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1. Introduction

One of the most important economic opportunities has always been the possibility to start a
business and pursue the American dream of becoming economically successful.
– Sequeira 359.

1.1. Background and Methodology

In a city as ethnic and diverse as Somerville, Massachusetts, many dynamics and
layers exist. The city is inhabited by residents from a wide array of countries and
personal backgrounds, many of them first or second-generation immigrants. Somerville
has undergone rapid changes as a result of two major waves of immigration in the past
few decades, and consequently, the city faces not only new people, but also new
challenges, ideas, and questions. Communities build around the consequently forming
social networks, ethnic enclaves, neighborhoods, and businesses.
In Somerville, the business community is extensive, with many different commercial
areas and “squares” where entrepreneurs choose to start their businesses. Most of
these businesses are small and immigrant-owned or run. Many have been there for
years, many are new, all possess a unique history, and all contain entrepreneurs with
stories to tell. Some of these entrepreneurs are men, some are women, but remarkably,
most are immigrants, and many of these are very recent immigrants. They, like all other
business owners, face both successes and setbacks along their way, all in the hopes of
establishing a long-lasting and profitable enterprise. Amidst a community teeming with
immigrants from Brazil, Haiti, Korea, Nepal, El Salvador, and countless other countries,
it is unsurprising and true that most of these immigrant entrepreneurs are overlooked,
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and their businesses ignored. They are all so different – yet they all share their
ambition, business leadership positions, desire to succeed, and undeniably, their choice
to locate their enterprises in Somerville. One of the many questions I attempt to answer
in this report is, why Somerville? Others include, how does ethnicity affect
entrepreneurship? How does the gender of the business owner affect the business?
How have businesses been affected by changes in the economy? How do recent
immigrant business-owners differ from those that are second or third generation
immigrants? How important is English proficiency to the success of a small business in
Somerville? How do ethnic enclaves in Somerville contribute to the immigrant
businesses, and what kind of social networks, if any, form around the businesses based
on ethnicity, location, language, or gender?
I was able to answer a lot of these questions through my primary method of
research, the in-depth interview. I conducted four in-depth interviews with business
owners from different neighborhoods in Somerville that will be affected by the Green
Line extension. Through the in-depth interviews, I was not only able to answer my
questions, but I was also able to learn about the stories behind these businesses and
the people who own them. I recorded, transcribed, and analyzed all four of these
interviews. Through this process, I learned a lot of the answers to my initial questions,
but in the end, I was struck by how these discourses inspired more questions than
answers. Thus, I turned to other forms of research in order to fill in the gaps. I found a
lot of great literature that helped me to better understand some of the follow-up
questions that my initial questions and answers provoked, especially research specific
to laundromats, tailors, and dry cleaners, the differences between the ethnicities I
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encountered (Korean, Brazilian, and Italian), the different kinds of social networks that
form around businesses – those consisting of family members, of friends, or of
“strangers” who share a common ethnicity, identity, or experience with one another.
When I think of immigrant businesses, my mind immediately jumps to nail salons,
beauty salons, restaurants, small markets, or car shops. These are not, however, what
my research focuses on. I chose to look beyond these stereotypical and expected
businesses, which perhaps have already received some attention in the past. Rather,
my attention was drawn to the less noticeable yet equally important spaces where
people trust the owners and employees with something personal: their clothing. I
researched and learned from Somerville’s laundromats, tailors, and dry cleaners. I am
happy to have been able to use the information I gathered not only for my own personal
research, but also for the benefit of the owners themselves, who have this opportunity to
share the stories of their lives and their businesses. Furthermore, this research project
has been conducted in conjunction with the Somerville Community Corporation (SCC),
which can draw upon my research to best serve the business community in Somerville
during a time of change and uncertainty.
Somerville is no stranger to change, considering its constant influx of immigrants,
and the developments the city has undergone as it continues to become increasingly
commercial. In 1985, Boston’s Red Line Train was extended to run through two
particular neighborhoods in Somerville: Porter Square and Davis Square. Since that
time, these neighborhoods have evolved into bustling centers that attract students,
Boston dwellers, and tourists alike. Consequently, these neighborhoods are significantly
more upper class now than they were twenty years ago. On the surface, this seems like
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a positive change for the city, and in many ways, it has been. On the other hand, there
are always those who suffer as a result of change, and it is evident that many people
were forced to move, find new jobs, or close their businesses when these Somerville
neighborhoods were affected by the Red Line renovation.
Now, twenty years later, history repeats itself. The Green Line is going to be
extended through several more neighborhoods throughout Somerville, and is expected
to be completed by 2015. This will involve extensive construction, many businesses
being torn down to make room for the renovations, and an overall restructuring of
Somerville as it is today. There are many potential positive effects that the Green Line
may provoke for Somerville businesses, but I am concerned about the negative
consequences that business owners may overlook in their excitement. The up-scaling of
Somerville through the Green Line project has already caused rents to go up in several
areas, forced some businesses out to make room for parking, and the city may begin to
attract a different population as it becomes more integrated with the Boston community
at large.
Having interviewed and built relationships with several business owners in
Somerville in the course of my research, I now am personally invested in their future
survival and success. These are all great people, with great stories. I hope that my
report will shed light on some key issues related to gender, ethnicity, and age in the
business community in Somerville. Even more importantly, I hope that those who
choose to read my report will open their eyes to the specific challenges that these
entrepreneurs face in upcoming years in Somerville, and that the Somerville community
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will be able to confront these challenges and work in the best interests of the business
owners, who truly deserve it.

1.2 Literature Review

Although interviews comprise the majority of the research that I refer to in my report,
it was also necessary that I learn from experts in the field of immigrant entrepreneurship. I
came upon several useful articles from the World Scientific Publishing Company such as
“Start-Up and Growth of Immigrant Small Businesses: The Impact of Social and Human
Capital,” (Sequeira & Rasheed: 2006) and “Social Entrepreneurial Ventures: Different
Values So Different Process of Creation, No?” (Dorado: 2006). I also read case studies that
focus on businesses in New York City, Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia, which provide
an interesting compare and contrast to the businesses looked at in my own primary source
research.
I found it useful to research some more specific topics that are relevant to my focus,
such as those dealing with Korean entrepreneurs, women entrepreneurs, and ethnic
enclaves as they affect and are affected by small immigrant businesses. Edward Taehan
Chang’s “The Korean American Dream: Immigrants and Small Business in New York City”
from the American Journal of Sociology, Timothy Bates’ “Social Resources Generated by
Group Support Networks May Not be Beneficial to Asian Immigrant-Owned Small
Businesses” published by The University of North Carolina Press (1994), and Maude
Toussaint-Comeau’s “Do Ethnic Enclaves and Networks Promote Immigrant SelfEmployment?” were especially informative and applicable as supplements to my findings.
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Finally, a topic that attracted my attention after interviewing a Brazilian tailor was the
business of tailoring itself, and its history among immigrant entrepreneurs. After my
interview with Julcir Silva, the owner of G&T Custom Tailoring in Union Square, I was
intrigued by two things: first, her business that provides exclusively tailoring services, which
was in contrast to other businesses I interviewed where tailoring was offered only as a
supplementary service to either laundry or dry cleaning. Second, she is a woman
entrepreneur. I was curious to learn more about both women entrepreneurs and the
tailoring industry, and turned to books such as Enterprising Women: Ethnicity, Economy,
and Gender Relations (Pnina Werbner: 1988), Immigrant Women in the U.S. Workforce
Who Struggles? Who Succeeds? (Georges Vernez: 1999), and A Needle, a Bobbin, a
Strike: Women Needleworkers in America (Joan Jensen: 1984). I found this part of my
research to be especially relevant, revealing, and thought-provoking. I therefore include a
section discussing the history of tailoring briefly in Chapter 2 of this report.

