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New York City had been offering refuge and economic opportunity for
Jews since Dutch colonial times, first to Sephardic Jews of Spanish and
Portuguese origin, later to Ashkenazim primarily from western and
central Europe. What the city’s Jews could not have foreseen in 1880
was the massive influx of their co-religionists from eastern Europe,
which would in a few decades radically alter the size, shape, and char-
acter of Jewish New York. Between 1881 and 1914 two million Jews
left Europe for the United States, 75 percent from lands of the Russian
Empire, the rest primarily from Austrian-ruled Galicia and from Hun-
gary and Romania. Nearly three quarters of these immigrants estab-
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lished residency in New York City. By 1910 Jews from Russia consti-
tuted the city’s largest immigrant group. The Jewish Communal Register
ol 1917-18 required more than 1,500 pages to catalog the organiza-
tions and institutions established by and serving the city’s approximate-
ly 1.4 million Jews.!

The nature and character of those who made up the great Jewish
migration cannot easily be described in broad, general terms. Who
came and when they came had much to do with economic, political,
and even spiritual conditions. During the early years of the migration
the bulk of emigres were shtetl (small town) dwellers, least prepared of
all for urban life and labor, but they amounted to only approximately
170,000 of the two million who were to emigrate prior to World War
I. Most of the others hesitated to leave in the 1880s and early 1890s.
Quite the contrary, those with industrial skills saw opportunity in the
towns of the Pale; others placed their hopes in movements like the
Bund (Jewish branch of the Social Democratic Party) and Zionism; still
others sought escape and salvation by abandoning their Jewishness and
identifying with Russian culture and Russian radical politics.? Those
for whom religion was of central importance also rejected emigration.
They viewed America as a land where spiritual values had no place:
“The New World stands on three things: money and money and again
money. All the people of this country worship the Golden Calf™

The leading rabbis and their followers never did join the mass migra-
tion, but as persecution intensified and economic conditions worsened,
Jews representing every other walk of life became part of the flow. By
the turn of the century well over half of the eastern European Jews
arriving in New York came from urban centers and could be catego-
rized as skilled or semiskilled workers.* Official immigration figures for
the period 1899-1914 reveal that 40 percent of all Jewish arrivals had
been employed in the clothing industry. Among other trades represent-
ed in sizeable numbers were building and furnishing workers, machine
and metal workers, and food industry workers.®> Irving Howe points
out that some of the arrivals may well have declared occupations which
they did not possess in order to get through Ellis Island and many of
those who were listed under the category “skilled laborers” were like-
ly to have been *“small craftsmen and artisans without industrial expe-
rience.” But Howe also acknowledges that “the statistics do indicate
that the Jews coming to the United States had a considerably better
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preparation for urban life than did most of the other immigrants from

eastern and southern Europe.®

Particularly after 1905, intense oppression by the czarist govern

ment swept a goodly number of well-educated, politically active and

cultured Jews into the immigrant stream: Bundists; radicals of all
stripes; Zionists; Yiddish poets, authors and dramatists as well as those
Russophiles who had sought acceptance through assimilation. The
immigrants of the immediate pre-war years mirrored the changes that
had occurred within the Pale. Compared with their shretl forerunners
they were more urban-industrial in experience and outlook, less like-
ly to be faithful to orthodox religion, and more likely to have received
some secular education.’

Forty-three percent of the Jewish immigrants were female; 25 per-
cent were children. For other nationalities the percentages were 30.5
females and 12.3 children. The rate of returnees among non-Jewish
immigrants was in the vicinity of 30 percent; among Jews from 1905 to
1920, it never rose above 8 percent.®

As Jewish immigrants swarmed into the city, occupying the streets
and tenements that had been the domain of the Irish and Germans,
Yiddish became the dominant language in a 20 square block area from
the Bowery to the East River and from Market Street to 14th Street.
However, within this district of Jewish settlers and in the Yiddish they

spoke could be found variety aplenty. Historian Moses Rischin detailed
the district’s cultural geography:

Hungarians were settled in the northern portion above Houston Street,
along the numbered streets between Avenue B and the East River, once
indisputably Kleindentschland. Galicians lived to the south, between
Houston and Broome, east of Attorney, Ridge, Pitt, Willett, and the
cross streets. To the west lay the most congested Rumanian quarter . . .
on Chrystie, Forsyth, Eldridge, and Allen streets, flanked by Houston
Street to the north and Grand Street to the south, with the Bowery
gridironed by the overhead elevated to the west. . . . [Fjrom Grand
Street reaching south to Monroe, was the preserve of the Russians—
those from Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Byelorussia, and the Ukraine—
the most numerous of the Jewries of Eastern Europe.”

To add a particularly exotic note, after 1907 a community of Levantine
Jews settled among the Romanians between Allen and Chrystie streets.
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I'hese approximately 10,000 refugees from u;?h.cavals V\?it}"m’l the Turk-
1sh empire with their distinctive customs, religious practices, a.ncl lan-
guages were an island in a sea of east European Jews.The majority con-
versed in Ladino (Judeo-Spanish), but there were also some onc.thou-
sand Arabic-speaking Syrian Jews and a slightly smaller contingent
whose first language was Greek.' .

Of course, while the various sub-ethnic groups tended to dominate
specific neighborhoods, no part of the Lower East Side was the e.xclu—
sive domain of any one. Also, several commercial streets drew residents
from throughout the district; for example, Can:al StrceF became the
place to shop for clothing and to purchase religious articles, and one
could find almost any item imaginable for sale in the pushcarts that
jammed Hester and Orchard streets.!! .

" As the Jewish population of New York City grew, the Lower Eaf;
Side became by far the most congested district in the five t.)oroughs.

The area’s Tenth Ward, embracing about one half a square mile of Man-
hattan, was by the turn of the century reputed to be more den_sely pop-
ulated than the worst districts of Bombay.'> By 1900 the _]emsh' popu-
lation had risen to 330,000, and the Irish and Germans had virtually
abandoned the area.' ‘ . .

The Lower East Side was never the only area of Jewish res:denc.e in
New York City. Though a most impressive 75 percent of the Jews lived
there in 1875, the percentage dropped to 50 in a little more than ten
years and fell to 28 by 1915.Yet in terms of absolute numbers thcspop—
ulation continued to rise to a peak of 542,061 reached in 191 0.! .

New bridges and subways opened Brooklyn up to mass Jewish
migration into Williamsburg, Brownsville, New Lots, East New Yor?:,
Rego Park, and even Coney Island. Jewish neighborllloods also arose in
Manhattan’s Washington Heights and Harlem and in East .and‘South
Bronx. The rapidity and scope of the rise in Jewish populau‘on in sev-
eral of these areas were remarkable. For example, Brownsville’s 4,000
Jews in 1890 rose to 60,000 in 1904 and to 230,000 by 1915.16 {‘n 1904
the Yiddish Forverts (Jewish Daily Forward) described Harlem as “a Jew-
ish city ...as busy and congested as our East Side, with the same absence
of light and air.'7 As the Forverts comment suggests, not all f’f t_he Jew-
ish neighborhoods beyond the Lower East Side offered s:gmfufantly
improved living. Slum conditions prevailed in areas such as Wlﬂjams—-
burg, the east Bronx, and in the tenements of Harlem which lined the
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streets between Fifth and Lenox avenues.'® Furthermore, despite the
proliferation of new Jewish neighborhoods, as one historian put it, “the
Lower East Side maintained its position as the center of gravity, the
focus of intellectual, cultural, and political life of American Jewry well
into the twentieth century.”!”

