure to read.      ~Lily 
Seibert 
 

 

 

My name is Crystel Cabrera, and Iõm seventeen years old. Iõm from Ecuador 
and Iõve been living in this country for 3 Ĳ years. Right now Iõm in 12th grade at 
Newcomers High School.  

I remember that my childhood was very happy 
and harmonious, funny and in union with my family 
and friends. A typical  day at home was with my 
siblings and parents around, my mom cooking, my 
brothers putting some music to entertain her, my dad 
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watching soccer with my older brother, then lunch with all the family at the table, 
laughing and talking.  

A typical day at school  was talking with my best friends, passing papers during 
class, doing homework and studying. During lunch sitting in the courtyard, eating 
and laughing at anything, then playing around, running from side to side until we had 
to return to class. Most of my free time I would spend with my best friend, either at 
home or at the park. We used to ride our bikes in the neighborhood while talking and 
making fun of each other. I remember that in my country the presidents were corrupt 
because they werenõt focused on fixing the main problems the country was going 
through.  I remember I enjoyed watching a TV show named Floricienta with my sister 
and many other shows on MTV. My favorite food was my 
momõs.  

  My entire family is from Ecuador: parents, 
grandparents, great grandparents. My parents say that when 
they were kids everything was so different from how things 
are now. In my dadõs childhood, he says that he would play 
soccer and go out with friends for fun. However he started 

working at a very young age 
because my grandfather came to the 
United States and left my 
grandmother alone with him, so he 
had to help her economically. My motherõs childhood was 
different from my dadõs. She went to school and didnõt have 
to work, but because she was a girl, my grandparents were 
very strict with her and she wasnõt allowed to go out 
frequently. She would spend most of her time at home 
playing with her siblings and watching TV or reading. Both 
my grandparents on my motherõs side passed away a few 
years ago. On my dadõs side, both my grandparents live here 
in the United States. My grandfather has lived in this country 

for over 40 years, but I have no contact with him. My grandmother came to this 
country before us - my mom, dad and siblings.  

When we received the news that we were coming to this country I was 
surprised. It was a shock for my entire family. My grandfather on my dadõs side had 
requested a Visa for my dad and the rest of our family more than 10 years ago and 
none of us were expecting to receive it. We went to the consulate and they gave us 
three months to leave. It was so hard for everyone, especially my dad. We had to leave 
everything we had, all our lives. The worst thing was that my older brother couldnõt 
travel because he had reached the age of 21 and was removed from the papers.  
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We suffered a lot, none of us wanted to come, but in the end my parents 
decided that the best thing to do was to move. We arrived here on March 27th of 2007. 
As I said the reason why we came was because my dad thought it was better for us to 
come here because the economic situation in Ecuador was kind of tight and we 
couldnõt miss the chance of getting new opportunities.  

At first I didnõt like being here, all I wanted was to be in Ecuador. I cried a lot, I 
felt very depressed and everything reminded me of my country. I couldnõt go 
anywhere because I didnõt know anything or anyone. I just wasnõt happy and my 
whole family felt the same way. One of the hardest things was that I didnõt want to 
accept the fact that I had left everything I loved to come to this foreign country and be 
unhappy.  

After the first couple of months things got better, especially when I started 
going to school. I met new people and made some friends. Finally I started going out 
to distract myself. I identified with my new fr iends because all of them had gone 
through the same situation as me. A few weeks later, my parents found a job at the 
airport and things at home got better too, but still I missed my life 
back in Ecuador.  

After three years living here, things have changed a lot. 
Before I didnõt like being here, now I feel like Iõve become more 
independent and responsible. Although I 
still miss my country and love to return 
there on vacations, now I know I wonõt 
live in Ecuador ever again. Here Iõve 
found opportunities tha t I wonõt find in 
my country. I know here Iõll have a better 
future and if I go back to live in Ecuador 
Iõll have more difficulties getting what I 
want.  I am used to doing things alone. I like to 
work to get my own money to buy 
whatever I want and to help my parents with the home expenses. Now I prefer to 
watch TV shows in English rather than in Spanish. My favorite shows are Degrassi, 
The Jersey Shore and Family Guy. I still love my momõs food and thatõs something 
that wonõt change. 

A typical day for me in  this country is going to school and meeting with my 
friends, going to class, listening to the teachers, participating in class, and doing 
whatever Iõm told to do. After finishing school I usually talk to my friends before 
going home. At home I help my mot her if she needs me to do something and talk to 
her about my day or hers, then we eat with my dad and maybe with my brother if he 
is at home. The rest of the afternoon I usually take a nap and then do my homework 
while watching some TV.  
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  In 20 years I see myself as a professional, with my career set and my goals 
achieved. I hope to be a successful woman. Iõll be an interpreter at an international 
company and Iõll have a good position. Maybe Iõll be still living in the United States or 
maybe in other country, but Iõll always return to my country often. If I have children, 
Iõll make sure they know what my roots and culture are, and theyõll know my story 
and will understand how hard my life as an immigrant was.  
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My Immigration Experiences  
Written by Melissa Calle, edited by Blythe Calderley 

 
This is a story about Melissa Calle.  She is an 18-year-old girl, and she came from 

Envigado, Colombia four years ago.  She is very kind, funny, and fun to talk to.  I am her 
buddy, and we write letters to each other. I always have fun writing letters to her and learning 
about her. This is the story about her immigration to New York City. ~Blythe Calderley 

 
 

 
 

My name is Melissa Calle. I Am 18 years old, I am from Colombia and I came to 
this country four years ago. I love  sports, especially tennis, soccer and basketball 
which I play during the school year. I go to Newcomers High School and this is my 
last year. Iõve been studying here since I came on August 24, 2007, and thatõs how I 
learned how to speak English. Iõve found that many people in this country have lived 
through almost the same experiences as me; some of them donõt have the same luck I 
have because Iõve had everything I need and more.  
 

In my childhood my dad used to work in a glass factory as the supervisor; m y 
mom used to be a tailor. They were both born in Envigado, Colombia. I used to be the 
baby of my house so all the attention was for me. I used to have fun playing outside 
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with my friends and cousins. I enjoyed my life when I was a kid and I didnõt have any 
difficulties.  
 

When I grew up a typical day for me was to wake up early in the morning 
(5AM) get ready and wait for my school bus to pick me up and drive me up to school.  
Once I got there I had to wait until 6:30AM for my classes to start.  In Colombia , school 
used to be different because once you passed the year, you kept taking the same 
classes but a little bit more difficult, and if you got into 7 th grade, youõd take more 
classes. At a minimum, you had to take 13 classes or more. Also, teachers came to you 

in your classroom, which normally was the one you had for a 
year. You took all your classes in that room except for gym 
and drawing. This meant that you had to get along with the 
same people for a year. Usually it was really fun and classes 
werenõt that hard. 
 

During the weekends or vacations I used to travel or 
go to some other places around Colombia. It was really fun. 
There was no way for you to get bored, because even if you 
stayed home youõd find something to do; your cousins or 

friends were alw ays there sharing time with you, everybody was always there when 
you needed them, and you used to know everybody that lived around you. 
Everything was perfect.  
 

In Colombia our culture is very diverse with a broad range of district groups 
that have unique customs and accents, social patterns and cultural adaptations. They 
are classified into three cultures, interior, countryside and coastal regions. Covering 
about 440,000 square miles (1.14 million square kilometers and the Pacific Ocean), 
Colombia is connected to Central America and Panama. Colombia bordes Ecuador, 
Perú, Brasil, Venezuela and  Panamá. Colombia is famous for coffee, bananas, sugar 
and flowers. Colombia also has great biodiversity with 1,550 species of birds and over 
13,000 species of plants. Colombia is also known as a nation of mixed race.  