1.3 Outline of Report

I have organized my report into five main sections, found in Chapters 2 through 6.
To start off, Chapter 2 communicates a basic understanding of Somerville’s rich immigrant
history, which is necessary to study in order to understand and assess where Somerville
and its business community is today. Because immigration has been a major influence on
the city of Somerville in both the past and present, the layers of immigrants, nonimmigrants, and the resulting communities that have formed as a result of these layers
make the city’s social structure quite complex. There are many similarities, differences, and
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overlaps between the different groups of people who make Somerville either their
residential or business “home,” and it is essential to understand these different groups in
order to place my proportionally small sample of Somerville’s business owners into the
proper context. Somerville has a long history, and this section of my report provides the
information that applies to my research: Somerville’s two major waves of immigration that
transformed the city and made it what it is today.
I make my preliminary observations and research in Chapter 3. There was a lot of
observational research I had to conduct in the Somerville community before I could move
forward with focusing on a topic, choosing narrators, and conducting interviews. This
preliminary research took the form of “walking tours” in the community, which I was not
familiar with prior to this project. I walked through all the different neighborhoods that will be
near the new Green Line T-Stops, and got a feeling for the small businesses in these
areas. Laundromats, tailors, and dry cleaners struck my interest, and I began talking with
the owners of these spaces, and these conversations are what my preliminary research
focuses on.
Chapter 4 makes up the real “meat” of this report. This is where I summarize and
explain the discourses I held with four business owners in the Somerville community itself,
and the resulting oral histories I am now able to pass on from these in-depth interviews. I
interviewed four business owners, although I would like to have spoken to more. Each one
conveyed a unique and captivating story of their life and of their business. The first was a
Brazilian tailor who dreams of one day opening a designer bridal gown shop. The second
was the Korean owner of Davidson’s Laundry. Both of these businesses are in Union
Square in Somerville, and both of the owners struggled to communicate with me because
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they are not fluent English speakers. My other two interviews were with Italian members of
the Somerville community, who were part of the first major wave of immigration to
Somerville in the 1980’s that I describe in Chapter 2. Since two of my interviews were with
recent immigrants, and the other two were with second or third generation European
immigrants, I believe my oral histories really do speak of Somerville’s immigrant history,
albeit a small slice of that history.
Then, in Chapter 5 of my report, I am able to tie everything I have learned together –
relating the oral histories that I collected to the recorded histories that I have researched
this semester. First, I explain how important the information that I learned from my narrators
is in the context of both Somerville’s history, and the larger history of immigration in
general. I then draw connections and conclusions about the influence of gender, ethnicity,
and age on entrepreneurs, especially as it relates to small businesses. This section of my
report is where I refer to both the primary data from my four narrators, and to my external
research of existing literature, combining the two into one complete analysis, preparing for
and leading into the final section of my report.
Finally, after discussing the past, the present, and how these affect one another, I
am ready to talk about the future in the Conclusion of my report. These issues involve real
businesses, real communities, and real lives – and therefore, it is crucial to talk about the
future, especially with a major change like the Green Line coming to Somerville. The SCC
will read this report, and I want to make my own thoughts about the future, and even more
importantly, the business owners’ thoughts about the future, clear as the SCC works to
devise a plan moving forward. This is where I have a chance to take everything I have
learned through my research – through scholarly literature, through observations, and
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through interviewing the entrepreneurs themselves – and bring it all together in a way that
is relevant now. I have learned so much, and I want more people to benefit from what I
have learned – especially if all of this learning is able to help a real person’s business to
survive. Ultimately, that is why I am writing this report, and why I hope it will be read.
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2. Somerville: Immigrant City

2.1.

A History of Immigration in Somerville: Then & Now

Somerville, one of the cities in Massachusetts with the highest concentration of
immigrants, is a community that has changed and diversified intensely over the past few
decades. In respect to Massachusetts as a whole, in the past twenty-five years, the number
of immigrants in the workforce has nearly doubled. Most importantly, increasing portions of
these immigrants come from non-English speaking countries, magnifying the impact that
their ethnicities have on their experience in the United States. The influx of immigrants
coming to Somerville has been consistent, but two major waves of immigration throughout
recent history are what make the community so unique.
In the first major immigration wave, which can be considered all immigration that
occurred before the 1980s, most immigrants came from Europe, Canada, or Puerto Rico.
Most of these new Somerville residents spoke English fluently before their arrival in the
United States. The immigrants that arrived during the second wave of immigration to
Massachusetts brought a new set of countries represented, and accordingly new
languages and cultures, as these countries included many more where English is not
spoken or learned than the countries represented by the first wave of immigrants to
Massachusetts. The second wave began in the 1980s, and continues to the present, even
though new patterns of immigration have emerged since then as well. The majority of
immigrants arriving in Massachusetts since 1980 have been Latin American, Caribbean, or
Asian. In Somerville, the second wave reflects this trend in Massachusetts as a whole, but
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also has experienced a particularly high percentage of immigrants coming from Brazil and
Haiti. Both Brazilians and Haitians have established extensive communities based in
ethnicity in the city of Somerville since the 1980s, and at present, these ethnic enclaves are
part of what make the business community so vibrant and diverse.
The Brazilian community in Somerville is of special interest to me since I chose to carry
out one of my interviews with a Brazilian woman. I found that the social networks that this
particular community of immigrants has created in Somerville are very close knit. In
Massachusetts as a whole, there are several “receiving hubs” where the majority of
Brazilian immigrants choose to settle. These are Framingham, Boston, Somerville, Everett,
Worcester, Lowell, Malden, and Fall River. Although the census reporting system and high
levels of undocumented immigration from Brazil make it difficult to gather reliable statistics
about the actual number of Brazilians in these cities, at least one research study found that
Somerville has the highest concentration of Brazilian immigrants in Massachusetts (Sum).

2.2.

The Immigrant Business Community of Somerville

Immigration has been crucial to the development of the exciting small-businesses that
line the Streets of Somerville. Many immigrants come to Somerville because of the
opportunity the city offers to start a business of their own. The businesses in Somerville are
organized into several different neighborhoods and “squares,” each with varying
concentrations of immigrants, socio-economic levels, and characteristics such as types of
businesses and closeness to public transportation systems. The Davis Square and other
neighborhoods in West Somerville are typically wealthier areas because they are close to
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Tufts University and the Red Line stations in Davis Square and Porter Square. In contrast,
the several other neighborhoods, although they do benefit from an extensive public bus
transportation system, are not close to any Boston T Stations, and are generally less
wealthy than those that are. There are many neighborhoods in Somerville, and each has
differential and distinct qualities. I chose to focus on three of these through the businesses
that I selected for research: East Somerville, Union Square, and Central Hill Neighborhood.
These neighborhoods are all important to study because they are some of the ones where
a Green Line Stop will be built in

upcoming years. Before

predicting the

changes that the Green

Line might bring to

each of these areas of Somerville, I would like to look at the differences that already exist
between the neighborhoods, especially with regards to race, country of origin, language,
and transportation methods.
The first characteristic I look at for comparison is race, and already, there are great
differences between these three neighborhoods. Most noticeably, there is a much larger
white population in the Central Hill neighborhood than there is in either the East Somerville
or Union Square areas. The most obvious differences in minority populations among these
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three neighborhoods are the huge Hispanic presence in East Somerville, and the large
Black and Asian populations in Union Square.
The next relevant statistic I used to compare these three neighborhoods is country of
origin. While there are no neighborhood-specific statistics that reveal what countries the
residents of each neighborhood come from, I was able to find out the percentage of foreignborn members of each community. In East Somerville, 47.8%, in Union Square, 38.3%, and
in Central Hill, 26.6% of the population is foreign born. The gaps between these
percentages are remarkably wide, and are very useful later on when I examine the
differences between my interviews with respect to the influence an immigrant-dense
population on the presence of ethnic enclaves in the business communities in each of
these communities.
Language is one of the most powerful barriers I came across in my interviews, and it is
revealing to look at the statistics concerning neighborhoods where more or less residents
are proficient in English speaking. If I compare each neighborhood based on racial
breakdown, percentage of foreign born residents, and percentage of English speakers, it
allows the synthesis of some interesting conclusions about which groups of immigrants
tend to develop their English skills, and which do not. In East Somerville, 20.1% of
residents do not speak English well or at all. In Union Square, this percent is not much
lower, at 16%, and in Central Hill, the number drops drastically to only 5% of residents who
do not speak English. In the city of Somerville as a whole, about 8% of the population falls
into this category. The dramatic increase in non-English speakers in the Union Square and
East Somerville areas is telling of the gentrification that already exists in Somerville. These
numbers also say a lot about the kind of ethnic enclaves that form in certain
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neighborhoods, enabling their members to continue speaking their native language after
moving to the United States. Later on, when I stack all of these numbers next to each other,
some definite patterns emerge that I observed first
hand in my interviews.
Finally, I look at how workers in each of these
three areas of Somerville transport themselves to
work. This is something especially important to
examine as I study the positive and negative effects
that the Green Line might have on each of the
entrepreneurs that I interviewed, and on businessowners in Somerville in general. These graphs also
show how more people choose to work close to
home in certain neighborhoods. Although the
majority of workers do use a car as their mode of
transportation, many also use public transportation.
The highest numbers of residents who walk to work,
bike to work, or who ride the bus out of these three
neighborhoods are from Union Square. There is no
subway stop in any of these neighborhoods
currently, yet a large portion of the workforce in both
East Somerville and Central Hill use the subway to
get to work. This tells me that more people who
work in these neighborhoods commute from farther
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away, and workers in Union Square are local. After the Green Line is extended to each
of these neighborhoods, the statistics will inevitably change, especially in Central Hill and
East Somerville, where more workers already use the subway to get to their jobs.
Putting all of these numbers and percentages together permits me to draw some
conclusions, even though they are only speculations without more evidence. Below, I graph
all of the statistics about race, immigrant populations, English proficiency, and
transportation in each of East Somerville, Central Hill, and Union Square, side by side.