Faced with a rising anti-Semitism in the late nineteenth century,
German-Jewish community leaders feared that the eastern European
Jews would fan this prejudice. They and the German-Jewish newspa-
pers voiced their concerns with terms like “uncouth Asiatics” and
“superstitious vestiges of antiquity,” and warned that “only disgrace and
a lowering of the opinion in which American Israelites are held . . . can
result from the continued residence among us . . . of these wretches.”2”

Despite such sentiments, the German-Jewish community was by no
means insensitive to the suffering endured by Jews of the Pale. What the
uptown Jews wished for most dearly was to see the victims of pogroms
resettled in western Europe.>’ However, western European Jewish
community leaders would have none of that. They directed their phil-
anthropy in large measure toward getting emigrants to ports of
embarkation to America. Ultimately New York’s German Jews had to
acknowledge that they would have to share the city with thousands
upon thousands of their east European brethren. Something would
have to be done about the “uncouth,” “jargon-speaking,” “supersti-
tious,” Eastern Jews, and the prosperous, “civilized” uptowners con-
cluded that it would have to be done in the city and in large measure
by them. It was not the poverty and overcrowded conditions of the
Lower East Side that posed the great problem but the customs, man-
ners, and practices of the residents. These people would have to be
Americanized, which in effect meant they would have to become as
much like the uptown German Jews as possible. With seemingly
boundless energy the leaders of the German-Jewish community set out
to accomplish this goal through the establishment of associations and
agencies, the largest of which was the Educational Alliance, designed to
provide both vocational and citizenship training,

The immigrant Jews resented the patronizing attitude of those who
founded and ran the Alliance, and they resented the hostility toward all
things Yiddish so pronounced in some German-dominated organiza-
tions. Nevertheless, there was much that attracted the Lower Eastsiders
to the five-story Alliance building on East Broadway and Jefferson
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Street. And the Alliance directors, while upset by the stiff-necked resis-
Lance to aspects of their Americanization programs, learned to be less
lcavy handed in their approach so that, by the turn of the century, they
liad become more responsive to the interests of their constituents, even
(o the point of offering classes in Yiddish langl.‘lage and culture.=
The result was enthusiastic participation in numerous programs.
From 9 A.M. to 10 PM. the Alliance conducted classes in literature, his-
tory, philosophy, art, music, vocational subjects, and more. English-lan-
puage classes, offered throughout the day and evening, were popular
among all ages. In addition the library, numerous clubs, a gymnasium,
lecture series, a day care center, and other facilities and programs drew
approximately 37,000 people each week.?? _ .
Where the German Jews perceived potentially emharrafasmg prnb]ehms
among the new immigrants, they countered with organized rt'me_dles.
They established the Hebrew Orphan Asylum, the Clara de Hirsch
Home for Working Girls, and the Jewish Big Brothers and Sisters
designed to keep the young from straying off the straight and n_arrow.The
Jewish Prisoners Aid Society and the Lakeview Home for Jewish Un.wed
lMothers directed their efforts at those already in trouble, and the Nation-
al Desertion Bureau addressed the serious problem of _]ewishjhusbands
who out of poverty and despair had abandoned their families.”* .
Poverty, despair, and dislocation ever breed crin.le, and the Jewish
Lower East Side was no exception. While violent crimes were un com-
mon, other forms of illegal activity, among them arson, gambling, tc.fnc-
ing stolen goods, picking pockets, and juvenile hoo]igam:sm, vl.ctmuz-cd
the neighborhoods and attracted wide attention. Most d.1sturh1ng of all
was the prostitution that ran rampant on Allen, Chrystie, and Forsy‘th
streets.2> In 1909 an article in the muckraking Mc Clure’s Magazine
referred to the Lower East Side as “the world’s br({thcl." and the
Dillingham Commission reported that three quarters of t‘he nu,)reﬁthan
2,000 prostitutes brought before the New York City Mag:stratc s Court
between November 1908 and March 1909 were Jewish.=
A number of books and articles had called attention to crime among
east European Jewish immigrants. However, it was an anti-Sfﬂnitic
piece in the September 1908 issue of the North x‘hnerrmn Review by
New York City's police commissioner Theodore Bingham that galva-
nized the Jewish community, particularly the uptown German b‘ranch,-
to action. Bingham had not only exaggerated the extent and variety of
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crimes committed by immigrant Jews and Italians, but also argued that
Jews had a particular “propensity” for crime. Under pressure Bingham
apologized and retracted some of his more outlandish claims, including
the charge that Jews, who made up 25 percent of the city’s population,
constituted 50 percent of the criminal element.?’

Still the stir caused by the Bingham incident, the reality of criminul
activity, and a sense that the Jewish immigrants were generally unruly
convinced German-Jewish leaders of the need to take action to bring
a semblance of order and unity in the community. Led by Rabbi Judaly
Magnes they created the New York City Kehillah, an umbrella confed
eration of Jewish organizations. Launched in 1908, some 200 organizi
tions participated in the activities of its several bureaus charged with
addressing issues ranging from improving Jewish education to super
vising the preparation of Kosher food products to harmonizing work
er-employer relations to dealing with the issue that provided the initial
incentive for founding the organization, crime.?3

The crime problem was the province of the Kehillah’s Bureau of

Social Morals, which acted as a sort of detective agency, gathering
information about criminals and turning its findings over to the district
attorney. The Bureau did some good work, but a measure of prosperi-
ty and improved living conditions ultimately mitigated the problem. By
the outset of World War I criminality had ceased to be a major issuc
within the Jewish community or to attract much attention from the
outside, but the Kehillah itself barely lasted out the war and officially
disbanded in 1925. The Kehillah never did succeed in unifying the
community. Socialists and labor unions refused to enroll, and many
Orthodox Jews mistrusted the organization’s secular thrust and its
Reform Jewish leader.?”