 
The big change in my life started when I was doing really badly at school, not 

only with my grades but with my behavior. I started doing things that I wasnõt 
supposed to be doing because of my age and because of my health. I used to go to 
COLEGIO LA PRESENTACION DE ENVIGADO, one of the best schools in Colombia. 
Teachers were really strict so they kicked me out of school when I started misbehaving 
and doing silly things. After that my mom went to many scho ols and tried to get me 
in, but she thought that it would be much better if I came here for a while and tried to 
figure things out for myself by thinking about what I did before and what I really 
wanted for my life.  
 

After we came here, my mom asked me to stay and try to change my attitude 
and my behavior and to realize that here I was going to be much better and I was 
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going to have more opportunities than I 
was going to have if I stayed in Colombia. 
At first I didnõt want to stay but later on I 
realized that it might be the best for me 
and that maybe this was the type of 
opportunity that I needed to change and 
get my life on track.  
 

Iõve changed a lot. I grew up and I became mature. I also learned from my 
mistakes  and  I realized that for everything you w ant in life you need to work a lot 
and always give 100% I also learned that you can never give up no matter how hard 
everything feels in that moment . I also understood that life can be hard at times, but 
thereõs always a solution for everything. Once you start growing up you see how 
things work in real life and how important it is to take charge of your own 
responsibilities and set your own goals to be someone in life. 

 
In the future, I see myself as an educated person with a good career.  I also see 

myself living in an apartment in Queens, maybe Astoria or Forest Hills. I also see 
myself coaching, either soccer or tennis and if I can maybe basketball. I actually can't 
imagine a future without playing sports. I have a lot of dreams and goals that I would 
li ke to come true. If I have a choice, I would love to stay here in New York. 
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My Story  
Written by Jonathan Chungata, edited by Ian Stewart 

 
 Jonathan Chungata is an 18-year-old immigrant from Ecuador who arrived in the 
United States in April, 2007.  His parents regretfully decided to leave him behind in Ecuador 
to live with his grandparents, after they moved to the U.S for economic reasons. They wanted to 
provide more opportunities for their children, but the separation unexpectedly lasted 13 years.  
His experience in America has been complicated, and initially his new country took quite a bit 
of getting used to. However, he has successfully settled into a new, exciting culture, and he 
hopes to make America his permanent home.       ~ Ian 
Stewart 

 
 

 
                                          
       My name is Jonathan Chungata. Iõm 19 years old. Iõm from Ecuador, and I've been 
living in this country for almost four years. When I was in my first two years of life, I 
was in Ecuador with my parents, and I was cl ose to them. But for the rest of my 
childhood they werenõt with me. It was sad because I was only two years old my 
parents made the decision to come to this country, so that they could give me a better 
future. I stayed with my grandparents, aunts and uncle s. 
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As a child, when I was living in Ecuador, I went to school, did what the 
teachers said to do, and studied hard. I was a very good student. I had fun playing 
with my friends because my parents werenõt with me to enjoy my childhood with 
them.  

 
My native  country Ecuador is a democratic country, and in my point of view 

there is much more freedom in my country than in this country. In my country, if you 
are 18 years old you can do whatever you want. However in this country you have to 
be 21 years old to do whatever you want. This is why I like my native country, but 
now Iõve gotten used to living in this country. 
  

My parents are from Ecuador, and they lived in the same province, Morona 
Santiago, when they met each other. My dad asked for my mom's hand but my 
grandfather didnõt want my mom to be with my dad because he thought that my dad 
had a lot of girls. So my father decided to take my mom to live with him, and my dad 
married my mom. In time my grandfather realized that my dad loved my mom, and 
they loved each other.  

 
My grandparents are the people I am most grateful for. They took care of me 

when I was a child. My grandparents had six children, three women and three men. 
My grandparents are good people who care about others, and like to help others. I was 
really close to them. Iõm talking about my momõs parents. Where my grandparents 
lived was a small town where everyone knew each other, and the people were very 
good friends. Actually it is the same town where my grandfather lives now.  

 
My grandmother suff ered from a disease that doctors could not identify, and 

that was something that made me feel too sad. My grandmother suffered a lot because 
the disease was slowly killing her and one day she died from the disease. That affected 
me very much because I loved her and she loved me. I was her favorite grandson. But 
I think it was the best for her so she wouldnõt suffer anymore. But it was a great loss to 
all of us who loved her, especially to my grandfather. After the death of my 
grandmother I lived with my gra ndfather, aunts and uncles. 
 
           Well when my parents came to this country they called me, and told me they 
were going to take me with them. I was still a child and didnõt think my parents 
would send me to this country. Then when I was almost 15 years old my parents 
called me quite excited, and told me that the papers or visa for me to come to this 
country were arranged. At that time I didnõt know whether to be happy or sad 
because it was news that would change my life completely. Also, I didnõt know 
whether to be happy because I was finally going to see my parents after almost 15 
years, or be sad because I was going to come to this country and leave the family with 
whom I had lived all my childhood. The news left me very sad because I was going to 
move away from all my friends, and especially my grandfather, uncles and aunts. But 
that was my destiny.  
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I came to this country on April 5, 2007. My journey to this country was very 

long, and was one of the saddest moments of my life. I was leaving the family that 
raised me, and took care of me for a long time. At the same time I felt anxious to be in 
a country very different from mine and also anxious about going to see my parents. 
When I arrived at the airport my mom, and my brother were waiting to pick m e up, 
but I realized that my dad wasnõt there. I asked my mom, òWhere is my dad?ó, and 
she said that he was working, and therefore he couldnõt come. I wasnõt upset about it 
because I understood that my dad was working.  

 
When I first came to this country it  was very difficult for me because I spoke 

almost no English, and also because when I entered the school I didnõt have any 
friends. Also when I first came to this country, it was all very sad because I missed the 
family that I had left in Ecuador. Now, aft er living here for a while, everything is very 
different. Now I'm a teenager and I understand why my parents brought me to this 
country. They just wanted a better future for me. Now even if Iõm not with my family 
in Ecuador, Iõm with my parents and that makes me happy. Now I have many friends 
and Iõve learned to speak English. Today I have learned to live with American culture. 
I love the music in this country especially rap music which is my favorite. But that 
doesnõt mean that Iõve stopped listening to the music of my country.  

 
A typical day for me in this country is going to school, and after class is 

finished, I go home and do my homework. When I get home sometimes it gives me a 
feeling of sadness because most of the time no one is there, and I spend most of my 
time alone. When I get home my parents are working, and when my parents come 
home, I'm already sleeping. This is not good but Iõve gotten used to it. 
  

We all have our dreams and goals. My dream is to have a career, and to work to 
help my parents. My goals are to finish my studies, and to have a good profession.  
Everyone has a picture of where and how we see ourselves in the future, and mine is 
living with my family in this country, or in my country. I donõt care where. The only 
thing that matters  is being happy, as a person who works and helps the family. In the 
future I imagine myself as a person who works hard, and a person who is responsible.  
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The Roots That Led to Me  
Written by Maciej Deptula, edited by Gabriel Cavanaugh 

 
I met Maciej in December, 2010.  After writing letters to each other, we met in his high 

school, Newcomers.  This school is only for immigrants like him.  When I met Maciej, he was 
open to meeting all of my friends and me and his attitude brightened up the whole room.  Here 
is his story.        ~ Gabriel Cavanaugh 

 
 

 
 
 My name is Maciej Deptula and I come from 
Poland. I am 16 years old and I am in 11th grade. I was 
born on November 24, 1993 in the city called Szczytno. I 
have lived here since June of 2008. My childhood was 
great like I hope everyone can have. When you are child 
you don't think about other problems; you just care 
about having a lot of fun and I miss that so much. I used 
to play with other kids from my neighborhood; those 
days were the happiest in my life.  
 