East Somerville

Central Hill

Union Square

Large Hispanic
Population

Largest White
Population

Large Asian
and Black
Populations

% Foreign Born

47.8

26.6

38.3

% Non-English Speaking

20.1

5

16

Subway

Subway

Bus, walking

Race

Popular Transportation Methods

The above graph exhibits a couple of key trends in the statistics shown. In East
Somerville, by a wide margin, there is the highest percentage of both foreign-born residents
and non-English speakers, and the largest minority race represented is Hispanic. In Union
Square, the foreign-born population is significantly lower, yet the non-English speaking
percentage does not fall by the same proportion. This tells me that the ethnicities of those
residing in Union Square are potentially the ones who are part of extensive social networks
that allow them to function in the United States without having to learn English. In Union
Square, the largest minority populations represented are Asian and Black. In Chapters 4
and 5, the evidence I collect through my in-depth interviews is consistent with this finding.
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3. Goals and Predictions

3.1.

Why Laundromats, Dry Cleaners, and Tailors?

After conducting an initial survey of the Somerville business community, I decided to
focus my research specifically on the laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors who have
started and settled their businesses in Somerville. Several aspects of these types of
businesses struck my interest. They are all service-oriented businesses, they have a very
dominant presence in the neighborhoods of Somerville where the Green Line will be
extended to, they are owned by a very diverse selection of the Somerville population rather
than tending to be owned by members of one specific age or ethnic group, they are not a
particularly “up and coming” business in any way, they rely on a loyal and consistent
customer base, and they present a large potential for both forming social networks and
being formed through social networks. Furthermore, these types of businesses tend to
draw most of their customers from the immediately surrounding neighborhood for
convenience’s sake, and those that do come from farther are not very likely to use public
transportation, as doing one’s laundry or bringing in clothes for dry cleaning requires the
transportation of more than the person – but also a pretty significant load! Taking that into
consideration, one prediction I made initially about laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors in
Somerville is that they might not reap the same benefits that other business-owners will
with the arrival of the Green Line. They may not gain many extra customers as a result of
the better public transportation from other cities, and in addition, they might be affected to a
greater extent than other businesses by the up scaling neighborhood dynamics that will
come with the extension of the Green Line, since most of their customers come from the
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neighborhood itself. With all of those things in mind, I was already starting to make some
initial predictions about what I might find out through my interviews with the business
owners themselves, who would be able to give me a better idea of if what I suspect to
happen will, or will not. Will the Green Line affect these businesses in the same way as
other businesses? Would the business owners’ predictions match my own?
Laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors all tend to offer multiple services to their
customers. The laundromat where I interview offers self-service, or the business will wash
and fold your laundry for you. Both dry cleaners that I researched also offer tailoring and a
host of other services, and the tailor that I interviewed can do small fixes, designer clothing,
and shoe repair, among other things. These are all, especially dry cleaners and tailors,
labor intensive and skilled service businesses. I was interested to keep my eye open for
differences in gender, ethnicity, or external resources between each of my narrators that
allowed them to run their specific type of business. What role does family, ethnic, or other
social influence play in the decision to open a laundromat, dry cleaner, or tailoring business
as opposed to another type of business venture?
Tailoring is a little bit different from dry cleaning or opening a laundromat. To be a tailor,
the business owner must not only know how to sew, but must also be very skilled at the
craft. Tailoring as an industry has a long history in the United States, and the business has
changed significantly since sewing first arose as a means to earn money in America. At its
most early stage, in the 1830s, tailoring shops were massive shops where thousands of
underpaid laborers performed this “unskilled” form of work, as during that time period,
everyone was expected to know how to use a needle and thread: men, children, and
especially women. One example of a tailoring shop in Boston in 1831 employed 300 men,
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100 children, and 1300 women (Baron & Klepp 27). Typically, the men were “tailors,” which
implied the cutting of material, and women were “seamstresses,” which entailed the actual
sewing (Jensen 10). The invention of the sewing machine changed everything about the
industry. The sewing machine enabled the manufacturing of clothing so that they could now
be produced on a large scale. Hence, the need for a [woman] tailor to cut and sew clothes
was eliminated, and buying mass-produced clothing was the trend during the period
between 1860 and 1880 (Baron & Klepp 37). How is this relevant to my research? I find
that studying history always becomes relevant in some way, and in this case, the little I
learned about the development of the tailoring industry in the United States affected how I
thought about my interview with a woman Brazilian tailor in Somerville, Massachusetts.
Between 1860 and 1880, tailors were not associated with the use of the sewing machine,
which was reserved for clothing manufacturing on a large scale. Tailors were limited to the
use of only needle and thread, and therefore, the utility of the tailor was diminished. In my
interview with a tailor in Somerville, she sat and worked on her sewing machine while we
talked. All the while, her assistant was nearby mending a garment by hand, with a
traditional needle and thread. At present, I saw first-hand evidence that the tailoring
industry has come full circle. Sewing machines are commonplace, and the intricacies that
the sewing machine and more traditional sewing methods can create when used in
combination are a luxury that only some people can afford to invest in. The industry has
obviously evolved. Gender roles have also evolved, and thus, sewing as a skill has also
changed within society at large. Where as 100 years ago women were expected to know
how to sew, it is now considered skilled-labor, and tailoring is no longer replaced by
manufactured clothing, but is an additional service that one can choose to spend on.
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Having researched a small amount into the history of tailoring, and having considered
some of the potential points of interest about laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors, I was
then ready to conduct some preliminary research in Somerville, and to begin to think about
who I might want to interview for my project.

3.2.

Preliminary Research & Observations

To begin to get to know the neighborhoods that will be affected by the Green Line
Extension, I did some observational preliminary research of the community. I walked
through neighborhoods such as Magoun Square, Union Square, Ball Square, and the East
Somerville area along Broadway, up and down Highland Ave, and rode every Somerville
bus route, keeping my eyes glued out the window all along. The first thing that I noticed
was the abundance of laundromats and dry cleaners in all of these areas, which furthered
my research to learn more about that specific community that has rooted itself in
Somerville.
Most importantly, my observations allowed me to start thinking about potential narrators,
and to use what I observed to start putting together an interview guide. I talked to countless
owners of laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailoring shops in each of these areas, and found
scheduling interviews to be a lot harder than I had anticipated. In the end, however, I am
happy that I spoke to so many different entrepreneurs before I settled on my four narrators,
because although I could not interview them all, I learned something from talking to every
one of them. For example, five of the owners of either laundromats or dry clearness that I
spoke to were Korean. I did not expect this at all, and after interviewing one of them and

	
  

19	
  

doing some reading, I found that this is indeed a pattern among the Korean immigrant
community not only in Somerville, but also in the United States in general.
I also found that several laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors in these communities are
not immigrant owned. These businesses are often ones that have been in Somerville for
years and years, and those who came to Somerville during its first major wave of
immigration began many of them. My two interviews with third-generation Italian immigrants
provide an interesting look at where that wave of immigrants is today, and how their
businesses contrast with those of more recent immigrants.
With these things in mind, I chose my four narrators. Julcir Silva, the Brazilian owner of
G & T Custom Tailoring in Union Square; Hyunsuk Hong, the Korean owner of Davidson’s
Laundry in Union Square; William Ragusa, the Italian owner of Holiday Cleaners on
Highland Ave; and David Cintoto, also an Italian owner of Mystic Cleaners & Tailors on
East Broadway.
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4. Four Case Studies: My Interviews

Interviews often reveal unknowns and cast new light on unexplored areas of daily life.
Imagination and symbolism replace exaction and factuality. This type of truth, when
combined with fact, helps to paint a more complete picture of history.
– Portelli.