For all the attention to the differences between the “civilized” and
assimilated Germans and the refugees from the Pale, both groups shared
hundreds of years of a common religious and cultural heritage. The
Jews of eastern Europe no less than those of the west had a long tradi-
tion of communal organization and philanthropic activity, and they lost
no time in instituting them in New York. Quite understandably the
earlier arrivals sought out familiar faces from their native shretlach.
Around these reunions of old country townspeople (landslayt) emerged
the landsmanshaft organizations. The landsmanshaft provided its members
sociability and a sense of cultural continuity. Perhaps most important, it
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llered a variety of social services that to a c?nsidemble dcgrct: :-vhrw.l
{11 from dependency upon outside charities, among them_hfe msurf
it sickness and death benefits, aid in finding a job or ho?xsm.g and, o
"o ..In.nli import, burial plots. While these were male orgamzanon:;, sev-
14l had women’s auxiliaries. Early in the new century some oosgt
Jutionality-based federations of landsmanshaftn gfarb‘ands) we;f Sforme f
. (ialician in 1904, a Polish in 1908, 2 Romaman n .1909. ;)n?e o
(e larger landsmanshaftn eventually established vocational or business
g ish immi t one time oOr
I'robably most eastern European Jewish 1mrmgran1:: a I i
Jother belonged to a landsmanshaft. But there were other sousce T
il comfort in the community. In emergencies family and nel%
often provided assistance. Synagogues, ttade, unions, and frate;;;_f orﬁ:;
\izations like the Independent Order B nth' Abraham ( : M:l’i,
Workmen’s Circle (1900), and the ]ewish' l\.I:.mo;al Workers :::ice
(1912) engaged in benevolent-society activities. As‘ the cc_nrmin thty
urew, so did the number of benevolent organizations; mcreadng y! :?-,
were formed along national lines, and some even transcende nat::li -
ity to embrace all immigrant Jews. With great?r.resourccs uﬁ)on wf t;:l "
(o draw, they launched projects far more ambitious than those o
tn. .
'Il"”(f;'::ﬂ;? ‘:{le most significant of the organizations, the Hebrew Iﬁ;
prant Aid Society (HIAS), actually grew out ot“ concerns of one c:Jm
n’.'mdsmamhcy"m for the need to provide bu?ml facilities fpr 1n131u%rznd "
who died on Ellis Island.?® Other major unfiertakmgs mchu e L
| Hebrew Free Loan Society and several hospltal‘s, amo:.lgltHemM eri_
Israel, Lebanon, Beth David, the Hungar?an People’s l-losl:m.:al.I l\:rtﬁﬁi
ah (sponsored by Galicians and Bukovians), ax.ld the _]?v\.rls 343A5 ; :;
Hospital (founded by a group of Lower East Side physlc:lan;).d il
scholar put it,“no ethnic group quite as thoroughly enmes E .
consociational activities as did immigrant Jews from lEasterr‘n hur;)p -~
The urban experiences and cultural traditions with whic tht e ea,ost
ern European Jews arrived had prepared them far bette.r. :mf nN'iew
immigrants of their day to take advantage of the F:pportungxg(e}s ol e
York City’s world of commerce and manufacturing. By 1._ appfmm
mately one-third of the Jewish immigrants were engagfed in some o
of commercial enterprise, ranging from owners of retail shops to p a
cart vendors to door-to-door peddlers.*® Going from one tenement
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the next selling notions or hardware or whatever a housewife might
buy was no easy task. Multi-storied stairways had to be climbed to
reach.potential customers, many of whom “refused to open the door
shouting they didn’t need anything. Some did buy a couple of conts'
.worth of goods, but with the air of giving alms, as though to pity a poor
pnmigrant."‘“r But for a poor man it was a start, a means ofaccum!:l] it
ing capital. Abraham, who had been a butcher in Europe “becam; 1
peddler on the advice of his landslayt. . . . He still has hope; m"becmnl
ing a butcher again. America is young*® .

‘ Tl.le swelling numbers of potential customers pushing into Jewish
immigrant neighborhoods did indeed offer opportunity to work :u.ul
save one’s way up the retail ladder from peddler to pushcart operator to
storekeeper. An overwhelming majority of the 25,000 pushcart entre
preneurs in the city in 1900 were Jews.* As for storekeeping, within
the Tenth Ward alone in 1899 were 140 groceries, 131 butch;:;‘ shops
36 .bakeries, 14 butter and egg stores, 62 candy stores, 21 fruit stat;ds l‘t‘l
deh'catcss?ens, to mention but a sampling of the 631 food mongers do‘ing
business in the area. Religious and cultural demands as well as numbers
dro'\re New York City’s ghetto commerce. For example, in 1910 five Fac;
tories specialized in the manufacture of Passover matzos. The Jewish
penchant for soda water resulted in the growth of firms producing ti)&
product from two in 1880 to more than one hundred in 1907 4 )

Eor those arriving in the city prior to 1905, the best available oppor-
tunity to earn a livelihood lay in the direction of the economy’s most
rapid ez«spansion‘ in manufacturing—specifically in the garment indug-
F;Y’ which by 1890 had grown to some 10,000 firms employing
236,000 workers.*! By the end of the century Jews constituted three-
quarters of the labor force in this industry; six of every ten Jewish work-
ers were engaged in the production of clothing. *?

Jewish dominance was no coincidence. Possibly as many as 10 per-
cent of the eastern European Jewish immigrants were skilled tailors and
many more of the semi-skilled and unskilled had some experirn;e in
Eurf)pcan garment factories, Learning to press a garment or to run a
sewing machine was neither a difficult nor lengthy task. That 80 per-
cent of the garment factories were located below 14th Street and thus
within walking distance of most Lower East Side tenements was o‘f
some significance as was the fact that during the 1880s some 90 ;I)er—
cent of the businesses were owned by German Jews.** Though, as we
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luve noted, a shared Judaism was no guarantee of harmony between
( erman and eastern European, not to mention between employer and
cmployee, workers took some comfort in knowing that in those shops
\ti-Semitism would not appear and that religious needs would likely
be respected.** When during the 1890s German-Jewish proprietors
Liegan to abandon the garment industry for other branches of com-
nerce and Russian Jews took their places, workers and employers were
wven able to converse in a common Yiddish language.*

The tenement sweatshops began to decline as a result of legal restric-
tions, starting with the 1892 Tenement House Act. Increased mecha-
nization of production also contributed to moving more of the work
into factory lofts. Between 1900 and 1915 the number of workers
employed in licensed tenement shops dropped from 21,000 to 5,700,
I'hose who labored in the factories of the primary manufacturers were
only slightly better off than the sweatshop laborers. They generally
worked a sixty hour week and, according to an 1885 report of the New
York State Bureau of Labor Statistics,“the very best workers” were get-
ting ten dollars a week. Top weekly pay for women in the industry that
year was six dollars.*” And part of those salaries had to go toward pay-
ing for needles, thread, knives, and, up to 1907, for most workers even
their own sewing machines. During the height of the season hours
were increased to sixty-five and even seventy a week and so was the
pace of production under the piece work or, as it was called, the “task
system.”¥® Particularly hard times came with seasonal layoffs and, even
worse, with economic depressions like that in 1893, when “|by] Sep-

tember it was estimated that 32,000 of the city’s 100,000 unemployed
were clothing workers.™*

Garment workers, hardly content with their lot, protested when
conditions became unbearable, and resorted at times to strikes when
their objections went unheeded. Jewish socialists, with the financial
assistance of German unions, established an umbrella labor organization
in 1888, the United Hebrew Trades, which published the weekly Arbeit-
er Zeitung. Workers attempted to organize Yiddish-speaking locals of
garment workers, bakers, waiters, bookbinders, upholsterers, carpenters,
and architectural iron workers, but a true, mass-supported Jewish labor
movement did not arise until the second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury.> Striking cloakmakers might accept union leadership, assistance,
and even membership, but once the strike ended and until the next cri-
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sis, the flow of dues all but ceased. So many of these early immigrants,
with their shtetl backgrounds and loyalties, their previous experiences
in crafts and commerce, were not yet attuned to the idea of working-
class identity and organization.