The typical days in my home with my family 
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were good. I lived with my sister, parents, and my grandparents, since my father went 
to the United States of America in 2006. We tried to spend our days together and we 
always ate dinner together. During the summer we always tried to travel. We traveled 
in our country and also in other European countries.  

 
School in my native country is similar to schoolõs here, but in my opinion in 

Poland you need to study more than here. For fun I used to play soccer with my 
friends or just meet with them, or play some 
computer games.  

 
In my country the only one violating other 

peopleõs human rights are Skinheads. This is the 
organization of people who hate the immigrants, 
people with another skin color, and homosexuals. 
They also believe in some Nazi ideas.   
 
 The political climate in Poland is fully democratic. I think it is very similar to 
the United States government.  We are allowed to vote for a President and a Political 
Group, and we also have a Senate and a House of the Representatives. 
 
  Polish culture is important for us. Every region has its own costumes but the 
national music is the same and so are national dances. My favorite national food is the 
dumpling. My favorite movie is òPotopó by Andrzej Wajda. 
 
 My parents are Danuta and Jaroslaw Deptula.  They are from Poland, from a 
nice and big village called Lipowiec. When they got married they moved to the city 
where I was born. They were neighbors and they knew each other from kindergarten. 
Both of them had a happy childhood but they also were working to 
help their parents on their farms. My mother hated summer 
vacation because she had to work hard all summer, thatõs why she 
said to herself that she would not do physical work when she 
became an adult. My father was also working on the farm to help 
his parents but he enjoyed that more than school. Then he went to 
the army and after that he became a fireman. My mother was good 
in school and she is so smart. But my father, he didn't like to learn. 
For fun they met with thei r friends and played with them.             My 

father 
 
 My grandparents are Stanislaw and Czesia 
Bakula, and they are the parents of my mother. 
Czeslaw and Lucyna Deptula are the parents of my 
father. They all come from villages. My grandmother 
is from vil lage Chudek, my grandfather is from 
Klimki, villages in Poland. They had a poor 
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education because they lived during very terrible times during and after World War II. 
My grandmother on my mother's side was very smart and she wanted to continue her 
education but her mother didn't have enough money to continue the education, so she 
had to work.  
 

My grandfather on my mother's side had a very difficult childhood because the 
Nazi soldiers murdered his father. My grandfather told me that they just came to his 
house and were searching for something, and then they took some papers and his 
father away. My grandfather didn't exactly remember what kind of documents they 
took, but his mother told him that they took personal documents and also a U.S. 
passport. The Nazis said that he would go home in a few minutes, but he never 
returned, and they never found his body. They also took his mother to prison because 
she gave bread to the partisans. So he had to work with his siblings to survive. I 
cannot imagine kids living by  themselves for two years.  

 
My great grandfather and great great grandfather were born in the United 

States. Then my great grandfather moved to Poland and got married to a Polish 
woman. I feel very curious because I wonder about some of my family here. My  great 
grandfather had many siblings and only he and his two brothers moved to Poland. 
The other siblings stayed here. I would like to know and find them.  

 
My grandparents from my father side were also born in villages. My 

grandfather was born in Poland i n Surowe and my grandmother was born in Stare 
Kiejkuty also in Poland. I know that the father of my grandfather on my fatherõs side 
was fighting in World War II.  He fought in 1939 in Poland and then when Nazi 
Germany took over Poland he immigrated to Engl and and joined their Polish Army 
Corps. I also know that he fought in the battle over Monte Cassino. My grandfather on 
my fatherõs side told me about his father. He said that he enjoyed being in the army 
because he wanted to fight for freedom.  He immigrat ed to fight because he couldn't 
imagine himself living without freedom. After the war ended he came back to his 
family but four years after he came back home, he died. My grandfather used to tell 
me a lot of stories about his father and his adventures. 
 
 The first person who came here was my father. My mother was here for only 
one month of summer. After two years we decided to move to the United States so we 
went to Warsaw and then to the U.S embassy and we got visas. Then when we came 
here we got green cards. We came here for a better education and opportunities and 
also to live in the capital of the world.  
 

My journey was so exciting because I wanted to see New York. The journey 
itself was seven ð eight hours long. Life here was weird when we arrived; the  strangest 
thing for me was the garbage on the street, and also I saw many different cultures 
here, which was different than in Poland. But also life here was good and fun because 
we were visiting so many nice places in NY. Also I meet my first friend very  fast so I 
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had a lot of fun.  
 
 Iõve changed since moving here. I am more confident than before, and I feel like 
I fit in the society. I don't know exactly how I have taken on American culture but it 
just happened. It wasn't hard because my culture is very similar to American culture. I 
like òFamily Guyójust like others Americans.  
 

I don't know exactly what I will do in the future. I change my mind all the time, 
but I want to be successful in life. In 20 years I see myself having a wife and kids, also 
a house and good job. I don't know what I will be doing, but I was thinking about 
becoming a pilot. I think I will be living in the United States but I am not so sure.  I 
want to go back to my country. I imagine myself as a gentle and intelligent person, 
and also successful in life. I will be a person who enjoys life and is happy with what he 
has. 
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Life as an Immigrant  
Written by Diprojith Dey, edited by Sean McGowan 

 
Although he is still learning English, Dipro, as he come to be called, has a great attitude 

and an amazing sense of humor.  When I first met him on Human Rightõs Day at Newcomerõs 
High School, he was immediately welcoming and telling jokes.  Behind this humorous front, 
Dipro is filled with passion and integrity.  He is the kind of kid you have a heated debate with, 
then turn around and hang out with the same day.    ~ Sean McGowan 

 
 

 
 

My name is Diprojith Dey and Iõm 18. I am currently studying at Newcomers 
High School in 12th grade. I am a newcomer to this country and I am from  Bangladesh. 
I came here about one year ago. Iõm really happy to share my experiences from my 
past. At first it was hard for me to adjust here because of three reasons. Language was 
my first problem. I came here knowing little English. Secondly, I came her e in the 
winter time. It was cold outside and the weather was completely different than in our 
country which is much warmer than here. And the third reason is cultural differences. 
When I went outside I saw difference faces. I saw black and white faces that I didnõt 
see in my country. The food was also difference than ours.  
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        I have great memories from my childhood. I like to remember these memories. I 
never saw any violence at that time. All I remember is a time full of happiness and a 
peaceful life. I used to live in a big family of 16 members. My grandfather, 
grandmother, uncle, aunt and cousins also lived with us. My father and mother had to 
work in the morning, so I had to stay home with my grandmother and grandfather. 
My cousins were older th an me so my uncle took them to school. I had to pass my 
morning time with my grandfather. I wasnõt bored because my grandfather always 
took me to the mall with him. He also took me to his friendõs house and he played 
cricket with me. My whole family came h ome at three oõclock.  
 

I started school at six years old. It was not far from our house. When I started 
school I was nervous and scared, but my teachers were friendly. I started to enjoy my 
school. We used to celebrate each otherõs birthdays in school. We also visited historical 
places together. 
           