4.1.

G & T Custom Tailoring: Julcir Silva

Julcir Silva was born and raised in Brazil,
and moved to the United States ten years ago.
She has lived in Florida, Brighton, MA, and now
in Somerville, where she has lived for four years
now. She moved to Somerville because of an
opportunity to buy and own G & T Custom
Tailoring, where she has continued to work ever
since.
G&T Custom Tailoring is very small. From
the outside, it looks very simple, but attractive.
The green paint makes the storefront stand out
in the Union Square streetscape, and the gowns on mannequins in the front window, (ones
that Julcir both designed and made herself), are beautiful. There is also a sign that says
“Brasil” in the showcase. Inside, the walls are covered with racks and racks of clothes and
fabrics. There is a desk at the very front for conducting business, but Julcir spends most of
her time in a small area at the back, where all the work happens. A dinner table-sized work
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area is always filled with jobs. At first glance, it looks disorganized, but there is definitely a
method to the madness.
I had a lot of goals in mind going into my first interview. I listed certain broad topics
that I did not want to miss, such as life history, ethnicity, social networking, services the
businesses offers, the green line, and future ambitions. I wanted to know when Julcir came
to Somerville, but also why. Who are her customers, where do they come from, and how do
they hear about G & T Customer Tailoring? I was also very interested in the specific
challenges that this type of business faces in the community and in the economy. Most
importantly, I wanted to find out what Julcir thought about the Green Line, about Somerville,
and about her satisfaction with her business in general.
Julcir and I started by talking about the business with some very broad, general
questions, which I hoped would lead to some more specific topics. G & T Custom Tailoring
has been around for more than forty years, and is quite well known in the community. The
former owner was there for forty years and built a reputation for the place in Somerville and
in surrounding towns as well.
Julcir’s friend Maria, who was there to help with English, has been working and
helping Julcir out for only a few months, but they have been friends for a long time. Their
families both originate from the same area of Brazil, and they knew each other before
moving to the United States. Julcir mentioned more than once that she has only had help
from time to time with her tailoring shop, but that she has done mostly everything all by
herself over the years. The walls of the shop are lined with work, and I can tell that she is
very busy. Maria was busy stitching and sewing throughout the interview, and they often
work late so they can finish everything on time for their customers. Julcir would love to be
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able to officially hire help in the future, but expressed the dilemma of having too much work
for one person, but not enough for two people.
Julcir has been sewing, in her own words, “all my life.” She estimated that she first
learned how to sew at the age of twelve, and that it was a family thing. She worked as a
tailor in Brazil as well. She said that the biggest challenge for her working in the United
States as opposed to working in Brazil is the language. “The communication is hard,” she
said. She emphasized how different it is here, and I sensed that she had more to say about
it, but the language was indeed a barrier.
For her, sewing, designing, and creating are not just a job. They are a passion, and
as she put it, it is not work, “it’s love.” Whenever I asked her questions about designing her
own fashions and her goals for the future, Julcir lit up. Maria kept adding in bits about how
much the customers love Julcir because of her dedication, hard work, helpfulness, and
most of all, kindness. Most of the customers who come to G & T are loyal customers who
come back over and over again because they love the service. A lot of them carried over
from the previous owner, and keep coming to Julcir too, which I think says something very
positive about the business. When I asked about advertising, both Maria and Julcir
expressed the importance of social networking and passing the word on from loyal
customers to their friends and family. Julcir also mentioned that the shop has been mapped
and listed on Google, which is one way that a lot of people hear about it.
In regards to ethnicity, Julcir said that the customers are a “mix” of all different types
of people. I asked her if a lot of Brazilians come in, and she stressed that there were a lot of
Portuguese Brazilians, because the old owner of the store was Portuguese.
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One interesting tangent we went down was about construction that has been going
on in Union Square in past years, which may be related to the Green Line. Julcir described
how hard it was for her business during times of construction, and how customers largely
stopped coming. She said that it is much better now, but she definitely has experienced the
frustration of working through times of construction. When I brought up the Green Line, this
did not seem to discourage her at all. Although she is a bit unconvinced that the
renovations will actually ever happen, she hopes that they will. She has a lot of customers
from other towns, and thinks that she would have a lot more if the transportation were not
an issue. She sees a lot of business die down in the wintertime when people would not
rather wait at the bus stop for an hour just to go see their tailor.
Julcir had a lot of great things to say. We also talked about her family, her plans to
renovate inside her shop, and how the economy has changed over time. She was very
optimistic about every topic. I showed her the map that was distributed in class of the
potential Green Line stations in Somerville, and she was very excited to see some
evidence that the project is underway. She made a couple photocopies and hung it up in
her shop, saying that the construction will not be on her side of Union Square, so she is
fine.
Finally, we talked about what Julcir hopes to accomplish in the future. Her dream is
to open a bridal shop. She loves to sew, but her real passion is for designing. Maria is
confident that Julcir will accomplish her goals in the future, and I have to agree based on
what I saw when I was with her in her shop. The two things she kept repeating at the end of
the interview were how much she loves to help people, and how opening a bridal shop …
“it’s my dream.”
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Even though Julcir often answered with one-word answers, I learned a lot from the
interview, and the most important things came across. Most of the time, I felt like she
wanted to answer with more than one word, but the language was a struggle. Some points
of interest for my research were her struggles with construction in the past, the way in
which people come to her shop through word of mouth advertising, and the ethnicity of her
clients. She described a lot of her clients as Portuguese Brazilian. I wonder whether she
meant Brazilians who have moved to Portugal, like her daughter did, and then to the US?
Or, does she just mean Portuguese immigrants? I would like to follow-up to clarify this. My
most dominant impressions of the interview were amazement at how optimistic she was
about everything, and at how goal-driven Julcir is in regard to the future. She will never let
go of her dreams.
The main challenge I encountered was the language barrier between Julcir and I.
Her friend Maria was there to help with the language because she has a better handle on
English than Julcir does, but it was still a challenge. It was great to have Maria with us
either way, though, because she ended up giving a lot of insights about the business as
well. She had a different perspective as an observer of the business rather than its owner,
so it added a 3rd person dimension to the interview as a whole.
Ideally, I would have been able to conduct a follow-up interview with Julcir, with a
Portuguese translator, so she could have expressed herself fully, and so that I could
retrieve answers to some questions that I left hanging.

	
  

-‐

What part of Brazil is she from?

-‐

What was the most difficult thing about adjusting to a new country?

-‐

When she goes back to visit Brazil, how does she feel about it?
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-‐

When she said you came to Somerville because of an opportunity, what exactly was
that opportunity, and how did she find out about it?

-‐

Why did the previous owner leave? What was her connection with him?

-‐

What did she mean when she told me that there were a lot of Portuguese Brazilians
who come to your shop? Are they originally from Brazil, but moved to Portugal? Or
are they just Portuguese?

-‐

She said the rent has gone up 2 or 3. What did she mean by that? What did she
mean when she said for some people this is ok, but for some people it is not. Is it ok
for you?

4.2.