The socialists who sponsored the early unions, though Jews them-
selves, tended to be hostile to Jewish religion and culture, which they
believed hindered the promotion of universalistic ideals. Such senti-
ments certainly were not conducive for enlisting members among the
newly proletarianized immigrants. However, the union cause would be
better served after 1905.The failure of the Russian revolution that year
resulted in the emigration of large numbers of Bundists, who not only
proved to be more able organizers than the earlier socialists but also,
as Irving Howe noted, were *“‘more Jewish’ Jewish radicals” [sic].>!
Among them were men who would gain fame as union leaders in New
York and nationwide: Sidney Hillman, David Dubinsky, and Jacob
Potofsky. While by no means religious, these leaders saw themselves as
belonging to the Jewish community and freely drew from religious tra-
ditions and historical experiences in their call for unified action to
achieve social justice—a secular messianic age—through union and
socialist activity. Their speeches, sprinkled with centuries-old Jewish
concepts of tzedakah (charity) and tikun olam (repair the world), drew
positive responses from Lower East Side audiences. By offering mutual
aid benefits through the unions and the socialist-oriented Workmen’s
Circle lodges, they succeeded in weakening the bonds that tied the
immigrants to their landsmanshaftn, heretofore the chief competitor for
the Jewish workingman’s loyalty.>?

The years between 1909 and 1914 witnessed the spectacular growth
of union membership and power within the Jewish dominated needle
trades. From this surge of strikes and union organizing emerged the
International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and the Amalgamated
Clothing Workers’ Union.>® Twenty thousand workers, mostly young
women of the shirtwaist shops, initiated the most dramatic strike, a
walkout begun on November 22, 1909. Never before had there been a
massive strike of women in the United States. The justice of their cause
and the courage and commitment of the young strikers won broad
public sympathy and support from the well-bred, college educated
reformers of the Women’s Trade Union League as well as from mem-

bers of German Jewish establishment led by Rabbi Stephen Wise. But
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of all those involved none were more impressive than such youthful
worker-orators as Rose Schneiderman and Clara Lemlich. It was Lem-
lich who on November 22 spurred to action a mass meeting of union
members and their supporters. Leaping to her feet, she cried out inYid-
Jdish.“I am a working girl, one of those striking against intolerable con-
ditions. I am tired of listening to speakers who talk in generalities. What
we are here for is to decide whether or not to strike. I offer a resolu-
tion that a general strike be declared—now.™*

It was sad irony that many of the women who walked the picket
lines in 1909-1910 were involved in an event that aroused even greater
sympathy from beyond the ghetto and elicited even greater support for
trade unionism from within. That was the aforementioned Triangle
Shirtwaist fire of 1911, which took the lives of 146 workers, mostly
young Jewish women.5 The tragedy of Triangle and the small and
large triumphs of strikes over a five year period culminated by 1914 in
an immigrant Jewish community in which union membership was of
central importance. That year the United Hebrew Trades represented
more than one hundred constituent unions with a membership
exceeding 250,000 workers.>

For Jewish immigrant workers, the socialists who so effectively orga-
nized and led unions were much admired; the socialism that spoke out
for social justice and brotherhood, and often employed traditional Jew-
ish concepts and Biblical references in doing so, was widely applauded.
Jewish working people enthusiastically joined the socialist-sponsored
Workmen’s Circle, enjoying its social and cultural activities as well as
its excellent program of life and medical insurance. But, while nearly
one—third of the members of the Socialist party in Manhattan and the
Bronx in 1908 were Jewish, the vast majority of Jewish unionists and
Workmen’s Circle members were not enrolled in the party.®’ There is
a good deal of truth in Selma Berrol's assertion that “as a group the east-
ern European Jews were capitalist to the core, willing to endure self-
exploitation and privation to amass the reserve that would enable them
to become bosses and landlords themselves.”® Furthermore, in pre-
World War I New York City immigrant Jews did not gravitate by expe-
rience to ballot-box, party politics. Working-class politics was the arena

of the Irish. In 1912, the Assembly district with the lowest percentage
of registered voters was the predominantly eastern European Jewish
Eighth.%
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When Lower Eastsiders did go to the polls, they tended to support

the candidate and party whose positions at the time were in close prox
imity to their own. On the national level, until the candidacy ol
Woodrow Wilson, they generally followed their German brethren in
casting their votes for the party of Lincoln. The Republicans’ pro
gressive wing in particular had proven responsive to Jewish concerns
regarding immigration policy and was vocally critical of Russia’s anti
Semitic policies. At the local level two political strains competed for the
East Side vote. On one hand stood Tammany, expertly playing the eth
nic card. In 1900 the Hall’s Henry Goldfogle won election to the first
of several terms in Congress. The next year Tammany maneuvered
Jacob Cantor into the Manhattan borough presidency, to be followed
by a string of Lower East Side Jews to hold that office.” On the other
hand was a considerable segment of the population for whom corrupt
Tammany was an anathema and who voted for candidates—regardless
of party—who offered clean government, legislation to improve living
and working conditions, strong opposition to immigration restriction,
and criticism of czarist Russia. Back in 1886 they had supported Henry
George’s candidacy for mayor; in 1901 they helped elect Fusionist
Party’s Seth Low mayor; Theodore Roosevelt's progressivism and
defense of Russian Jewry gained considerable Lower East Side support
for Jewish Republicans running for state and local offices. William
Randolph Hearst, a non-Tammany Democrat, considered an advocate
of Jewish interests here and abroad, carried the Lower East Side in
unsuccessful bids for mayor in 1905 and for governor in 1906. In the
1912 three-way race for governor the Lower East Side gave the major-
ity of its votes to Progressive party candidate Oscar Straus. He was irre-
sistible: a Jew; a Democrat who served as Secretary of Commerce and
Labor in Roosevelt’s Republican administration; and in 19053, follow-
ing the second Kishinev pogrom, chairman of the National Commit-
tee for the Relief of Sufferers by Russian Massacres."!

The real beginning of Lower Easter Side politics, a politics truly of
the area, came in 1906 with Morris Hillquit’s candidacy for a seat in
Congress, running on the Socialist ticket in the Ninth Congressional
district. An immigrant Bundist from Riga, Hillquit brought to the cam-
paign the same message socialist union leaders were espousing in the
shops, one of brotherhood, of material improvement, and of protest
against corruption and inequality. He ran and lost five times. Despite
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their enthusiasm, his supporters were unable to overcome Tammanys
vote-buying and the cooperative eftorts by local Democrats, Repulﬂi—
. ns. and Hearst’s Independent League to ensure his deﬁ:at: Bl;lt anoth-
et Socialist party candidate, running ﬂ'om’thc Lower East Side :;- Tw::llfth
District, won a seat in 1914 on his third attempt. M.eyer ondon,
| Jkrainian-born labor lawyer, received broad con1¢9n1w support in
this campaign, including that of the Orthodox rehg‘lo.us comr:"lzu;nty
and the Zionists, both traditionally hostile to thf.: Socialist party.”” Per-
haps this backing was due to a growing _reahzatlon_that”s;;cmhsm ;-fs,
15 Moses Rischin characterized it, “Judaism secula.rlzed. .M.ore f-1 e-
Iy, as Rischin also suggests, the voters showed t}.wlr appremat.lon 0;‘1 .a
much-admired labor lawyer and his platform, with less attention to his
Affiliation with a party which “In an era of ref'or}'n, prosperity, and :l new
internationalism” had “lost much of its distinctiveness and merged mto .

= 1964
the urban progressive stream.