Bangladesh is a developing country and most people work hard to live. The 
population is huge. But the government works hard for the peopleõs rights. We got our 
independence from Pakistan in 1971 and now people have the right to live in peace. 
The political party works for the people. Altogether itõs not so bad.  

 
People of my country are very friendly. We like to work together and share our 

wealth with each other. We speak Bengali, like Bengali songs, foods and movies. We 
are the first country who sacrificed our blood for our country. We love our language. 
Most of the people in our country are Muslims. There are also Hindus and Christian 
people in our country. We respect each otherõs religion. Pohela Boishakh is the first 
day of our Bengali year. Women wear saris and men wear lungis on that day. We 
celebrate this day all over the world. We also celebrate our independence day on the 
16th of December. 

 
          As far as I know my parents are from India . My grandfather came to Bangladesh 
about 50 years ago when my father was two years old. My great grandfather was from 
India. They came to Bangladesh for better living. 
 
          One day my father told us he would like to come to the United States because 
the United States is one of the most developed countries in the world. At first my 
grandfather was not happy about that. I was totally shocked. It was hard for me to 
think I would leave my grandfather, cousins and my school. But my father told me we 
were going there for better living conditions, and I would get a better education, and 
also have more friends than here. He also promised we would come every year to visit 
my grandfather and grandmother.  
 

My father took us to the United States Immigration Office. T hey gave us some 
paper work and told us to pay an immigration fee. After three days my father went to 
their office with all the paper work completed. They took our passports and told us 
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that they would call us after the process was finished. After some day s they sent us a 
confirmation letter and told us we had to visit their office again. Then they gave our 
passports back and told us we were ready to go. My father said yes and confirmed our 
air plane tickets.  

 
The time started to fly. Time ran so fast and it was time to say goodbye to all. It 

was really hard to imagine that I would not see their faces for a long time. I spent my 
whole childhood with those people. It was a 24 -hour air plane ride from Bangladesh to 
America. When I got on the plane it was really fun. I sat next to the window, and I was 
waiting for the plane to fly. I saw outside and it was really awesome. Our plane 
stopped in Dubai  after 5 hours. I was tired. We took a 30 minute break and then got 
back on the plane. After 14 hours we reached the United States.  

 
I was nervous when I entered the airport. I saw all kinds of different faces. My 

father told me to hold his hand. People were speaking English. The police were 
holding guns and checking our bodies. It was really scary. It was cold outsid e. 
Bangladesh is a warmer country. In that moment I felt I had come to a new and 
different place. My aunt gave me a jacket to survive. It was a memorable journey. 
 
          After I came here I changed a lot. I saw some new faces that I had never seen in 
my life. The roads are not same, lifestyles are not same and the language isnõt same.  
My father rented a small apartment. We lived in a big house in Bangladesh, so it was 
really hard for me to adjust. I didnõt have my TV and computer. I got bored in my 
house. I used to speak Bengali in my country but here I started to speak English. It was 
a huge change.  
 

After a while I started to take on some of the American culture. I started to like 
American music, movies, food and especially TV shows. My father bought  a new TV 
for me. I started to go outside and adjust to the weather. I started to like hip -hop songs 
and dance. American Idol is my favorite TV show and I watch lots of American 
movies.  

 
As an immigrant teen I joined Newcomer s High School. Here itõs really fun to 

mix with people from other countries. I really like to live in Queens. Itõs an 
immigrantsõ living place. I am also doing community service for The Queens Center. 
Itõs fun to work there. I also work in Duane Reade on the weekends I really lead a busy 
life. I never think about the fact that I am an immigrant who came here only one year 
ago. 
 
          Everyone wants to be successful in life, everyone has their own dream. I think 
without a dream life means nothing. I would like to reach my dream after  20 years. I 
would like to be a businessman. I hope to run my own business. I really like to be here 
in New York. I donõt want to have to leave New York to live in my native country. I 
would like to become a good New Yorker .  
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Discouragement Is Not Ivoiri an 

Written by Check Diop, edited by Max Wilson 
 

I have known Check Erick Diop for the last two years of my life. We have been 
communicating through letters and I know him well enough to say that Check is one of the 
greatest guys I have ever met.  Check is the type of person who embraces both his Ivorian 
culture and his newfound American culture with gusto. Check took a leap of faith by coming to 
America to live with his mother whom he had not seen since he was a young child. However, 
because he is such a positive, enthusiastic person, he was able to adapt to his new life quickly. 
Hardworking, athletic (he loves to play basketball), and ambitious, Check embodies all that is 
best about the immigrant experience in America. I feel lucky to call him a friend.  
 ~Max Wilson 

 
 

 
 

Check Erick Diop, second of the name. I am a 17 year old boy from the Ivory 
Coast. I have light black skin, and I am slim, tall, and smart. I am in the 12th grade at 
Newcomers High School. I came to the USA in July of 2008. 
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Sometimes I sit down and think of how my childhood in my country was full of 
joy and good moments. I was always surrounded by good people. In the town where I 
grew up, almost everybody knew each other, and they looked after each otherõs kids. 
From school to home, it had always been great. At home my dad was like the big boss, 
because he was the only one everybody respected, the only person to pay all the bills, 
and feed us, and make sure we studied hard, and ate well. Two times a week he 
would take us out, to visit one of  the biggest buildings in West Africa, which was The 
Hotel Ivoire. It's located in the capital of the Ivory Coast, which is Abidjan.  I still 
remember the first time I saw it, if I am not mistaken, I was just 5. My dad said I was 
basically hypnotized by th e beauty of that wonder.  

 
School was also very fun, but very hard. Teachers would whoop our behind for 

every missing homework assignment. Trust me it doesnõt feel good to be punished in 
front of all of your friends, especially the girls. Some teachers wouldnõt stop until they 
saw tears. It was just horrible but it made us work hard. Then, at home you might get 
punished as well by your parents. And when you were a teacherõs son like me, you 
had to bring good grades home, or be ready to endure the anger of your father.  

 
Strong, with dark skin, nice eyes, as tall as 6õ2ó, my dad was respected by all in 

the community. Everybody knew him for his wealth, and his loud voice. People were 
more afraid of him, but on the inside he was a kind and great father. On Wedn esdays, 
dad would allow me to play my video games, or go to my friendõs house. Soccer and 
handball were my favorite sports.  

 
I also had very challenging moments. When I was eleven years old, I moved 

from my dadõs house and went to live with my mother's mom. She lived in a very cool 
neighborhood. It was at a time when gangs were really frequent. With some of my 
friends that I already knew since when I was born, we started to do some bad stuff. It 
all started at home: we stole our parentsõ money, and we started to disobey our 
parentsõ orders.  

 
As more time passed, it felt like we were getting stronger, so we wanted to do 

bigger things, such as smoking, drinking and have sex. Soon enough, the crew wasn't 
just formed of just five little kids, but now there were  11 mad boys ready to show that 
they were GANGSTERS. We were inspired by a Brazilian movie named òLa Favelaó, 
which reflected the story young Brazilians who were living in the projects called 
ôfavelasõ. We then found a name for our crew from that movie, which was òThe 
Microbesó We smoked all kind of things, marijuana, cigarettes, and even heroin. We 
made a name for ourselves very quickly in the neighborhood: we robbed, and had 
several gang fights for territory. The crew became even larger very fast, and over time, 
stronger.  