Davidson’s Laundry

Hyunsuk Hong is the owner of
Davidson’s Laundromat, located in
Union Square in Somerville. This has
remained the same laundromat for up
to thirty or more years, but the
ownership has not. Hyunsuk just
became this Laundromat’s owner a little more than three years ago, and she runs the
business herself, with only help from her daughter Anna, who devotes a lot of time to the
business as well. Hyunsuk, her husband, and their children are all Korean Immigrants from
South Korea. They came to the United States in December of 2006, and have lived in
Lexington, Massachusetts since their arrival.
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Davidson’s Laundromat looks inviting from the street, with fresh and clear labeling
on the exterior of the business. Inside, the laundromat is standard, and usually has a few
customers inside, at least.
Because this interview was with a Korean immigrant, woman business owner, these
initial pieces information going into the interview allowed me to form a few specific goals.
As the second recent woman immigrant I interviewed, I was intrigued about what
similarities I might find between Hyunsuk and Julcir from G & T Custom Tailoring. On the
other hand, with one owner from Brazil and this one from Korea, I also sought to discover
some differences between these two ethnicities as entrepreneurs – perhaps in their
language use, reasons for coming to Somerville, or the kind of social networks they are a
part of in Somerville.
I had one other goal, because Davidson’s Laundromat is the only laundromat that I
ended up interviewing at! As my original topic, I am still very interested in how laundromats
differ from other businesses in Somerville as places where customers are typically from
one neighborhood, come back repeatedly, and where owners do not necessarily form any
relationship with their customers. Accordingly, my goal for the interview was to learn at
least one thing about laundromats in Somerville that I did not expect.
Hyunsuk Hong was born in Seoul, South Korea. She comes from a big family, being
the second of four sisters and a brother. She describes her life growing up in South Korea s
“pretty normal.” Her parents worked at a market, but they were not business owners.
In December of 2006, Hyunsuk moved to the United States. She and her husband
wanted to immigrate to the United States to make a better life for their children, especially
for their education. After moving the United States, she found that the language barrier was
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the largest challenge she faced in transitioning to a new culture and society. The biggest
difference between Korea and the United States for Hyunsuk, however, was “the idea.” She
describes “the idea” of Korea to be more conservative than in the United States, which has
a more “free and responsible atmosphere.”
Hyunsuk has lived in Lexington, Massachusetts ever since her arrival in the United
States. She lives in Lexington, but her business is in Somerville. She has owned
Davidson’s Laundry for over three years now. Before she owned Davidson’s Laundry, she
did not work, but her husband did. She doesn’t know exactly where the name Davidson’s
originated from but it was already the name of the business before she bought it.
According to Hyunsuk, most Korean immigrants to the United States start their new
life in the U.S. by owning a Laundromat. She had never had a similar business in the past,
and it was difficult to adjust at first. When she was first starting out as a small laundromat
owner, she felt “lost,” and it took some time to transition and settle down again.
Hyunsuk told me that a lot of “Spanish group” use her laundromat, although there is
a variety of different groups of people that would use her business. The two groups she
mentioned, though, were “lots of Spanish” and “few American[s]” as well. Koreans do not
make up a large portion of her customer base. In terms of the ages of her customers, it is
also mixed. There are some college students who come in from Harvard Square, who go to
school at Harvard but live around Somerville. There are many nuclear families that come in,
and young couples as well.
In terms of her customers’ loyalty to Davidson’s Laundry, Hyunsuk says that there is
a happy medium. While most of her customers are not dedicatedly loyal, they continue to
come back periodically. In some cases, travelers come only once and then do not return,
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but most customers are returning ones. Some customers have been coming for years;
some even longer than Hyunsuk has been the owner. According to one of her customers,
Davidson’s Laundry has been around for more than thirty years! Before that, it was a food
market or something similar, but ever since, it has consistently remained a laundromat.
Davidson’s Laundry offers several services: drop-off service followed by a chart, for
which customers are charged by the measurements of the clothes. They also offer selfwash and dry laundry services, dry cleaning, and wash and press service.
Hyunsuk has dealt with challenges as a result of the economic recession, like many
other business owners in Somerville and throughout the country. She has seen her income
decrease, and also mentioned an overall decline in the laundry industry, which she
attributes to the bad economy. Luckily, Davidson’s Laundry has many regular customers,
and Hyunsuk has a lot of friends who are willing to help her out and use her business to
support her. In terms of changes in Somerville in general, Hyunsuk is not a Somerville
resident, but she has seen Union Square undergo a lot of construction and street
improvements. She considers these all to be positive changes, and does not mention any
negative consequences that they might also cause.
There are a lot of challenges to running a small business. When you are running a
small laundromat by yourself, it is day to day. Right now, the largest concern on Hyunsuk’s
mind is the state of her machines. They are getting old, and she really needs new ones, but
financial difficulties make it hard to invest in such renovations. She is deciding between
buying new or used machines to replace the old ones Davidson’s currently has.
Hyunsuk does not hire any help with running her business outside of the family. Her
daughter has even deferred her schooling for the moment so that she can help out. Her
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daughter, Anna, is at Davidson’s running shop almost always, while Hyunsuk is home with
her younger son and daughters. There is also a close friend of Hyunsuk’s who lives in
Somerville just five minutes away from Davidson’s, and she helps to open and close the
laundromat sometimes when there is an emergency.
In general, Hyunsuk is happy with her business. She says, “I love my job.” She plans
on keeping her business, as is, where it is, in Somerville. Her only goal for the future in
terms of her laundromat is to make more regular customers and to become “more intimate
workers.” She had never heard about the Green Line extension project until I mentioned it
to her. She does not typically read news about Somerville because she lives outside
Somerville, in Lexington. Once I told her about it, however, she thought of the idea
positively. Hyunsuk believes that the Green Line Extension could be a good thing for her,
and for the city of Somerville in general; it could bring more customers to her business
through public transportation, and it could continue Somerville’s positive “development” as
a whole.
The most important conclusions that I am able to draw from this interview deal with
ethnicity, gender, family as social network, and the financial difficulties that this business is
already facing.
Since this is my only interview with a Korean immigrant business-owner, I am only
able to form hypotheses about the implications of Korean ethnicity in the Somerville
community, but as I look to some external literature for further research, I hope to be able
to confirm some of my predictions and make concrete generalizations about Korean
businesses. For example, the fact that only family members are employees differs from the
Brazilian and Italian businesses where I interviewed.
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Another really interesting thing that Hyunsuk said to me during our interview was
that it is typical of Koreans to open laundromats when they immigrate to the United States.
She made it sound like it was obvious and expected that as a Korean immigrant; she would
open a laundromat when she came to the United States. This intrigues me, and makes me
want to discover more about Cobble Hill Laundromat and Somerville Cleaners, which are
both Korean-owned laundromats, and Central Cleaners, which is a Korean-Owned Dry
Cleaners. All of these are in Somerville, and I suspect that there might be more that I do not
know about. It seems like the percentage of laundromats/dry cleaners in Somerville that are
Korean-owned is much higher than the percentage of businesses in general that are
Korean-owned is. This is something new that I did not expect about laundromats, or Korean
immigrants in general.
As a second interview with a female immigrant business owner, I can also speculate
about some generalizations that can be made about female immigrant business owners in
contrast with male entrepreneurs. Although this is most likely due to a number of factors,
including the fact that my other two interviews were not with recent immigrants and not
recent business-owners either, I notice that the men and women I interviewed thought
differently about the future. The men, when asked about the future of their businesses, both
thought first of retirement. Although the women I interviewed belonged to the same age
group as the men, neither woman even mentioned the idea of retirement when I asked
them about their hopes and plans for the future. Julcir told me of her plans to renovate her
shop and her dreams to one day become a bridal gown designer. In this interview Hyunsuk
wishes that in the future, she simply gain a larger customer base and support-network
through closer relationships among clients. Hyunsuk is an optimist, always following a
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negative with a positive. As we know, follow by bad economic circumstances, laundry’s
income also getting down. However, I’ve got lots of regular customer and friends. She
would like to develop a larger and more closely connected customer base in the future, but
she continues to look on the bright side. I love my job, she states in conclusion.

4.3.