At the time of London’s 1914 election, membership in the _Soc;al:t
party among Lower East Side Jews had fallen to a handful. In like fash-
ion, the Zionist cause had minimal success during the pre-war yeali;s.
Many considered it a movement of dreamers, too far rt.zm(?ved from the
realities of the American ghetto. That the Jf&menca‘.n Zionist moverlnegt
was fragmented and actively opposed on 1deolog1c.al grounds byb eah-
ers of both Orthodox and Reform streams of Judaism as V\t'ell as by the
socialists didn’t help matters. When the first Wor?d Zlom.st Congress
assembled in Basel, Switzerland, in 1897, the Ar:‘nserlcan Jewish commu-
nity of one million sent only a single. dr:elegate“ . i

The limited attraction of both socialism and Zionism was undoubt

edly related to the immigrants’ view of their new country. If thi Uclint-f
ed States was not quite the promised land, it was at least the and o
promise. Such an outlook also contributed to the failure of the messian-
ic Judaism of the shtetl to travel well across the ocean. Indeefi, the .mlpa?t
of urban life on the centrality of religion among Jews dl.u.'mg this pr;:rl;i
od was evident in eastern Europe as well, as the core ‘(‘)_f' resiflencc move
away from rural centers. In cities and towns, fiecular isms, seculark edu&
cation, and the day-to-day struggle for survival substantially wea ene_l
Orthodox piety. On the Lower East Side in 1913,60 percent of tl.ni-] I‘Bt;l
shops and pushcarts were doing business on Saturd.:rys, th.e jew:sdssa -
bath, as were most of the garment factories. An.d Frlday_mghts an ai;
urday afternoons were favorite times for attending the Yiddish theater.
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Jewish culture was too firmly rooted in religious ideals and practices
to permit a complete break by more than a few. A minority of New
York’s East European Jews remained truly orthodox, but most others
held to some forms of religious identity, such as joining a synagogue,
attending High Holy Day services, observing Passover or conforming
to dietary laws. Journalist Harry Golden’s father found no inconsisten
cy between his adherence to socialism and his regular attendance at
synagogue: “These people are my brethren; they are the people among
whom I was raised, and I love them. Dadja Silverberg goes to Shul [syn
agogue] to speak with God. I go to shul to speak with Dadja.”®”

The synagogue as a place of sociability as well as prayer was by no
means unique to the one attended by the elder Golden. From the mid
1880s to World War I immigrants established hundreds of landsmanshaft
congregations in New York City bearing the names of the towns or
regions of their members’ origin and often offering services similar to
the ones provided by the landsmanshaft societies.%® Despite the multi.
tude of synagogues, the future of religious observance did not look
promising in the Jewish immigrant community at the turn of the cen-
tury. In addition to the secular outlook of the majority, trained rabbis
were in short supply, and religious education was in a dismal state, the
result of inadequate facilities, poor teaching, and, in many cases, parental
indifference. In 1914, when nearly all of the 275,000 Jewish children

between the ages of six and fourteen were attending public school,
fewer than a quarter of them were receiving religious instruction.®’
Lack of adequate religious training was not the only barrier between
immigrant youth and the faith of their fathers. Religion as practiced in
the landsmanshaft synagogues appeared foreign to many of them, dom-
inated by Yiddish-speaking elders and lacking in the decorum they
associated with American houses of worship. Reform Judaism was too
“uptown” German, too far removed from familiar traditions to win
more than a few East Side converts, but when Reform rabbi Stephen
S. Wise spoke in Clinton Hall in 1911, many young people in atten-
dance were impressed with the “eloquence and sophistication” of his
English-language sermons.”” In 1887 the city’s Orthodox leaders
attempted to bring some semblance of order and prestige to their com-
munity. That year Rabbi Jacob Joseph of Vilna accepted an invitation
offered by an association of East Side synagogues to assume the title of
Chief Rabbi. But the attempt to duplicate in New York City the
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i " unit
wuthority such a title bore in the' Pale proved ﬁ'mtlesséll;talc)l; omfmy gf
within the religious community, ‘_]ealousy, and ;esentmcs Gty
ts leaders, along with simple indifference by the masses,

e T |
Imp'(l'}::;bz;wnwnrd spiral of religion in the eastern Eurclnpean _]e\:\f:‘l;n1
- ommunity would eventually be haltefi, but not by 1mpo§:i§;u£;:her,
odels of authority or by mass defecnorvls to Reforg&a ]; S .in e
it would in large measure result from §1gn1ﬁcant ; pto i
nal Judaism initiated in New York City and leading to wha! o
= frev S. Gurock termed “the emergence of the Americanized yto
‘lllig;ue.”};z 'lI'hough its impact would not ba? felt to anzlr ex!:cr(;zl i;:rr;o;ul‘.
‘\;orld War I, efforts to significantly revitalize Ortho ox_l]u s
inated in 1912 with the formation of the Young Israel m et
l\l{loung Israel synagogues would come to offer dfcorous‘s;:lmzesto con‘{
broadly educated rabbis able to delin:r‘ sermons in E:lllgh;r anization =
verse on matters secular as well as religious. In .1913'0 :;:d ! Ealr\l] . 7%
the United Synagogue of America by theologlanlsbasinning R
Jewish Theological Seminary marked the fom'.la eg s o Y
f Judaism in America, the Conm.njvatwe @ove - 1 &
Zt;;a:: ‘t)o maintain the essentials of tradition while rfe;ognl:;mfdathe
i i ieve “a synthesis of the old a :
adaptirl:g mt‘i:‘(:::lg:’r:g i::k:;ig}ii?l:lf’h:;e Cots:;ervative synagogues ultl.—
::;1; cattrlilactf:d many of the children and grandchildren of the immi-
s T3
gm‘r}:,i;ng .imrmgrants were less attracted u; religiouse ﬁb::ﬁ?iji
i ming from without as Wi
f}:ansﬂ:;;cf;e:sgﬁz::ai:ei s:f::ply fo many other seefningl}.! mo:fl
exiitiyng vibrant and, in their minds, more relevant c.hstracnolﬁs b
’h m. The schools offered them knowlec:lge, \.thch was highly
31”0“:; 'tnejewish culture, and even before emigration most_eastern
;ﬂl:opc;n Jews had subscribed to the idea of se:-cular edu;a;;o:e ::; v:
vehicle for attaining economic success and_ sc:cnal statlrs. iged -~
reformers and German Jews believedlthe city’s schoo ir;\;g i
very best hope for Americanizing immigrant l?hlldren, ;;i 1:;ls Seiried
ing the elimination of perccl:eived'fcul}:ur;;ls :;a;}tlsiaz:; \;;e il
intendent of schoo .Maxw‘
?;:E:S;-t s;ierr:;hing pot which converts tl}; chﬂ:i;;eté }?fdm;
immigranu‘; . .into sturdy, independent American citizens. ildre:
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would be taught English, proper manners and hygiene, and receive 4
solid grounding in the essentials of democracy. Improving economis
and social conditions was viewed at best as a possible “by-product ol
their efforts to achieve a productive citizenry.’75
In their passion to succeed school authorities could be overbearing

and sometimes stumble badly. In the schools of district superintendent
Julia Richmond, a German Jew, speaking Yiddish resulted in demerits,
and even a trace of accent could bring down the wrath of a teacher. A
young Jewish woman recalled an English teacher’s response to her read
ing of a passage from Shakespeare: “I must have had an accent, because
she said, “You people come here and don’t want to learn English!” And
she really made me feel like dirt”’7¢ Perhaps the most notorious inci-
dent of heavyhandedness occurred when teachers at PS 2 on Henry
Street attempted to have students’ adenoids removed. It was common.-
ly believed that enlarged adenoids inhibited learning. “When the
mothers of the fifty intended victims heard of this, they descended on
the school screaming ‘pogrom! pogrom!” and the plans for surgery were
hastily dropped.””” Countering such incidents were examples of sensi-
tive, dedicated teachers like the one remembered by her former Lower
East Side student as “an absolutely beautiful person. She changed the
course of my life. She gave us everything she had and more. . . . And I
was introduced to everything that was cultural and good in the United
States.”7®

No immigrant group matched the Jews in enthusiasm for schooling.
Jewish children were less likely to fail, less likely to be tardy, and more
likely to stay in school longer. Jewish parents valued education for more
than its cultural contributions. They knew that schooling could lead to
Jobs. Even their daughters, whose participation in traditional religious
schooling had been historically limited at best, were not discouraged
from attending public school. Learning to read and write could be 2
step toward becoming a bookkeeper or typist.Vocational courses in the
needle trades were also popular among Jewish girls.””