 
Now we weren't only kids, some of us were in our 20's. They were the ones 

who would go rob people. We just had to keep the guns. We all had a knife, and were 
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always walking in a group, in case someone wanted to attack one of us. People knew 
us, from everywhere. And again, it was getting really serious. Very fast I realized that 
it wasn't a simple game anymore. Or trying to be cool, or looking tough. People were 
seriously getting hurt. A lot of my friends were caught and sent to jail ever y day. Some 
of us got stabbed almost to death, and had to run away from home.  

 
Now the strong young ònoushió (how we call gangsters in Ivoirian slang) were 

just some normal kids. Most of us, especially the younger ones, started to realize that it 
was way too dangerous. Some went on to be real robbers and they paid a lethal price. I 
still have some thoughts for them, and miss them every day. In one way or another, 
deep in my mind, I am still a òMicrobeó it's just that I know that I don't need to hurt 
people to look cool, or be tough. I sometimes, see people trying to act tough or join 
gangs here. It kind of makes me laugh. Because even though it's a different country itõs 
still the same issue. And I perfectly understand that.  

 
Here Iõve made a lot of friends: they are all from different countries and 

somehow they went through the same situation as me when they were in their 
countries. Our similarities made us become best friends. In the United States, there are 
a lot of gangs too. We are well aware of that and we donõt want to make the same 
mistakes we did when we were in our countries. So we study hard, and give the best 
of ourselves to make our parents proud. 
 
        People in my country wouldn't say it, because we all lived in a very peaceful way 
since our first president, but there arenõt many human rights in the Ivory Coast. There 
was only one political party. Every time someone tried to create a political party, the 
day after that person was killed. Nobody complained, because even though we had 
only one political party and the same president all the time, life was still very easy, 
and the people felt good. My dad was always saying òGod bless that old manó. He 
was referring to the president Felix Houphouet Boigny. But ever since his death in 
1993, the year I was born, things have really changed. Life has become much harder.  
Everything became more expensive, poor people were getting poorer and the rich 
richer. Instead of working for the people, the new government was spending the 
countryõs money.   
 

 People in my country LOVE to dance, and almost every day a new dance come 
out. We love partying, and having fun. Abidjan has been called by other countries òla 
ville du showó which means the city of fun, because of the varieties kind of food, and 
good music and all of the night clubs.  Ivoirian people knew a lot of suffering during 
the colonial period. Itõs as if we decided we have been too miserable for too long and 
now it is time to have fun. So everyday has to be celebrated as if itõs the last one. 

 
òDiscouragement is not Ivoirianó is a famous quote in the Ivory Coast, which 

basically means that whatever happens, Ivoirians never let themselves down; they 
stay strong, and stay happy. Also there are about 60 different ethnicities in the Ivory 
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Coast. Each ethnic group speaks a language different from the others that is unique to 
its own culture. I am a òBeteó. These are people from a neighboring country, Liberia. 
They were the first people to arrive in the Ivory Coast, and were followed later by 
several other ethnicities from other places. The country was founded and given the 
name Ivory Coast, because of the wealth of the land, and the immense amount of 
elephants that it had. 
             

My fraternal grandfather immigrated to the Ivory Coast less than a century a go, 
from Senegal. He came to the Ivory Coast to make a fortune. He started a small 
business of cows, then bought a small plantation, and later owned one of the biggest 
bakeries in the region. He later brought over my grandmother, also from Senegal. 
After j ust a year, they gave birth to their first child. They had in total more than four 
kids together, before my grandfather married three other women. He then had four 
wives, and 19 kids, 11 men, and 8 women.  

 
My dad was the second of my grandfatherõs kids. My dad used to tell me that 

before, only the three oldest girls of the family were allowed to go to school. The 
others had to stay home to take care of the house and cook. Even though only three 
girls were allowed to go to school, that was still a big numbe r back then. At the time, 
dad said ògirls had to be at home and boys in school or working the landó. Grandpa, 
made a huge exception by allowing three of his daughters to go to school. They had a 
large family house, where each of my grandfather's wives had their own room. The 
women would sleep two in each room, and the men, two to three in each room, 
depending on their ages. My grandfather would eat his meal with the two oldest men. 
The women would eat all in a group with their mothers. The others boys would  eat all 
in two groups. My dad told me that life was very easy because everything was cheap, 
and simple.  

 
My grandfather was very strict, but knew a lot of stuff. They called him òThe 

Big Treeó. Dad said ò the day The Big Tree fell down, all the birds flew away, and 
never came back to unite.ó He referred to his brothers and sisters, whom after my 
grandfather's death each all followed a different path, with the money they earned 
from what my grandfather left at his death. Dad always told me my grandfather w as a 
real man; he was strong and seemed to know everything. Dad said even sometimes 
grandpa would throw the òcoriesó and predict the future. My father said somehow 
my grandfather felt his death coming and started to teach everything he knew to his 
sons. Everybody had a special assignment. My father's was to make sure that the 
bakery kept on working and the family stayed together. My father failed, since the 
family is divided, and the bakery is not at its best right now. My dad should have 
prevented that from happening, and since he couldnõt, he failed. 
 

It was just one night like all the other previous ones. When my phone rang, it 
was my mom. òHey mom,ó I said. Without even losing a second she asked me if I 
missed her, if I was thinking about her, if I wante d to see her, and if I wanted to make 
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her proud. Of course, I said yes. She asked me if I would be happy to come live with 
her. I have to admit I was shocked. My mom had lived in the United States, since I 
donõt remember when. She left my father when I was only three years old. Ever since, 
all I knew about her was her voice and some pictures. Nothing hurts more than to 
grow up without your mom next to you. People say that itõs hard for a kid to grow up 
without his father, but I say itõs impossible for a kid to grow up without his mother.  

 
 I knew I would sooner or later go live with her. It took a year for the 

preparation and the papers to be all in form, before my great departure. I think I left 
just for the good image. I believed that when people went to live in the United States, 
they were usually rich and people respected them a lot when they came back to their 
country.  

 
On July 15th, 2008 I put my first foot down on US soil. Everything was so 

different for me, from the way the people talked, walked, ev en ate, to how houses 
were built. I have changed a lot since I came here. Physically, I have become bigger, 
stronger, and better looking. My skin color has become brighter, and I have become 
much taller. I also have gotten more mature. I have learned so many new things and 
new sports like basketball, American handball and tennis. Ever since I came here, I 
must admit that my life style has changed and even the way I walk. I walk much faster 
now because I've got to walk to get to the subway. 
 

òEverybody Hates Chrisó is my favorite TV show, and I love eating sweet 
chicken and rice. I also love sweet potato pie and apple crumble pie. Rap and R&B are 
what I listen to most of the time. They are my favorite kinds of music. At home I've got 
to take care of my brothers, and do the laundry. Speaking of brothers, I have two 
younger brothers who were born here, and two older sisters that immigrated with me. 
During my free time I hang out with my friends, go to the mall, or play basketball in 
the park. In my ôhood, we basically all know each other, even if we don't always talk 
to each other. Between teens, most of the time it is very hard to break the ice for the 
first time, but it's still great.  
 