Holiday Cleaner’s

Holiday Cleaner’s is located
on the intersection of Highland
Ave. and School Street in
Somerville. Right across from
Somerville High School, it is not in
the midst of any major commercial
area, but it is still very close to a future Green Line station. The shop stands out on the
corner, appearing smaller from the outside than it really is on the inside. On the inside, it’s
cozy. There’s the rack of dry cleaning orders, the front desk, and the backspace where the
washers and other equipment are all located.
Billy and his wife Kate are both the owners of Holiday Cleaners, both of the business
and of the actual building. He is a 3rd generation Italian immigrant. His great-grandparents
had been in the tailoring business back in Italy, and the family tradition has passed down
ever since, evolving into his current dry cleaning business on Highland Ave. The business
was originally begun by his parents, who passed the building down to Billy when his time
was up. Billy and his wife Kate are the owners and operators of Holiday Cleaner’s, with only
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one outside helper, who is their out-of-shop tailor. Their business is small but extremely
popular because of its reputation for a “mom and pop” business atmosphere and excellent
service.
My second interview was totally different for my first, and I knew that going into it.
Billy is not a first generation immigrant, but a third. Furthermore, he is Italian and fluent in
English. He has been in the business practically his whole life, and I was excited to hear his
perspective on changes in Somerville given his long history in the city.
We started the interview by discussing some history of Holiday Cleaners. Billy
started working at the family business forty-eight years ago, under the ownership of his
parents. His parents started the business in the 50s, and he took it over thirty years ago.
Even before then, tailoring had been the family business back in Italy.
Billy’s father was a true “Somerville boy,” born, raised, settled, and established in
Somerville. Billy was born in Everett, but has spent the last sixty years of his life living in
Wakefield, Massachusetts.
When his father first opened up Holiday Cleaner’s, it was primarily a tailoring shop
that also offered dry cleaning on the side. Over the many years of the business’ existence,
it has evolved into the opposite: a dry cleaner’s with a tailoring service offered on the side.
Aside from the tailor, Billy and Kate run the business themselves.
Many of the people who come to Holiday Cleaners are long-time, loyal customers.
The business sees a lot of turnover as well, a reflection of the changes within the
Somerville population itself. Because most customers are ones who will come back again
and again, Billy and Kate rely mostly on word-of-mouth advertising, although they have
used other methods in the past. More recently, as the Internet has continued to expand,
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more and more customers come in citing a Google Maps recommendation that they read
online. Nevertheless, word-of-mouth remains the most dominant way in which people are
drawn to Holiday Cleaners.
Billy has been working in Somerville for the past forty-eight years, and so as I
expected, he has observed many changes in Somerville in his time over those years. In
fact, Billy notices changes every single year. He sees the population evolve because of
students coming in and then moving out, because of immigration, and because of
affordability. In the last ten years, he has noticed the increasingly dominant Brazilian
population in Somerville, and in general, he has seen Somerville become a “hot spot” for
both immigrants and non-immigrants in the Boston area. While the housing may drive out
some older families who can no longer afford to live there, it attracts people who want to
live in the Boston area but who don’t want to pay the price of living in Boston. The past six
years, in particular, have marked an increase in popularity of moving to Somerville for Billy.
He views this as a result not only of proximity to Boston, but also as a sign of anticipation of
the Green Line.
Immigrants do not make up the base of Billy and his wife’s business, but he does get
them as customers. He mentioned Haitians and Brazilians in particular. Jokingly, Billy said,
“Most of them are very friendly, and if they’re not, we don’t want anything to do with them!”
While Billy considers his relationship with Somerville to be a good one, he has not
been involved directly with the city. He is aware of different programs run through the City
of Somerville, but he has not taken advantage of any of them.
The programs that Billy has taken advantage of have been through End Star.
Through End Star, he has been able to increase the efficiency of his business in terms of
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the lighting and electricity. The EPA has played a major role in the evolution of the business
as well. The EPA enforces frequent updates in equipment used on all other dry cleaning
businesses as well. New technologies have cut down the amount of solvent that Holiday
Cleaners uses by more than half.
When I asked Billy about any changes in Somerville or in his business in particular
as a result of changes in the economy, he did not react as enthusiastically as I had
expected. He noted that there are a few less businesses in the city than there used to be,
that the taxes are higher, but he has not been affected strongly by the economic recession
in 2008.
Billy first heard the buzz about the Green Line coming to Somerville two or three
years ago, and he “guesstimates” that it will be here around 2013 or 2014. He hasn’t
notices rents going up as a result of the Green Line, but he did point out that currently,
housing that is in closer proximity to already-existing public transportation is significantly
more expensive than housing that is farther away. Sometimes, a house or apartment is
even advertised according to how many feet from public transportation it is. He thinks
property values have gone up, but he does not see this as a result of the anticipation of the
Green Line, but as a result of the city becoming more popular in general.
Billy sees the Green Line project as a very positive change for Somerville, but he
does not think that it will affect his business much at all. It would be a great way to alleviate
traffic, but it would probably only bring Billy a few more customers, since most customers
who come from distances drive, and who live in the neighborhood walk in.
Finally, Billy and I talked a little bit about the future of Holiday Cleaners. Billy is sixtytwo and getting close to retirement. He would love to keep things just how they are,
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because he is very happy with the state of his business as it is right now, but he will start
thinking about retirement plans in the not-so-distant future.
When the time comes around, Billy probably will sell the building of Holiday
Cleaners, which he and his wife own. He would probably rather sell it rather than sell the
business, because the property has become very valuable. He is sure that “something else
might be more profitable in this location, than a dry cleaner.”
Several parts of this interview stuck out to me. The shop is very near to where a
future T-stop will be, but the location is out of the way of where construction will take place,
which eliminates one of the most major concerns about the future of these businesses with
the Green Line coming.
Holiday Cleaners does not have a significant immigrant customer base, but rather, is
predominantly visited by White members of the Somerville community. Initially, I attributed
this to the fact that Billy is a White business-owner, but I have come to consider to other
possible explanations for the differences between customer bases of the four businesses I
researched. Mystic Cleaners and Tailors, which is the final interview that I discuss in the
next section of my report, is also owned by a White Italian man, but most of his customers
are immigrants, while most of Billy’s customers are not. So, it is not the ownership that
changes the number of immigrants coming to the business in this case. Rather, I believe
that it is the location of the businesses. Billy’s shop is on Highland Ave in the Central Hill
neighborhood. The statistics I looked at earlier in my report in Chapter 2 revealed that the
Central Hill neighborhood has the highest concentration of Whites of the three
neighborhoods that I studied, and this is reflected in the dominance of White customers
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who use Holiday Cleaners because it is located in that area, and because most customers
of a dry cleaning business tend to be local.
When I asked Billy when he first heard about the Green Line Extension project to
Somerville, he said that he first heard the buzz a couple of years ago, when in fact, the
project has been in the news for more than ten years now. I find it interesting that he
describes his father as a true “Somerville boy,” yet Billy is not all that connected to the
Somerville community, except through his business. He lives outside of Somerville, and is
not interested in taking advantage of any of Somerville’s opportunities for business owners.
Through his business, he has been able to establish a great relationship with a lot of
Somerville residents, and I definitely saw evidence of a social network that has formed
around his business, as it is known as a real “mom and pop” kind of place. It seems to me,
however, that the social network, for Billy, is tied to Holiday Cleaners, not to Somerville.
Nevertheless, it plays a vital role in the functioning and success of the business.
It seems clear to me also that Holiday Cleaners has been extremely successful. Billy
and his wife are well-loved business owners. They are not looking to expand, but to retire
(not immediately, but in the next ten or so years). Although Billy is happy about the positive
changes he foresees regarding the Green Line extension, he has not needed to give any
serious thought to how it might affect the community, or how it could potentially change his
business. Part of the reason for that is his age. He is in his early sixties, and able to start
thinking about selling his shop. The other part of it is the social network he has fostered in
Somerville and among all his clients. His business is in no danger: his clients will continue
to come back to Holiday Cleaners as long as it sticks around.
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4.4.