Support for schooling was very much related to the middle class
aspirations of the Jewish immigrants. They strongly desired that their
children enter the professions or become manufacturing or retail entre-
preneurs; many wished their children to attend high school and the
City College of New York (CCNY). But during the years of mass
immigration, reality stood in the way of educational attainment for all
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but a few. For one thing, facilities were limited. In 1914 Br0nx1:;1113
Manhattan combined had only five high schools, and though byE
80 percent of CCNY'’s graduates were Jews, mostly of iﬁstern uro-
igi -0nsi 112 students.®” But even if
pean origin, the total class Lonsilste(:l of but. . = =
more facilities were available, necessity required children to leave sch 1
for jobs at an early age. Tradition still dictated that bpys stay in sc f(t);
longer than girls, and in large families younger Chl_ldl.‘eﬂ .w:lre 0 !
granted more years of schooling than theut older siblings. ?t?tir;
very few Jewish students in ;n';:]mgrant neighborhoods remamn
‘ the eighth grade. o ol
bch'l"oﬁlizb‘l:?;{;):lf'dthat edtg.lcatifn provided the ladder 0.f success for 1lmml—
grant Jewish children has attained mythical proportions. But, it fstqargl_‘z )
ly myth. The numbers of doctors, lawyers, dentists, a_nd pjharxflac:; . pl :
duced by the community did increase, approaching 200 m t,lt‘ 1ris
three cases and slightly over 100 in the last b}{ 1907. But th_e n.daltl\rt; y
rapid mobility of immigrant Jews and their children was .a(;tame arg;r;e
ly through the crafts and commerce, endeavors that di ntg re?:ave
diplmm\s.82 The desire to learn, however, .was no myfh. F(_)rcc - toth j
day school for work, the night became prime education tm]l:i (;1;"] 3:;()
sands. Figures for 1906 reveal that the majority of the roug ‘yh \ h :
enrolled in the Board of Education’s evening t.zlementary, hig 5((: 0(: ;
and Americanization classes were Jewish immigrants, andA that 40 lpur—
cent of the students were women.?? Probably two thirds of those
to learn English. "
cnrlgél: fh::’;fe“f}?g r:'fﬁpir::d to higﬁler levels of learning, a variety of insti-
tutions offered classes and lectures on all matter of subj ects drawrcl1 fr;f)m
the fine and practical arts, humanities, social sciences, Biblical anh cl as-
sical literature, and contemporary politics. For example, zfmfng‘t e -1?}2_
ture topics offered at New York State’s “Peoples Umve:slty. were : :;
Times of the Roman Emperors,” “How to Brea'thc‘, ll’lct.ures mnd
Hindu Life.” and “Practical Electricity”” Lecture series inYiddish of‘;rﬁ
by the Board of Education drew 75,000 people a year by 191. ..th:-
sponsors of evening enlightenment were as numerous as .the to;?;;j. ;
Educational Alliance, the Peoples Institute at Cooper Un.lon., the orh~
men’s Circle, the William Morris Club, the unions,‘the Z1on.lsts. aFld the
socialists, to mention but a sampling.** And enthusiasm ﬁ?r hbran‘cj “;j“
no less. A New York Evening Post reporter commented in 1.9113,‘ L lt
Jewish child has more than an eagerness for mental food: it is an intel-
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lectual mania. He wants to learn everything in the library and every
thing the libraries know. He is interested not only in knowledge that
will be of practical benefit, but in knowledge for its own sake ™™
For information and opinion mixed with light entertainment, read
ily available and capable of access in the privacy of a tenement apart
ment, nothing could match the Yiddish newspapers. Between 1885 and
1914 twenty Yiddish dailies had been established, representing every
shade of belief and opinion within the immigrant community: from
orthodox to secular; from conservative to socialist to anarchist. Most of
them lasted a short time, including the Yidisher Velt, established by
uptown Jews in 1904 as part of their campaign to Americanize the new
immigrants. That paper died after two years; William Randolph Hearst'
Yidisher Amerikaner, launched in 1904 to win support for the publisher
among Jewish voters, lasted only a few weeks. By the turn of the cen-
tury six dailies competed for readers. Though they bitterly attacked one
another on ideological grounds, they were alike in many ways. Their
style was sensationalist in the manner of the yellow journals of Hearst
and Pulitzer. In addition to local, national, and international news, their
pages included advice and encouragement in adjusting to the Ameri-
can urban environment. Furthermore, readers were treated to Yiddish
translations of classics of western literature as well as to poems, stories,
and political tracts by contemporary Yiddish writers.5¢

During the mid 1890s the leading daily was the culturally tradition-
alist, religiously orthodox Yidisher Tageblatt, but with the introduction of
the Forverts (Jewish Daily Forward) on April 22, 1897, its prominence was
challenged. Within a decade of its founding the Foverts had become the
largest Yiddish newspaper in the world. By 1912 its ten-story plant on
lower Broadway was producing a paper reaching 140,000 readers.?”

As much as any business success can be attributed to one individual,
the success of the Foverts was due to its brilliant editor, Abraham Cahan.
Under his direction the paper espoused a Lower East Side brand of
socialism, promoting the cause of organized labor and taking stands on
bread and butter issues. Increasingly sensitive to the beliefs as well as the
material needs of his readers, Cahan turned away from socialism’s tra-
ditional vocal hostility toward religion. The socialism of the Foverts was
never that of narrow, partisan politics or ideology, but rather, in Cahan’s

words, that of “justice, humanity, fraternity—in brief, honest common
sense and horse sense.”8

132

il

[ K80 to World War 1

With such an approach, Cahan and the Forverts Played major roles in
Winning converts to unionism, support for strikers, and Vo.:)tesl fOI;-
I 1illquit and London. As committed as he was to thf: humane ideals o

ocialism and to the pragmatic goals of trade unionism, C?han was no
less determined to lead his readers into full participation n American
life. He spoke out on behalf of public schooling an.d partlcul’arly sup-
sorted education for girls and women.® He explamedl to his reiders
1 intricacies of baseball, and urged parents to allow their sons to “play
baseball and become excellent at the game.” On no account rm'l;t! they
“raise the children to grow up foreign in their own birthplace.