I always do my best in school as I do in my personal life. I want to be eith er a 
very successful businessman or a great lawyer. After I have served for 10 years in the 
US Marines, I am planning on living in Monaco, or in Manhattan, because of the way 
they dress, and or because I love islands. Still, I really want to go back to my country, 
hopefully I will be rich enough to help my country, create job opportunities for young 
Ivoirians, and help in its development. However, I want to stay as humble as I have 
always been, a good man who helps others. I want my name to survive forever as one 
of the people who fought to try to make this world a better place, with no hate.  
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So Far Away 

Written by Alisher Guseynov, edited by Jack Steinberg 

 

 I first met Alisher Gusneyov through the buddy program that our schools shared.  From 

the first letter he wrote me, I could tell he was an interesting, outspoken person.  He told me 

that he aspired to become an American, and that he would use the opportunities given to him 

by this new country.  He is hardworking, and America could use more people like him.  ~ Jack 
Steinberg 

 

 

 
 

Hello my name is Alisha. Iõm 18 years old and in my senior year at Newcomers 
High School. I was born in Russia in Moscow.  I used to live in Moscow and in St. 
Petersburg. Itõs my third year in the United States. When I arrive here I didnõt speak 
any English. That was very funny because my teachers were trying to talk with me 
and I didnõt understand anything they were saying to me. I was studying English in 
my country but it was British and many words that I knew were different f rom 
English words. My culture in my country is not different from the USA, itõs the same 
as here. In my country when we were kids we used to go out  and play games after 
school, going on trips to many other places.  
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When I was a little boy, I went to kind ergarten like all little kids. I used to love 

to go there because I had many friends with whom I could play many different games. 
I used to love playing soccer when I was little. I thought that I would become a very 
famous soccer star. I used to live with my mother. My father died when I was three 
years old; I donõt really remember him. My mother gave me everything I needed to 
have and she treated me very well. I spent very good times with her. She always said 
to me that we have to respect people no matter what, that we always have to respect 
older people and that we always have to fight for our rights.  When I was six years old 
I started swimming and that was a lot of fun for me. Also when I was seven years old I 
went to school. I really didnõt like to study because the classes were so long and I had 
to sit in one place for forty -five minutes. It was crazy for me but then later on I really 
started liking it, because my teachers were so nice and funny. They always knew how 
to make our class happy and do work at the same time. The music that I use to like 
when I was little is by Premier -Minister; this is the group who had the best songs but 
now this group doesnõt exist anymore. 
 

Like I said before I donõt really remember my father but my mother told me 
many int eresting things about him. He was a police officer and everybody else knew 
him in my city because he was a person who respected everyone no matter what 
people did to him. My father was Russian and my mother was from Azerbaijan but 
she was born in Turkey just like my grandmother. My grandfather on my motherõs 
sideõs father was Russian and my grandmother was half-Turkish, half -Azerbaijani. 
They knew the Russian language because they were living in Russia. My grandfather 
was fighting for the USSR during WWII. He told me how it was during the war. It was 
very sad because he told me that many of his friends, his brother, and even his father 
died fighting for our rights and the freedom that we have now. He always told me to 
fight for everything that you have and d onõt let anybody take it from you because itõs 
yours. He also told me that everybody is equal and that I always have to treat people 
nicely if they are nice to me. 
 

When I finished ninth grade in my country, my mother told me that we were 
going to the United States. I was so sad because I didnõt want to leave my country; I 
had everything there: my school, my team, my home, my dogs, my grandparents, and 
I didnõt want to lose everything, but my mother explained to me that sometimes in our 
life we have to start everything from zero, thatõs how life is. We came here for me 
because my mother wanted me to see the entire world and felt it was a very good 
opportunity for me.  

 
We came here when I was 15 years old.  When we just came I didnõt speak 

English and I had no friends. I really missed my native country. I was very shy and 
afraid of speaking. I thought that maybe people wouldnõt like me because I didnõt 
speak English and they would think of me in a bad way, but then my mother told me  
òjust be yourself and its doesnõt matter what people say about you. I will always love 
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you because you are my sonò. I felt proud and I wasnõt afraid to talk even if I didnõt 
know anything. I knew that one day I would learn English and would be free to speak 
with anyone I wanted.  
 

Now Iõm eighteen years old and you may ask me, òWho are you now?ó and I 
will tell you that Iõm Alisha who learned English, who knows what I want to do in my 
life. Now I listen to American music, watch TV, and go to the movies just like a normal 
person who was born here. I have many friends who I love, I have a girlfriend, Iõm 
part of the swimming and volleyball teams, and I really enjoy my time here. Many of 
you may say, òBut how did you get over your feelings?ó I will tell you that in the 
school that I went to I saw many people like me who didnõt speak English, but  I saw 
that everyone of them was trying so I decided to try and not give up no matter what. 
As an immigrant I will say that we are people who want to be ourselves. Iõm who I am 
and no one will ever change that. I donõt really care what other people say about me 
maybe they hate me, but I know that the people that I love will never say anything bad 
about me and thatõs what makes me who I am. 
 

In 20 years from now I see myself living in a big house w ith five kids. I will live 
with my mother and my wife, two dogs, and have a big family. I would love to 
become a lawyer and live in California because itõs so beautiful there. When I become 
a lawyer I would love to help immigrant people fight for their rig hts and tell them 
what rights they have. I will help not only immigrants, but anyone who needs my 
help.  If he/she is not able to pay I will help them anyway because money is not 
important for me in this life. The most important thing is what people will s ay about 
me. 
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Unforgettable Experiences  

Written by Fernando Guzhnay, edited by Ian Stewart 

Fernando Guzhany is 18 years old, and moved to the United States from Ecuador in 
April, 2008, when he was 16. He came to the U.S to join his parents who had left him to live 
with his grandparents when he was a child because they were trying to build a better life for 
their family in America. When Fernando first arrived he was delighted with the summer 
weather, and he played soccer all the time. However, as summer changed to winter Fernando 
saw another side of his new country that he did not particularly enjoy. In Ecuador the weather 
is always warm, and Fernando was not used to the harsh change of seasons. Over the last 
couple of years Fernando has gotten used to his new country, and he likes his school and his 
friends. Ultimately he hopes to get a good education in America and return to work with his 
family and friends in Ecuador.         
  ~Ian Stewart 

 

 

My name is Fernando Guzhnay. I am 18 years old. I am in 11th grade. Iõm from 
Ecuador and I have been in the USA for two years.  
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I will talk about my childhood. Well when I was 4 years old my father left me in 
my country (Ecuador) and that was so sad for me because it is difficult to separate 
from your dear parents. He left me alone because he wanted to give me the best things 
and a better future. Thatõs why I canõt be angry at him for leaving me alone. After my 
father left me I went to live with my grandparents. Life f or me was happier with my 
grandfather because I had a lot of friends with whom I played.  

 Four years later I had another farewell which was also hard because now it was 
my mom who was leaving me alone. After this my life changed because my grades in 
school went down. I felt really sad but one year later I got used to that life without my 
parents being alone most of the time. Although it was sad, I  had to accept. 

In my country I did a lot of things for fun like build kites, ride a bicycle and 
play soccer all weekends on the little land behind my house. That was really fun 
because when I was baby I liked to do things like that.  

In Ecador, human rights are the same as in this country. The children canõt 
work and all people have the same rights. If they commit  a crime and if they are found 
guilty, they are judged, and sent to jail.  

The most beautiful thing in my country is the weather. 
It is always the same weather and the temperature is a little 
warm. My culture is wonderful because we have songs, 
clothes, and food that we recognize as Ecuadorian.

 

 

We all have a story and I'm going to tell the story of my family. My family 
history is sad because they had a hard life. They had to work very hard, and they 
didnõt have the resources to study.  They were very young and worked very  hard to 
help their parents because they were so poor, and they couldnõt help their children. 
My parents are both from Ecuador and their names are Luis, Mariana, Eudofilia, and 
Eziquiel and they had a big experience. When they started to be a family they had a lot 
of problems. They had no home in which to live and much less food to eat so they 
were very poor.  
 

