Article on Jewish Immigrants in New York
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A sizeable Jewish community - mostly German - had established itself in New York City by the middle of the nineteenth century. But they did not account for more than a small percentage of the city's population. After 1880, however, massive numbers of Jewish immigrants began arriving in New York City, this time from Eastern Europe (including Russia, Poland, Romania, and parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. By 1916, 1.4 million New Yorkers (about 28% of the city's population) were Jewish.

Following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881, Russia's five million Jews faced a fierce campaign of government sponsored anti-Semitism. Pogroms, mandatory army service, famine, cholera epidemics, and the general economic stagnation of the countryside drove them from their small villages and into the growing towns and cities of Germany, Russia, and Poland (Then under the control of Russia). And from there many left Europe completely. Approximately one-third of Eastern Europe's Jews emigrated between 1881 and the outbreak of World War I in 1914. Ninety percent of them came to America.

Because emigration from Russia was difficult for Jews, most of them first crossed the border into Germany or the Austro-Hungarian Empire before making their way to the North Sea ports. Then they used the same trans-Atlantic steamship lines, which had carried the Germans to America for decades before them. Nearly two million Eastern European Jews immigrated to America during the period 1881-1914, and most of them disembarked in New York City. 

The Lower East Side
The Eastern European Jews tended to follow the Germans in their residential and occupational patterns. Almost three quarters of the Jews who came to New York before World War I first settled on the Lower East Side, moving into the old Kleindeutschland. By 1890 there were already 190,000 Jews living on the Lower East Side. By 1915, more than 320,000 made their home here accounting for nearly 60 percent of the neighborhood's population.

A wave of new tenements, mostly of the "dumb-bell" style, were built in the 1890s and rented to new comers. The Lower East Side became a small city in its own right. It had its own theater district (first on Grand Street and then on Second Avenue between Houston and 14th street), its own red-light district (on Allen Street under the Second Avenue El) and its own shops, marketplaces, newspapers, synagogues and language.

Earning a Living 
Forbidden for centuries to engage in farming, Russian Jews had earned a living as middlemen and small-scale artisans. Arriving in America with little capital but a lot of entrepreneurial experience, many Jews began working as peddlers, selling their wares on the streets or from door to door. But even more Jews worked in New York's clothing industry. One-third of the Jewish labor force in Russia had worked in the manufacturing of clothing, and New York was already the garment capital of the United States, if not the world. Furthermore, most of the industry was located on the Lower East Side through much of the late-nineteenth century.

The presence of the garment industry was everywhere. Early in the morning, unskilled laborers gathered at the employment market, or chazar mark, on the corner of Ludlow and Hester streets, looking for day work in the garment industry. Others worked long hours and weeks in the area's factory lofts. Still others worked at home (particularly women and children) doing piecework given to them by the contractors. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Jews occupied positions at all levels of the garment industry. In 1905, only three cities in America produced goods of greater value than New York's garment industry alone. Thus, the industry was a tremendous boon for the Jewish community.

Article can be found in its entirety at:
http://www.tenement.org/encyclopedia/jews.htm