Under Cahan’s direction the Yiddish of the Forverts was att_uncd to
(he Yiddish of the streets, increasingly adding Engﬁsh words while at t}l:-e
\ame time stripping away German influences. His most snic<iessful ve ;,—
(le for communicating, for teaching, for helping was the Bmtelane
(“Bundle of Letters”), a column introduced in 1906. Through it read-
crs wrote for advice and assistance on a whole range of problems peli—
taining to living and surviving in the new land. Needless to say, the cl? -
umn had many readers.”! Abraham Cahan ?nd the Forverts were teacher
and textbook to thousands of Jewish immigrants. . o

While newspapers, night classes, and lectures provided educationa
outlets for the masses, the numerous coffee sbop:s and cafes served a?
gathering spots for the Lower East Side’s Yiddish 1nteIleF:tuals. Ma‘ny lo
these eateries had their own special clientele representing a particu }?r
political philosophy or cultural specialty. The arguments va.ned, but trl ;
atmospheres tended to be uniform: smoke from Russian crgare;tzes a
an aroma of hot tea and lemon emanating from glass t::1n1blcrs. -

Authors, poets, literary critics—they employe(.l ti?cn‘ talents in the
service of the immigrant masses and to advance Yldc.hsh culture. Many,
like the “sweatshop poets” Morris Winchevsky, David E.d.elstadt, Mor-
ris Rosenfeld, and Yosef Bovshover, had themselve:s ex;‘,erl.enr:ed facto-
ry labor. Their works mirrored and protested against life in the shopz
To the Jewish men and women who attended their h‘:ctures anFl 1'e:1
their pieces in the Forverts, they were heroes.”> Not until 1907, with the
arrival from Russia of a group of writers and poets wh’o pl.'orrluote.d an
“art for art’s sake” outlook, was the proletariat position inYiddish liter-

enged.”
atu;:r;:: 1;.at':l;v::s and street gangs abounded on the _lewis}.l Lower Ea;:
Side as they did in Italian and Irish neighborhoods. While thousan
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found sociability, entertainment, and enlightenment at the settlement
houses and lecture halls, others—young and old alike—spent thei
leisure hours hanging out in the candy stores that proliferated in the
neighborhood. Dancing was a rage among young adults. In 1907 thir
ty-one dance halls dotted a ninety-block area between Houston and
Grand streets, east of Broadway.”” A year earlier the movie theatet
appeared on the Lower East Side and quickly became popular. In 1908
the Forverts reported, “There are now about a hundred movie houses in
New York, many of them in the Jewish quarter. Hundreds of people
wait in line."%

Of all the vehicles of Jewish immigrant culture none could match
the popularity of the Yiddish theater. The first Yiddish play produced in
New York appeared in 1882; by 1918 twenty Yiddish theaters were
attracting an audience of two million people to one thousand perfor-
mances.”” Initially the theaters offered broad comedies, highly roman-
tic musicals, melodramas on Biblical and historical themes, and “green-
horn” plays dealing, sometimes seriously and sometimes comically, with
immigrant experiences. These theaters also produced corrupt Yiddish
versions of European dramas.”™ Popular with the masses, the produc-
tions were dismissed as shund (trash) romances by the Yiddish intellec-
tuals, who called for serious theater. Their fondest hopes came to
fruition beginning in 1891, with the arrival from Russia of a talented
playwright, Jacob Gordin, and the establishment soon afterward by
actor-director Jacob Adler of the Independent Yiddish Artists Compa-
ny. Adler declared that he would offer “only beautiful musical operas
and dramas giving truthful and serious portrayals of life” and would
reject “all that is crude, unclean, immoral ”%?

The first collaboration of actor-director Adler and playwright
Gordin, Siberia, became an instant success. Gordin’s Jewish King Lear fol-
lowed three months later and was a sensation. The Yiddish art theater
had arrived. Gordin wrote more than seventy plays, championing the
cause of “realism”in the Yiddish theater and earning for himself the title
“the Yiddish Ibsen,” and he inspired a whole generation of Yiddish
dramatists, among them Sholem Asch, Peretz Hirschbein, Leon Kobrin,

and David Pinski.'™

The art theater never totally defeated shund. Each had its periods of
popularity, and each had to compete with such other diversions as Yid-
dish vaudeville and the movies. But the Yiddish theater, whether seri-
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ous or frivolous, was unique in its ability to pro_vide its audwuu:. .m,
cvening’s escape from poverty and .drudgery while at thl;: sam; u::s
holding up a mirror to their own lives. The patrons of those t lf:a
were unrestrained in their response to the action on the stage; h:;\.ug‘;l-l-
ing, crying, at times shouting out advice or cheering heroes an : 1:_511;%
villains. The subject matter of the plays was rarely far remove fro 1
what they daily experienced or witnessed, for example ger?eratzlon?_
conflict, balancing ethnic identity with 1o?a!ty to ‘the new nation, ;am
ing with opposing pulls of secular and rel:glou.s life and of n;;;lt:e;; cli:sh
and spiritual values.'! The Yiddish theater, like New er ; i ash
community, began in eastern Europe F)ut really was ot.' the r;ller r:;ad
ghetto, particularly of the Lower East Side, that way-station on the

to full participation in American life.!"?

11
The flourishing Jewish culture of New York City should l"lC‘lt cayschone
to overlook the city’s second largest immigrant group arriving in ;F osz
years—the Italians. Italians also came for a better life, but the?r d:l crf:h
from the Jews in substantial ways. As we noted, many Jews arrIwLI w;c
skills, and a good number were literate.The newcomers from Italy Wt =
usually contadino, Sicilian and South Italian peasants or Iaborer's,hmo; i
whom were illiterate. Italians more closely rf:sembled. the Irish o t ;:
“old immigration” in their lack of urban-oriented skll,ls upon I_alrrw;al.‘
While they had not undergone a famine such as Ireland’s Great ‘;nsoz;
of the 1840s, Italian newcomers, nonetheless,‘ left a land of rrlulc.k 51,;1 -
fering and poverty. It should come as no surprise Fhen ‘thai.: they, 1"f‘c t 3
Irish before them, encountered many difﬁcult.les in a?l.]ustmg to life alr;S
getting by in New York City. Poverty, low-paid unskilled laborcr; Jtothé
inadequate housing, and prejudice were sh'ared by b(’)th.groups. =
same time, [talians arrived at a later period in the city’s h?story, and they
carried with them their own cultural baggage, thus making their expe-
iences in New York somewhat different. o ‘
“e;‘:: El;;(?lltalian New Yorkers numbered 853 in the city’s ofﬁ.c;llal
count. The pace of emigration picked up after that, and grew ragl hy
from 1880 to 1914. Unlike Jews, who came }argely as t"am‘lhes, and the
Irish immigration, in which women were 1n the majority f::r m;n);
vears, Italian newcomers were at first mostly young men w Ao ofter
émigratcd with the intention of making enough money in America
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with which to return home and purchase land. In contrast to Jews, wi
rare.ly returned to Russia or Poland, the return rate among Scn..l‘thv .
Italians was more than 50 percent in some years. Those who inten ir-l;
to establish permanent homes in America usually found lodgi :“
boa@crs and saved as much as they could to bring their kin overg l:;; -
mgrrled men returned to Italy in order to bring back their wi\; ”3;
children to America. Bachelors often returned home to find s;(s):;:\
:Ti;hen ;zrmgrated.'l‘huls, tbc early pattern of migration of men ulti
e fz ij N(\::); ::. ka gimt}:ly immigration that was so important to Ital
These migrant streams of men, women i
Italian population of the city. By 1900 Ne\m: :’:::c C(}:lil::r::u::’:cliled ﬂ;"
250,0.00 IFalians, and numbers continued to grow during the eTar };
Peak immigration between 1900 and 1914. Immigration slum id : 1
ing World War [, but resumed again when hostilities ended ];J 19;{;
tl}e 391,000 foreign-born Italians almost equalled the numl;eryof fi ;
eagn—l.)orn Irish and Germans combined. With their children Il:al?"ar y
Americans numbered over 800,000 in 1920, second only to t}’le ;
among the city’s ethnic groups.!?? ’ e
- In the late mnetecjnth century the Little Italy of lower Manhattan’s
boultteenth Ward rapidly became the city’s most famous Italian colon
ut it was by no means the only center of Italian population. Eve};
before 1?00 Italians were settling uptown. Northern Italians from
?Seélo?aftedmont, and Tuscany located in Greenwich Village as early as
0. _Aftcr 1900 southern Italian immigrants sought housing i
Greenwgh Village and began to move to other parts of Manhattang 13
to cross rivers to settle in Brooklyn and the Bronx. By 1913 Bro l;n
claimed 235,000 Italians to Manhattan’s 310,000.!° One auth e
n?ated that in 1913 New York’s five boroughs had more than 2(;1.'65;?_
‘trdual Italian districts, ranging in size from 2,000 to 100,000. In :l;d:_
;t:;:ingther smaller groups of Italians were scattered throughout the
Building projects like the construction i i
espfecialiy subways after 1900 were factors i(:lf;]:le:zgr?gst’hinif:; 3“‘::_
Italian settlement.'”” Just as Irish men had done before thel::n I:ar;'o
males provided manual labor required for a growing city, and th,e =
ferred to live near their places of work, for example alo;lg the sszre_
routes in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and even Queens. Historian Get::g
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Pozzetta pointed out,“Indeed, settlement patterns of Italians were often
exclusively determined by local employment opportunities”” "