My immigration experience was sad and at the same time very hard. I left my 
country in on April 24, 2008. It all started when I arrived late to my ho me from school, 
and at that time my grandparents asked me if I wanted to go to the USA.   And I asked 
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myself why my grandparents asked me that. I replied, òI donõt knowó, but I thought 
this would be the time to change my life. So then my answer was òyesó. Then my 
father called me from the US and he told me how life in the US was. My decision was 
yes, so I started to get my passport.  

 
Three weeks later I was ready to leave my country but when I left it gave me so 

much grief and sadness to leave my grandparents. I had to be strong, and this was 
when my adventure started. I came here without papers. I have had a lot of difficult 
experience because it is very hard to move to this country and live in this country. It is 
most difficult for undocumented people like  me to survive in this country. I had to 
suffer a lot because I had to cross the border. To cross the border you need to be strong 
and have faith in God. When I was crossing the border was when I realized that one 
must always evaluate the things we do to our parents. When a child suffers in the 
flesh, they are suffering more than or equal to their child.  
 

When I arrived in  this country  I thought that 
everything was nice, and when I arrived in this country it 
was beautiful because it was summer time all the time. We 
could go out to play soccer. But when the winter started it 
was so ugly because here it is a lot colder and I am still here. 
I realized that behind the beauty, this country is hiding a 
dark side.  

 
Today my life is different because I have a lot friend in my school. And I 

already got used to this life and these traditions.  My life has changed in many ways. 
Now I like to be responsible  in school. Also if my parents give me a limit to stay out I 
just obey them.  I help my parents any way I can, so now I feel better than when I was 
in Ecuador. My lifestyle has improved.  Some of my hopes now are to graduate from 
high school, then go to college, and in 20 years I want to be an electrician. I want to go 

back to my native country Ecuador, and work in m y country with 
my family. It is the most important country to me for it was where I 
was born and grew up.  
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This is Me  
Written by Guy Kalenga, edited by Owen Silitch 

 
I first started to talk with Guy in September of 2010. Immediately, I could tell that he 

was funny, nice, and outgoing. Later on, after meeting him at Newcomers High School, I 
learned that he is one of the best friends somebody could have. He is loyal and will always have 
your back. There is no wonder why he has so many friends.     
 ~Owen Silitch 

 
 

 
 

My name is Guy Kalenga. Iõm 18 years old and I am in 12th grade. I am from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo in Africa. I have been living in United States for almost 
four years. My childhood was great there. I had many friends and always got 
everything I wanted as long as I was behaving well and doing well in school.   

 
Talking about school, in Congo, from 1 st grade to 8th grade, school started at 

7:30AM- 12:15 noon and from 9th grade to 12th grade, it was from 12:30PM - 5:15 PM, 
every day except Saturdays. School there was really funny, same as here. It was fun 
for me and all my friends. We all gathered together and had fun by playing soccer or 
other games.   
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Everyone in the Congo has the right to have any religion they believe in and 

other right s, but there is no freedom of speech. There, if you say something that the 
government doesnõt like or is against the government, you are in deep trouble because 
the government will think that you are a danger to them.  It is like youõre trying to 
oppose them. Otherwise you are free to run for any public office.  

Also there is much violence in Congo. There is no respect of human rights, 
womenõs rights, and childrenõs rights. Women and children are targets of war, 
especially on the west side of the country. Most women are raped, and young children 
are given weapons to fight during the war. As result of that, young children with guns 
are breaking into houses, stealing money, raping women and girls.    Even my father 
was a victim of the civil war. My father was  killed because the people, who were 
working with him, thought he was giving secret information to the rebel party, since 
he was in the same ethnic group as them. This happened during 
the war of 1997. 
 

It is very hot in the Congo, like the summer time here , and it 
has a tropical climate. Most Congolese people like to sing and 
dance, and comedy is their favorite.  Most shows or movies are 
very funny. We listen to rap, hip hop, and over most films, music, 
and clothing are American. The Congolese love the American style.   
 

My father came from 
Lubumbashi all the way from the 
south east part of the country and my mother came 
from the west side of the country in the Bas Congo 
where Boma is located. My grandparents on my 
fatherõs side are both from the same place as my 
father. From my mother side they are both from the 
Bas Congo. My motherõs father was a soldier, my 
fatherõs parentõs were rich middle-class citizens.   

 
I found out that I was coming here two days 

before we travelled. We came in United States because our mother was here.  My 
mother moved to the United States four years before we got here. We came here on 
December 6, 2006, on British airways.. My journey 
was like that of a son of a president.  Everywhere we 
went people came to greet us and showed us where 
to go.   

 
My life here in the USA was unhappy the first 

days because it was a huge transition. Finding a new 
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school and making new friends was really hard because no one spoke my language 
and nobody could understand me. Now my life has changed a lot,  I have many new 
friends from all over the world: North and South America, Europe and Asia.  

 
Some of the things that all Americans of my age do are go to school parties and 

have fun. I enjoy all TV shows such as  Sponge Bob Square Pants, Family Guy, My 
Wife and Kids, The 70õs Show, Suite Life on Deck and Cartoons on Nicktoon. I love to 
listen to hip hop, pop, rap, and gospel.  

 
Life in school is very funny. I have loving and caring friends who never want to 

see me in a sad mood. They are always there, whether you need them or not. At home 
I also have caring and love waiting for me.  

 
In 20 years I see myself in a high position, working hard to maintain peace in 

the world. I will be living in New Jersey or back home. Iõll be like Barack Obama 
seeking peace in the world.  
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Excelling above lifeõs expectations 
Written by Kalenga Kamy, edited by Nicole Teckchandani 

 
 It is truly difficult for a child to describe the sufferings and pains some have gone 
through in life and still stay strong. For Kamy Kalenga, life was no walk in the park. She had to 
deal with death, parting with most of her family, and leaving her country. Kamy has been so 
brave throughout the process of writing her story. I have known Kamy since September, when I 
immediately liked her and wanted to be her friend. Despite the hardships Kamy has faced, she 
has shown how one can move on and enjoy what is left of life.   ~ Nicole 
Teckchandani 

 
 

 
    
 
        My name is Kamy Kalenga and Iõm 17 years old. I 
am from the Democratic Republic of Congo. This is a 
country in Central Africa. I am in 12 th grade now.  Iõve 
been living in the United States for about four years. I 
love my native country very much. I like to call it the 
òMOTHER LANDó because itõs my home, my love, and 
it means a lot to me, more than anybody can imagine. 
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Itõs in the heart of Africa, because it is situated in central Africa.  
 
My childhood was one of the best parts of my life so far. I was so quiet, a kind of a girl 
who didnõt really like to share anything. I didnõt have lots of friends because I was shy. 
I had two friends, one of them was my cousin and the other one was my neighbor. At 
school I couldnõt express myself or share my thoughts, I would agree to everything 
people were saying just because I didnõt have any belief in myself. Yet my life was 
great. I had my beloved mother there for me whenever I needed her, and my brothers 
and sister. And my cousins, whom I love very much, were also there, playing all the 
time, dancing, telling stories and jokes late into the night. I had fu n at school, 
especially in third grade. Itõs was the time of my life that I wish to go back and relive 
again. 
 

       
My sister, my mom and I     My cousin Dezy  
 

         My country has great music. Congolese music is fantastic. 
A lot of people love music from my country. We have some 

talented singers, dancers 
and artists who are so 
professional at what they 
do. Despite their talent, 
they do not make enough 
money, but they still 
continue doing it because they know how much 

people enjoy it. Music is the one thing that I can count on and be proud of, the one 
thing that I can say I will never forget no matter what. I 
miss my country so much. I am dying to go back to visit 
my wonderful family and friends.  
 
