
The Day Yia Yia became a U.S. Citizen- November 17, 1961 

On November 17, 

1959, US Senator 

John F Kennedy (D-

Mass.) said, “The 

day cannot be far 

off when America 

will again have an 

immigration policy 

that all men can 

call fair, that all in 

need will deem 

generous.” 

Immigration was 

limited to 150,000 

per year then.  

Exactly two years 

after Kennedy gave 

that speech, 59 

aliens in the Lowell 

area renounced 

allegiance to the 

lands of their birth 

swearing their oath 

the United States and completing months of effort, 

paperwork and interviews. Judge Jesse W. Morton presided 

while Edward J. Sullivan, clerk of courts for Middlesex 

County, administered the oath to the new citizens of the 

United States of America on November 17, 1961. In that 

group was 66-year-old Helen (Costopoulos) Papafagos of 80 

Honora Avenue in Dracut who had lived in the United States 

for nearly fifty years.  

Helen had been born in the Laconia region of Greece in the 

village of Riza on April 10, 1895. She arrived, according to 

the 1920 census, in 1912 with her mother. Her father, 

Nicolas, and older brother, James, had arrived in 1905. They 

abandoned in this strange new place when Nicolas returned 

to Greece and started a new life.   

Helen never received an education. Instead, she worked in 

Lowell’s textile mills. She endured two world wars and 

survived the Great Depression. She worked the land on the 

family farm on Varnum Ave. Later, she sold groceries at 

Penny’s Variety under her Honora Ave house and worked 

the kitchen at George’s Café. Helen raised her daughter and 
Helen and her brother James Costopoulos circa 1910- 1912. 
Perhaps when she arrived from Greece.  



helped raise her five nieces and nephews when their mother died from tuberculosis. In 1959, she lost the man with 

whom she had been married for forty-six years and with whom she had started two businesses. After all the years of 

challenges, on that stormy Friday morning in 1961, Helen was proud to finally become a United States citizen. Her only 

child, Penny (Papafagos) Mahaleris, shared the moment. 

Lowell Mayor Raymond J Lord and other dignitaries offered congratulatory remarks to the new citizens. The superior 

courthouse was filled with voices of the Middlesex Choral Group singing patriotic tunes.” Before exiting the courthouse, 

Helen and the others were presented with 

United States flags.  

Among those who also became citizens that 

day was Donna Poulicakos, the wife of 

Helen’s nephew Paul. The Poulicakos’ lived 

in Dracut on Homefield ave not far from 

Penny and her husband Louis. Others were 

from Lowell, Tewksbury and as far as Ayer.  

“My Yia Yia was a very hard-working 

immigrant woman who loved America,” 

Helen’s granddaughter Sophie “Cookie” 

Mahaleris recalled years later. “America was 

her home and she was so happy when she 

became a citizen. She danced. I remember 

when she came home that day. She was so 

proud. She danced.”  

It was an exciting year for Helen’s family. Her first great-grandchild, Diane, was born in February.  Her grandson Charlie 

Mahaleris and his wife Blanche bought the house across the street from Helen in September. Cookie, who lived with 

Helen, was in her Freshman year at Dracut High School. Her grandson George worked at the bar with her and Penny 

each day and she saw her brother Jimmy often.  

Helen had always been a good resident. She made extra food at holidays- enough to feed the neighbors as well as 

family. After the farm in Lowell was auctioned during the depression, she made sure that they always paid their taxes.  

“After they lost the farm (in 1936) my Yia Yia would be the only one handling the money,” Cookie said. After buying the 

home at 80 Honora Ave, Cookie recalled how diligently Helen had kept track of the mortgage. Years of hard challenges 

fostered in her frugality and a sense of wanting to always be prepared. “Yia Yia always kept canned soup and Franco 

American spaghetti in the cellar - at the very least ten cans of each. Just in case,” Cookie said.  

Why had she waited so long to become a citizen? Each January, Helen, as a foreign-born alien, had to report her address 

to the government.  In 1960, there were more than 4300 aliens who had earned their U.S. citizenship according to the 

US Immigration and Naturalization service. Efforts were made that year to bolster civic education in the secondary 

schools in New England states. Cookie said, “At the time she was here long enough to not take a citizenship test other 

than an oral exam. They asked who was President and she passed (after answering Kennedy).”  

Earlier in 1961, President Kennedy said, “No nation can remain free unless its people cherish their freedoms, understand 

the responsibilities they entail and nurture the will to preserve them.” Supreme Court Justice Tom C Clark called on all 

Americans to enlist in the world struggle against the Communists by producing more democracy at home. While other 

nations had special days to show their militaristic might, the United States was promoting democratic ideals and 

citizenship at more than a thousand ceremonies all across the nation.  

Donna Poulicakos & Helen Papafagos (shown here in 1967) became U.S. 
citizens together. Donna was a WWII war bride of Helen’s nephew Paul. 


