By wil.llAM C. KASHATUS
W can’t understand all the fuss
i about removing Gay and Les-
bian History Month from Phila-
delphia’s public-school calendar.
My own group, Lithuanian-
Americans, have never been cele-
brated in the schools, or in the

larger society, for that matter. I've
always felt that my people have
been among the most unappreci-
ated and unrecognized ethnic
eroups in this country. And they
have contributed just as much as
anyone to its economic prosperity
and rich cultural fabric.

Like most other immigrant
proups, Lithuanians came to this
country to enjoy the civil, politi-
cal and economic liberties guar-
anteed by the Constitution. They
were persecuted by both the Rus-

What, no Lithuanian Day?

sians and the Poles during the
November Revolution of 1830
and the Russo-Polish War of 1831

Lithuanian immigration began
in earnest in 1850 when a great
famine sent peasants and laborers
streaming to the United States. A
second insurrection against Russia
in 1863 was followed by bitter retali-
ation. With worsening econoimic
conditions, the czarist political op-
pression led to another mass wave
of Lithuanians to the United States
in the late 19th century.

By 1910, 285,000 Lithuanians
had immigrated to this country.
In New England, they became
farmers. Those who settled in
northeast Pennsylvania worked
in the coal mines for slave wages.

Others who planted roots in

West Virginia, Ohio and Illinois
were recruited to build the rail-
roads that connected the east
coast to the west. Lithuanians
who settled in Michigan, Wiscon-
sin, Indiana and Minnesota la-
bored in foundries, mills, shoe
factories and slaughterhouses.
Lithuanian-Americans were
among the workers who formed
the backbone of labor in this
country during the industrial
era. Upton Sinclair’s “The Jun-
gle,” published in 1906, testifies
to the sacrifices made by one
Lithuanian-American family in
their desperate struggle to sur-
vive in Chicago’s stockyards.
From 1910 to 1953, 290,000
more Lithuanians came here, pri-
marily because of Russia’s ef-

forts at re-annexation.

Among these immigrants and
their descendants are astrophysi-
cist Sallie Baliunas; clothing de-
signers Lane Bryant and Beth Le-
vine; Bruce Bielaski, director of
the FBI from 1912 to 1919; pro foot-
ball players Johnny Unitas, Dick
Butkus and Joe Jurevicius.

LUS GOLFER Johnny

Goodman; heavyweight box-
ing champ Jack Sharkey; tennis
pro Vitas Gerulaitis; actors Nick
Adams, Charles Bronson, Genie
Francis and John C. Reilly; un-
derground filmmaker Jonas Me-
kas; Playboy model Lisa Boyle.

These remarkably talented

Lithuanian-Americans made sig-
nificant contributions to our na-

tion’s cultural heritage. Why
shouldn’t they be celebrated?
Today, it seems as if every eth
nic and racial group in this cou
try is remembered with a speci:
day or month, except for the 17
million Lithuanian-Americans.
African-Americans have Blac
History Month, Italians have Cq
lumbus Day; the Irish, St.
Patrick’s Day. Even Polish-Ame
ican have a special day to hono:
Revolutionary War heroes Ca-
simir Pulaski and Thaddeus Ko
sciusko. And Kosciusko wasn’t
even Polish. He was Lithuanian
If gays and lesbians insist on
history month in the schools,
then my people deserve a Lithu
nian-American History Day.
It’s not that much to ask. In
fact, it’s about 29 days less of re
ognition than we deserve. %

William C. Kashatus is proud to be a
Lithuanian-American.
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