    
           In my country people are allowed to have the right of 
freedom of religion, but there is no freedom of speech at all, 
although we do have free elections. People do vote in the 
elections; just like here, only adults can vote. People canõt 
share their ideas with the government; when they see 
something wrong they canõt say that thing is wrong because if they do, it wonõt be 
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good for them. So people stay silent. The government abuses peopleõs human rights. 
People are suffering, dying and a lot of women  are getting raped, especially on the 
west side of Congo. In the war, there are soldiers who are raping women as a weapon 
of war. They do whatever they want to do with no mercy. There are a lot of women in 
the hospitals trying to get treatments for a disease called fistula, because they were 
brutally raped, not just by one person but by a lot of 
people. Itõs chaos over there now. Hopefully peace will 
come one day. 
 
               My parents met each other when my mom was 
in her last year of high school. She was a senior when she 
met my father. My father came from Lubumbashi, in the 
south of Congo. And my mother is from the west side of 
the country in Bas Congo. My motherõs parents were from the same side as my 
mother, and my fatherõs parents were also from the same place as him; they were rich 
and middle class citizens.  
 

Unfortunately, I didnõt have that chance to meet them 
and neither did my siblings. And my motherõs father was a 
soldier, he was a great man according to my mother. He was 
nice to everybody, he had a good heart. He wanted to help 
people in need. My motherõs mom is still alive and sheõs 
wonderful. Sheõs still back in Congo, and she used to cook for us and do our laundry 
all the time. I really miss her. My father and my mother fell in love wit h each other 
and they got married. And we the Kalenga are the result of that love.  
 

But as Iõm telling this, my father is not with us anymore. He died in the civil 
war. He was killed because people who were working with him thought he was not 
loyal. They thought he was giving their secret information to the rebel group because 
he was of the same ethnicity. This was during the war of 1997. I donõt feel good going 
deeply into this story because it makes me think too much about him and I feel really 
bad. He passed away when I was only four years old, so I donõt remember him at all. I 
only have one memory of him, and that one and only memory means a lot to me. Itõs 
all I have of him, and Iõll cherish it all my life. I used to regret not having seen him 
alive and not having lived with him. But I have found out that that everything 
happens for a reason. It has its purpose for happening, so I donõt regret it now, but 
appreciate it. If it hadnõt happened I would not be where I am right now, and I 
wouldnõt be the way I am. So now I donõt regret not having seen him alive.  
                                             

For me, coming here to the United States was sad. When I found out that I was 
going to come here I was happy because I was going to see my mother again after four 
years. I was happy because I wanted to come here to see this beautiful country and all 
the artists. But I was sad to leave my family and my cousins and last but not least my 
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country. I was crying at the airport seeing my uncles who came with us to  the airport. 
We were all crying because we didnõt know if 
we would ever see each other again.  

 
Then we came here on December 6th, 

2006. I was 13 years old when I came here. My 
mom came here first and she worked hard for 
us to come here and live together as we used to live before. She got here four years 
before us. Our trip was tiring, we took three different airplanes and spent hours on 
each airplane. We got so tired however it was good get to see different things in the 
countries in which we were passin g through. It was very interesting.  

 
I didnõt like being here at all. I missed my family back in my country even if I 

was here with my mom and my siblings. I still felt like a part of me was not here. It all 
got worse when I started school, I didnõt speak any English so it was so hard for me. 
Also I didnõt like the food, so I was not eating at school.  

 
After awhile, I was still living here and going to school and I knew that I was 

not going back to my country, so I had to learn to like my new life and I did. After a 
period of time I started to enjoy living here and everything about this country. I can 
honestly say that I enjoy living in the United States. As much as I want to go back to 
my country, I donõt think that I could go and live there forever because I will miss my 

life here so much and all the wonderful people and friends that  
Iõve met.  

 
My life has changed a lot. Iõm more outgoing now than I 

was before and my way of thinking about people and the world 
has changed as well. Before I was not trying to think about why 
people are the way they are or what makes people do certain 
things that they do. I was judging them directly without trying to 
figure that out. I couldnõt accept things as they came to me; I 
lived in a world of regrets. I was not being  myself. I was not able 

to share my voice for things that were important to me. I was just there, just that little 
girl.  

 
But now I donõt agree with people when I think they are wrong. I speak from 

my heart and say what I think is right or not right. Now  I know lifeõs true facts more 
than I did before, and I make my decisions based on that. I say no when I donõt agree 
with something or someone.  I have faith in myself. I follow what I 
think is best for me when I have options. I try hard to be real and 
just be me. My dressing style has changed as well; now I like to 
dress like Americans because Iõm living here now. Itõs so stylish.  I 
like to watch American movies, TV shows, I like to watch 
Americanõs Next Top Model, and especially listen to American 
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music. My favorite songs are "Hold Ya" by Gyptian, "Rude Boy" by Rihanna, and "Iõm 
Not Afraid" by Eminem. I love Puff Daddy, Beyonce, Tyra Banks, Usher, and Kanye 
West. I know that me being in this country is not an accident. Where I am right now is 
all part of Godõs plan for me and Iõm intending to live it, love it and take advantage of 
it.  

I have lots of my own dreams for my future. In 20 years I see myself working 
hard as a dental nurse, making money. If God wants I would like to have a family at 
that time, my  own family, my children and a good husband J. I want to become a role 
model for other people. I want to be a helper for others in need. I want them to know 
that they can trust and rely on me any time they need me. I enjoy helping people and I 
canõt wait to do it.  
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My Story  
Written by Michael Kevin, edited by Jack Steinberg 

 
 Michael Kevin was the second buddy I was introduced to.  He is a hardworking young 
man, and he provides for his family simultaneously while succeeding in one of the best high 
schools in America.  He was thrust into American culture immediately after stepping off the 
plane, and was working within weeks.  He tries and works so hard, and shows how persistence 
gets you ahead in life.        ~ Jack Steinberg 

 
 

 

         In November 2006, I came to New York. I came here to pursue my studies 
and work in the US because Indonesiaõs economic crisis is affecting me personally. It 
wasnõt my choice to come here but it was my parentsõ.  

When I got to New York it was a very tough time for me. I foun d it hard to 
adapt to life in the US, especially in New York. In New York, people are busy with 
their life and jobs; sometimes they donõt even have a chance to be alone with their 
family except on Thanksgiving. Also, living in this busy city is like living  on a jet plane 
which makes me feel time goes so fast. 
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  My life in Indonesia was fine until the late 1990õs when an economic crisis 
affected Indonesia badly. A lot of people lost their jobs, and many of them ended up 
living under the hi ghway with their kids; they had beg for money at the red -lights and 
stop signs. Sadly, Iõd say that Indonesia became like this because there were many 
people working for the country involved in corruption or nepotism.  

 

Another problem in Indonesia is th at many fanatic Muslims like to protest in a 
violent way such as burning down bars, churches and in 1998 they held a very large 
riot against Chinese and Christian people. Their biggest enemies are the Christian and 
Chinese people because they believe that Christians and Chinese people have a better 
life than they do. They work hard but native Indonesians are too lazy to work hard to 
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get a better life for themselves. They blame their problems on the Chinese and 
Christians. Itõs a good thing that I personally didnõt live through that crazy time, even 
though sometimes they discriminate against me. 

 


