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Exhibit Offers Glimpse Into Life As An Early Immigrant From Greece In Carroll
By Mary Ann Ashcraft

Weekends are busy at this time of year, but if you have an extra hour, stop in at the Historical
Society of Carroll County’s Emerald Hill in Westminster to see an exciting new exhibit. It tells
the story of the city’s Greek community from the first immigrants to arrive at the beginning of
the 20" century, to the numerous successful businesses they established over the next 50+ years,
and their gradual assimilation into American life. Yearning to Breathe Free: Westminster’s
Greek Immigrants is a look at a small but important segment of this county’s immigrant
population. The exhibit is open September 24" and 25", and October 1% and 8™

Those of us whose ancestors arrived in the United States centuries ago probably have very little
understanding of what drove them to leave their home countries or their struggles once they got
here. This exhibit, which includes historical background plus photographs and memorabilia,
offers insights into the lives of the local Greek families who contributed their treasures from the
past.

Of course there are passports in foreign languages such as the one accompanying this column. A
trickle of Greeks arrived in the U.S. in the 1880s, followed by two huge waves of immigrants
between 1890 and 1924. Most of Westminster’s Greek families came in one or the other of those
large waves. Carroll County may not have been their initial destination, but once here, they put
down roots.

If you have visited Ellis Island and seen the ephemera on exhibit there, you will have a sense of
what Yearning to Breathe Free offers. One room in Emerald Hill replicates a typical Greek
bedroom with its religious icons, Greek blankets, and other items that preserved memories of the
homeland. Want to sample the sweets for which Greece is famous? There will be some here, as
well as recipes.

Westminster’s Greeks served in America’s armed forces during both world wars. The exhibit
includes military memorabilia from Peter Samios’s service in World War I plus letters and
uniforms belonging to men from the Sharkey, Berbes, and Lefteris families who served in World
War I1. Peter Samios was instrumental in establishing the American Legion post which operates
today on East Green Street in Westminster.

Many of the Greek families opened restaurants, so it isn’t surprising that the exhibit includes the
old cash register from the original Harry’s Lunch, a popular Westminster eating establishment,
and chairs from the American Restaurant which operated more than 50 years on East Main
Street.

Walking through the exhibit rooms is a trip down memory lane for those who have lived most of
their lives in Carroll County. For anyone new to the community, the displays offer an



opportunity to better understand the lives of all immigrants — their efforts to preserve the

homeland they left as well as the attempts to assimilate into a new culture. What will you cook,

how will you decorate your home, what treasures will you save?

Immigration is a major issue in the current presidential election. This exhibit offers an interesting

look at the story of one immigrant group in our county.

Mary Ann Ashcraft is a library volunteer at the Historical Society of Carroll County.
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Image credit: Bill Lefteris

Image caption: This visa in Greek and French was issued to Vasilios Eleftheriou (Bill Lefteris)
12. He settled in Westminster where he finished

school, joined relatives in running and owning successful businesses, and served his new country

who left his native Greece in 1920 at the age of

in World War 11.
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