Mystic Cleaners & Tailors

David Cintoto was born in
Boston, MA, but was raised mainly
in Needham, MA. He did live in
Somerville for a couple of years in
his very early youth, but has mainly
lived in surrounding towns, and
continues to reside outside of
Somerville currently, although his businesses, Mystic Cleaners and Tailors, is in the heart
of East Somerville on Broadway.
Mystic Cleaners and Tailors has not always been David’s family’s business. It had
originally belonged to a friend of David’s father’s, and when the time came for this friend to
retire, he passed the business on to David’s father. Ever since, it has been very much a
“family business.”
This was my second interview with an Italian dry-cleaner business owner, and I was
looking to establish a pattern that distinguishes non-immigrant businesses from immigrant
businesses, or a link between dry cleaning businesses in contrast with laundromats or
tailoring businesses. Therefore, I focused on following pretty much the exact same
interview guide that I had followed with my last interview, leaving room of course for
diversion. Mystic is also tied to my previous interview at Holiday Cleaner’s because they
are both very old family businesses, so I also kept that in mind as I focused on similarities
in my findings from these two interviews.
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Mystic Cleaners and Tailors began as only a tailoring shop, and it was not in the
same location that it is currently in; rather, it was across the street from where it is now on
Broadway Ave. David emphasized how different the businesses were on Broadway at that
time. Everything was different. Some businesses were completely different, and some were
just in different locations. David does not know exactly why the business was originally
started in Somerville, and the only reason his father had his business in Somerville is
because that is where someone else started it, before it fell under his ownership.
David began working at Mystic Cleaners and Tailors in the late 60’s. Both he and his
brother worked for their father, and eventually, the business was passed down to Tony and
his brother, who both continue to own and run the business. Their father continues to own
the actual building, but the brothers own the business.
David and his brother run the business by themselves except for a tailor who they
hire and are extremely happy with. In the past, they have hired as many as eleven or
twelve employees at a time, but now, that is not possible because of the state of the
economy, which as affected the business significantly.
I asked David about some of the ways in which his shop is decorated, since it was
one of the first things that I noticed about the business as interesting and inviting. In the
front of the store, there were Halloween decorations. David said that he owes these festive
decorations completely to a friend who willingly does the decorating for him! The shop is
thus always festive for whatever holiday season it is at the given time. The other decorative
element that interested me about Mystic Cleaners and Tailors was the photography
exhibited prominently up front. I asked David about it, and he said that he just hangs the
photography of a friend of his, who is also a customer, to support his passion. The
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photography is all of wildlife, especially birds, and I think it gives the business some
character, and shows that David is a dynamic and involved business owner.
The business started out as an immigrant business, even though it doesn’t really
have that feeling anymore. David has noticed changes in Somerville in his many years
working there. He noted that when he first started working, if a customer came in and
couldn’t speak English, the chances were that they were speaking Italian. Now, there are
so many more languages spoken in Somerville, and David says there are people who
come in from countries he “probably hasn’t even heard of.” A lot of customers are
immigrants, even though Tony is not an immigrant business-owner. David mentioned that
Haitians, in particular, make up a lot of the customer base of his business. He emphasized
that they are respectful, good people, and are wonderful customers.
Mystic Cleaners and Tailors offers many services, which David listed. They do shoe
repairs, leather cleaning, dry cleaning, general cleaning, folding, ironing, and tailoring of
pretty much anything.
In terms of advertising, it’s word-of-mouth. Loyal customers are a major asset to the
business. David told me about one customer who moved to a town far away, but continues
to drive to Mystic Cleaner’s to get his dry cleaning done, telling David that he simply could
not find a place that met Mystic’s standards of quality and customer service. In the past,
David has used other forms of advertising, such as newspaper ads and paper ads, but they
have never used radio commercials or anything like that. The Internet has also played an
increasing role in the advertisement of the business. Although it is not David who puts
these ads on the Internet (Yelp, Google Maps, etc), they are easily accessible ways of
gaining information and reviews about local businesses everywhere nowadays, and
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because Mystic has gotten such positive ratings on the Internet, a lot of customers come in
because of these sites nowadays.
David has a good relationship with several other business owners in the area, which
is one thing that makes him stand out among my narrators. He mentioned several barbers,
bakers, market and restaurant owners with whom he has long-standing relationships begun
by his father. Most of these businesses are also Italian.
David views the Green Line as a positive change for Somerville, but like Billy from
my last interview, he does not think it will bring many changes to his business in particular.
Most people drive to get their dry cleaning done because they have to carry the clothes.
David is unsure of what the future holds for Mystic Tailor’s and Cleaner’s. His
retirement not too far in the future, but still far enough that he hasn’t given it much thought
yet. He hopes to work for at least another ten years, and after that, anything could happen.
There are no family members that he has whom he would pass the business on to, but he
would consider either selling the space, or selling the business. I was surprised that neither
Billy nor David, both owners of long-time family businesses, planned to pass their
businesses down to a family member. It seems that the entrepreneurship begun by the
original first wave of immigration to Somerville is starting to fizzle out by the third
generation. What does this mean for Somerville? In the near future, a lot of the Italian and
other old European-owned small businesses could disappear, leaving empty spots in the
streetscape. Who will fill them?
In Magoun Square, this has already occurred, and the square is left feel much more
dull and lifeless than it did ten or twenty years ago. If rents rising prevent new immigrants
from purchasing businesses that leave in the next ten years, I fear that the same trend
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could follow on Broadway, in Central Hill, or even in Union Square, as happened in Magoun
Square. On the other hand, there are new populations that are on the rise in Somerville.
The immigration of Nepali immigrants to the city is a new pattern that grown significantly in
recent years, and huge numbers of Nepali’s are now choosing to settle in Somerville, and
many of these have opened businesses. Naturally, new groups will continue to enter
Somerville, and some will fill vacancies left by the older business owners leaving. I am
curious to see if the first wave of immigrant businesses in Somerville, such as Holiday
Cleaners and Mystic Cleaners & Tailors, are as a whole starting to move out as I observed
in the two examples where I interviewed. It could just be a coincidence, but it is my feeling,
especially with Magoun Square as an example, that many of these family businesses will
start to shut down, because now that they have rooted their families and are not recent
immigrants any more, they probably have new ideas for what their family members should
do for an occupation. Instead, they will sell their shops, and hopefully, new entrepreneurs
will find those opportunities and buy the unused spaces, so that Somerville will never begin
to empty as it did in the Magoun Square area.
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5. Putting All the Pieces Together

5.1.

Stories Matter: Oral Histories Enrich Recorded History

The most important product of oral histories is the ability to make connections in the
interpretation of history.
– Valerie Raleigh Row

The four interviews that I conduced with Somerville business owners are unique for a
couple reasons. Each business owner belongs to the community of laundromats, dry
cleaners, and tailors, a group of businesses that I believe all share some things in common.
My interviews are also unique because they depict a small slice of Somerville’s history. As I
described earlier, Somerville has gone through two major waves of immigration, and it is
easy to forget that the first one ever happened when there are so many new immigrants
integrating into the community that the first wave formed. My narrators, however, belong to
both groups; I interviewed two recent immigrants, a Korean and a Brazilian, but I also
interviewed two third-generation Italian immigrants, who stand for the first wave of
immigration to Somerville. The two waves of immigration are a part of history, but the two
business communities that have developed as a result of that past are not only relevant
historically, but are also important here and now. Through the telling of these four oral
histories, I am able to make history relevant today.
In The Power of Place, Dolores Hayden points out, “In one sense, the changes that
naturally occur as time passes are traced through modifications of space – especially social
or business spaces.” In my interview with David, he talked a lot about how he has seen the
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Broadway strip in East Somerville change throughout the many years his business has
been located there. He has seen some businesses move out, while others grow and
change location. Some move across the street, and some move to a completely different
city. David was the only business owner to talk about these types of changes, which must
have to do with the location of Mystic Cleaners & Tailors on Broadway. Broadway is a
major street, lined with small business after small business in a seemingly never-ending
progression. Unless a business has the resources and support it needs to thrive along
Broadway, it would be very easy for one, or several, to get lost among the many others.
Many of the businesses that David mentioned having a connection to along Broadway were
also Italian owned. Since most Italian and other European immigrants started businesses
ten to twenty years ago, and also because David has known these entrepreneurs for long
enough to establish good relationships with them, I assume that a lot of other businesses in
the area have been around for a long time. It seems that historically, Broadway is a balance
of businesses that stay, and those that don’t stay for long at all. The area is always
changing and morphing with the new immigrant businesses that come and go, but the
foundation laid by the first wave of immigration to Somerville has remained strong through
the Italian businesses that David knows, and I’m sure through countless other businesses
that have been on Broadway for years.
This reflects a pattern in history that now becomes significant in the present, as I look to
the future. I picked up on this trend where some solid, family businesses, in this case an
Italian-owned one at Mystic Cleaners and Tailors, survive for long periods, while other
immigrant businesses do not. Moving forward, what will happen when the long-time
businesses move out? History promises new patterns to start to emerge.
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5.2.

