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‘I’m Proud to Be a Citizen’: 18 Are Sworn In
By MATT FLEGENHEIMER

Nicole Fernandez, left, and Festus Cohill after being sworn in as citizens on Tuesday at the Tenement Museum in Manhattan.

Festus Cohill has earned many titles during his time in the United States: Vietnam War veteran. Cancer
survivor. Bartender extraordinaire. Fiancé, twice, though never husband.
On Tuesday, nearly 47 years after emigrating from Ireland, Mr. Cohill, 64, acquired the one distinction
he had never gotten around to: United States citizen.
“It’s been everything I dreamed of,” Mr. Cohill said, clutching a small American flag in his left hand. “I
should have done this years ago.”
Mr. Cohill was among 18 immigrants naturalized Tuesday in a ceremony at the Lower East Side
Tenement Museum. The honorees came from 16 countries, including Japan, New Zealand, Bulgaria and
Cameroon. Many of the countries with the highest concentration of naturalized citizens in the city —
like China, India and the Dominican Republic — were also represented.

Judge Robert Allen Katzmann, the son of a refugee from Nazi Germany and a grandson of Russian
immigrants, officiated at the ceremony, held behind the glass walls of the museum’s new visitor and
education center on Orchard Street.
“This country, our country, your country, is stronger and better than it was even a few minutes ago,”
Judge Katzmann, of the Federal Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit in New York, told members of
the group after they recited the Oath of Allegiance. “We celebrate you in this very special moment.”
After raising their right hands for the oath, the new citizens were shown a video message of
congratulations from President Obama. Next, images of the country’s bustling cities and majestic plains
flashed across the screen, set to the song “God Bless the U.S.A.,” by Lee Greenwood.
(Representatives from the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services encouraged attendees to
wave their miniature flags, handed out before the ceremony, to the sound of the music. In their first act
of civil disobedience, most kept the flags at their sides.)
From October 2009 to September 2010, 72,000 immigrants in the New York City area were naturalized,
according to the agency. Many of the participants at Tuesday’s ceremony have lived in the city for
years.
“When you’re a citizen of the United States, you have a freedom to travel, to work, to help your family
and yourself,” said Jacques Pendie, 58, who emigrated from Cameroon seven years ago. After working
in construction when he first arrived, Mr. Pendie said, he now supports his family in the Bronx with his
job as a nursing assistant at Bellevue Hospital Center in Manhattan. “I’m proud to be a citizen,” he said,
adjusting his beige suit before the ceremony. “I look forward to helping my family.”
Morris Vogel, the president of the Tenement Museum, said he had not attended a naturalization
ceremony since his own, more than 50 years ago. Born in what is now Kazakhstan, Mr. Vogel said
Tuesday’s event mirrored the museum’s mission: a nod to the past, firmly ensconced in the present.
Many of the museum’s facilities were former tenements. Today, the block stands as a reminder of
immigrant generations through its history. The neighborhood was once known as the “bargain district,”
said David Favaloro, the museum’s director of curatorial affairs, a place to buy cheap garments and
supplies. Gone are the German-run saloons of the 19th century and the Jewish handkerchief dealers of
the post-Depression era, but new communities have filled the void.
On Allen Street, a newspaper cutout of the Statue of Liberty hangs in the front window of a Cantonese
restaurant. Around the corner, the Dominican proprietors of a dry-cleaning business have placed two
stickers on their swinging door: the flag of their native country and the logo of the Mets.
Liang Pan, 19, who is from China, became a citizen on Tuesday alongside his brother Mei, 22. The two
share a home in Harlem with their mother, who works at a clothing factory in Midtown, and a younger
brother. Liang Pan, a student at the City College of New York, said citizenship came with responsibility.
He hopes to become a police officer, he said, serving the city he has long called his own.
“I’m waiting to do anything for the country,” he said, shifting in his blue jeans and Air Jordan sneakers.
“It’s just cool.”
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