Space Matters: Ethnic Spaces from Ethnic Enclaves

The oral histories that I have now told beg further analysis because of the diversity of
the sampling that I interviewed. Out of all the business owners in Somerville, I interviewed
one Brazilian, one Korean, and two Italians. The ethnic differences between the
entrepreneurs lead to differences in the businesses that they own. Likewise, I interviewed
two women and two men. This gender difference also has its implications. I draw on both
my interviews and some outside research to draw conclusions about how ethnicity and
gender play a role in the community of laundromats, dry cleaners, and tailors in Somerville,
and in the business community of Somerville as a whole.
Julcir Silva of G & T Custom Tailoring is a Brazilian immigrant to Somerville. As one out
of an extensive Brazilian community in Somerville, she automatically is a part of an ethnic
enclave just by choosing to settle her business in the city. In my interview with Julcir, her
reason for coming to Somerville was an “opportunity,” but I never was really able to figure
out exactly what she meant by that. I did discover, later in the interview, that she bought G
& T Custom Tailoring from the previous owner, who had also been Brazilian or Portuguese.
She took ownership of the shop four years ago, but had been in Somerville for longer. This
suggests that Julcir actively engages in the Brazilian social network in Somerville, and that
is how she heard of the opportunity to own G & T Custom Tailoring. As Silvia Dorado
describes it, for the entrepreneur, “The process of opportunity identification is inherently
cognitive … building on the information available to them through their backgrounds and/or
their networks of relations” (Dorado 327-328).
For Julcir, this “network of relations” was built on her Brazilian ethnicity most likely. For
my next narrator, Hyunsuk Hong, however, the social networking experience has been
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different. Hyunsuk is a Korean immigrant, and while I did not pick up on any evidence that
she is part of a Korean network, it was very obvious that the family network was very
important for her business. The Korean population in Somerville is smaller than the
Brazilian population, and it may have been difficult for Hyunsuk to find that sort of ethnic
enclave that Julcir probably fell into naturally. Asian immigrant entrepreneurs as a larger
collective group are known for often turning to the family network as a resource for their
businesses (Bates, Social 672). Most notably, family members are able to provide cheap or
unpaid labor, like Anna, Hyunsuk’s daughter, does for Davidson’s Laundry (Bates, Exciting
174). This trend applies most often to Asian immigrants in particular, suggesting closeness
within Asian families that may arise from values or expectations that exist only in Asian
cultures. Hyunsuk and her husband migrated to the United States in order to be able to
provide the best education possible for their children, yet Anna has had to put school on
hold so that she can help out the family business. It is clear that the family as a social
network and resources is extremely important to this small, Korean owned and run
business, as I suspect it is in similar businesses as well.
Another aspect of the Korean immigrant network that is unrelated to the family is the
shared interest in opening laundromats. At one point in our interview, Hyunsuk told me that
Koreans, when immigrating to the United States, often open laundromats as their first job in
the new country. I was surprised at first when she said this, but then when I researched it, I
realized that this is not surprising at all. In fact, it is expected and true. Asian immigrants,
especially Chinese and Korean immigrants, tend to open restaurants, dry cleaning, or
laundry businesses (Toussant-Comeau 33-34). Timothy Bates brings up the fact again
when he summarized Asian businesses in general, “As recently as 1960, most self-
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employed Asian Americans worked in three traditional fields – restaurants, grocery stores,
and laundries” (Exciting 171). These bits of research from my interview and from external
readings confirmed what I had picked up on back at the very beginning during by
preliminary research, when I observed that there were many Korean owned dry cleaners
and laundromats. It is not a coincidence after all, this marks a trend that is not just in
Somerville, where Koreans and other Asian immigrants lean toward laundry businesses for
their entrepreneurial endeavors.
Although they are different types of networks, both Julcir and Hyunsuk belong to an
ethnic enclave in Somerville and use some sort of social network to their advantage in the
city and in their business. Looking to the future, however, it is possible for these
advantages to turn into hindrances to the growth of these businesses, as “the immigrant
business that limits itself to the ethnic market sharply reduces its growth potential” (Bates,
Social 674). Both Julcir and Hyunsuk expressed the desire for their businesses to change
and expand in upcoming years, but the experts suggest that growth requires entrepreneurs
to look outside their comfort zone.
For Julcir, part of the problem with expanding beyond the Brazilian enclave is not just
ethnicity, but one of the associations that come with ethnicity: language. I experienced the
frustrations of dealing with a language barrier in my interview with her, and I can see how
for her and other non-English speaking business owners, a lack of English proficiency acts
as a deficit to working with customers who do not speak Portuguese. By finding a niche in
the Brazilian community and establishing a steady group of customers from within that
community, the entrepreneur both finds the “security of conducting transactions in their own
language,” but also by consequence, the inability to improve their English skills or to
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expand beyond one pool of customers (Bates Social 674). Since the network of Brazilians
in Somerville is so large, the strength of the customer base just from that one source can
potentially compensate for the difficulties it would cause for further expansion, but the
difficulties are still present (Sequeira 368).
Language was also a barrier with Hyunsuk at Davidson’s Laundry, but the affects of
Hyunsuk’s inability to speak English are different because she owns a laundromat, not a
tailor shop. A laundromat does not require English skills to own or run, because it barely
involves interacting with customers at all. This eliminates the negative consequences of not
knowing English, and it also opens up the possibility of expanding beyond an ethnic
network (Toussant-Comeau 34). Hyunsuk’s main social network is not Korean, but of the
family, and her main customer base is not Korean either, but rather, Hispanic. These
findings prove that language and business type have just as great an effect on social
reproduction and business growth as ethnicity does in and of itself. They also support,
however, Timothy Bates’ assertion that many immigrants, such as Koreans, who encounter
a language barrier, are “pushed” rather than “pulled” into self-employing in an industry such
as laundry (Exciting 171), where English speaking is not necessary to own and run the
business. Even with this as the case, Davidson’s Laundry does exhibit a greater potential
for growth in the future because of its marketability outside of an ethnic social network,
where as G & T Custom Tailoring has remained predominantly within the Brazilian enclave
in Somerville. Julcir wishes to expand her business, yet once she has finished advertising
her service within the Brazilian community, further growth is only possible outside of that
enclave (Sequeira 366).
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For Holiday Cleaners, the businesses did not form around any social network, but a
social network arose as a result of the business, reversing the trend. Perhaps this provides
an example of how Julcir might go about expanding her business in the future – through the
emergence of new social networks, rather than expanding one that already exists. I believe
that this is a realistic possibility because of how Julcir is loved by all of her customers, and
how she truly wants to help everybody in every way that she can. “Fafchamps (2001) finds
that trust, maintained through repeated social interactions, leads to the emergence of
spontaneous ethnic markets,” which can help businesses grow rapidly (Toussant-Comeau
32). Then, as Billy has at Holiday Cleaners over the years, the entrepreneur is responsible
for maintaining that trust and loyalty so that the customer keeps coming back. If the owner
is loved by the customers, like Billy is, and like Julcir is as well, the “informal appreciation”
that the customers give to the owner when they interact “is an important aspect of career
development. Knowing that your contribution is valued … may shape future relationships
and indeed underpin opportunities for vertical development” (Bradley & Healy 165).
Ethnicity is evidently complicated when an immigrant decides to become an
entrepreneur. For Billy and David, who are not recent immigrants, these issues of ethnicity
are not very relevant. For Julcir and Hyunsuk, however, they are extremely influential on
the their businesses because of the social networks that form based on ethnicity and
language. These social networks have both benefits and deficits.
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6. Conclusion: Looking Ahead

Having completed my research, both primary and secondary, I am left with more
questions than I began with. The generation of new questions does not mean that old ones
were not answered, but that further action is necessary. The Somerville Community
Corporation is already actively involved in helping these small businesses survive the
changes that are coming to Somerville with the extension of the Green Line.
One of the things that hit me the most during my interviews was the positive energy that
these business owners feel toward the possibilities that the Green Line will bring. I would
hate to see the opposite of what they expect to happen, happen. I hope that the SCC and
the city of Somerville will be able to find ways to help all the small businesses in Somerville
if they should get pushed out either by construction or by rising rents. I know many
businesses are already dealing with some of these anticipatory changes, and the Green
Line is still years away! This means that actions need to be taken now.
I do not have the answers to these critical questions, but I do have the opportunity to
ask them and have them read. Moving forward, I raise the questions:

What positive changes will the Green Line really bring for laundromats, dry cleaners, or
tailors in particular?
Is Somerville prepared to deal with a sudden change in its population, if families and
businesses are forced to move out with rising rents?
How can immigrant business owners use the Green Line to their advantage, and make a
positive from what could be a negative?
What can Somerville do to make business owners more aware of the changes that are
going to occur in upcoming years, so they can prepare accordingly?
Who Stays? Who goes?
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