Upper Manhattan’s “Italian Harlem,” above 96th Street on the east
\ide, is a case in point. The first Italians to live there were workers
brought in by an Irish-American contractor as strikebreakers to build
‘he First Avenue trolley tracks. These laborers lived in a shanty town
along 106th Street.!"” Others followed, and Italian Harlem claimed
4.000 residents by 1880. It reached its peak as an [talian neighborhood
by the 1920s. Initially, Italians shared the neighborhood with Irish and
jews, but the latter gradually moved out as the Italians moved in.'""

In the Bronx a small colony of Calabrians, Campanians, and Sicilians
developed when Italian workers built streets and railways in that bor-
ough and helped construct the Croton Reservoir in neighboring
Westchester County. The workers were followed by more prosperous
Italians who left lower Manhattan to invest in Bronx real estate. As was
often the case elsewhere, they moved into frame houses vacated by the
lrish.1"! The first settlement in Brooklyn was located at Hamilton
Ferry. Other Italian laborers followed and found homes near the water-
front where they gained employment.

The padroni, as labor contractors, also had a hand in determining set-
tlement. They took a share of the newcomer’s wages for their services
in finding jobs and housing, but some also wrote letters home for the
illiterate immigrants and helped them find their way during the early
days of settlement. Padroni were looked down upon by native-born
Americans who disapproved of their promotion of contract labor,
which appeared to many scarcely different from slavery. Such activities
were outlawed by the federal government in the 1880s and later by
New York State. Despite the laws, the padroni continued their activities

for a while. After 1900 they became less important in the [talian migra-
tion process and by 1910 were virtually out of the immigrant trade.''”

As important as jobs were in determining residence among Italians,
type of employment was by no means the only factor. Indeed, many
who thought of themselves first as Genoese, Calabrian, Neapolitan, or
Sicilian rather than as Italian preferred to live among persons from their
own regions and villages. Some had traveled on prepaid tickets provid-
ed by their relatives or neighbors, who were on hand to greet them at
Castle Garden and later Ellis Island. The New York Times estimated that
each Italian was met by five others. The paper reported in 1897 that
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when the SS Tiojan Senator arrived, the 1,100 Italians on board wers
welcomed at the dock by over 5,000 friends and relatives.!'> Other
immigrants came on their own but with knowledge of where fricnds
and family had located in New York City. Hence, districts existed that
were predominantly of folk from particular villages, towns, and regions
in Italy. For example, historian Donna Gabaccia has traced the pattern
of Sicilian (and especially the village of Sambuca) immigration to Eliz

abeth Street in Manhattan, a finding supported by the state census ol
1905 and the Dillingham Commission."'* A federal government report
in 1908 noted the clustering of Italian immigrants;

For instance, in the Mulberry Bend district are to be found Neapolitans
and Calabrians mostly; in Baxter street, near the Five Points is a colony
of Genoese; in Elizabeth street, between Houston and Spring, a colony
of Sicilians. The quarter west of Broadway in the Eighth and Fifteenth
wards is made up mainly of North Italians who have been longer in
New York and are rather more prosperous than the others, although
some Neapolitans have come into Sullivan and Thompson streets to
work in the flower and feather trades. In “Little Italy,” One hundred
and tenth to One hundred and fifteenth streets, South Italians predom-

inate. In Sixty-ninth street, near the Hudson River, is to be found a
small group of Tyrolese and Austrian Italians.!!3

No matter where the immigrants settled, their housing was often over-
crowded and unhealthy. Arriving with few, if any, economic resources,
possessing little marketable skill, and not knowing English, Italian
immigrants could not earn enough money to afford decent quarters.
They took over the unwanted tenements abandoned by Irish, Ger-
mans, and others who were improving their lot. Italian residences were
described in 1884:“These houses are old and long ago worn out. They
are packed with tenants, rotten with age and decay, and so constructed
to have made them very undesirable for dwelling purposes in their car-
liest infancy.”''*Yet even new housing was of poor quality. One schol-
ar reminds us of East Harlem, “Housing stock in Italian Harlem was
deteriorating from the moment it was built. Unlike West Harlem,
which was constructed with the care lavished on luxury neighbor-
hoods, East Harlem was always a working-class community and the

immigrants inhabited substandard buildings from the first days of the
community”!'!7
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IDanish-born journalist and reformer Jacob Riis more than any other
slnerver brought the city’s slum conditions to public view. In_ How the
Other Half Lives, published in 1889, Riis painted a grim picture of
m-u_zhbori'mods such as Mulberry Bend. Riis noted of that neighbor-
hood, “Under the pressure of the Italian influx the standard of breath-
iy, space required for an adult by the health offices has .been_cut down
{fom six to four hundred cubic feet”!'® Housing built prior to the
cnactment of the Tenement Act of 1901 contained too few rooms for
(b0 many family members. Immigrants and their families sometimes
{ound themselves living in dark and damp cellars. Not a few, 1.n.cludmg
“hildren, literally lived on the streets. To make ends meet, families took
in boarders or lodgers. Sometimes they were relatives, but they
nonetheless took up space and aggravated the already overcrowded
dwellings. ‘

In addition to their cramped quarters, buildings were foul smel.lmg
and unhealthy.'" To add to the misery of their residents, these neigh-
borhoods had more than their share of crime. Robert Orsi noted th;:(tl
“Italian Harlem was plagued by crime and juvenil(? del.inquency.”'-
Sensational press reporting soon imposed upon ltallan.s in general an
unwarranted reputation as criminals. Especially prominent were the
charges that Sicilian immigration brought with it members of the Maﬁ’a:
and that Sicilian criminals resorted to written threats—“Black Hand
Jetters—demanding money in return for protection of businesses. Bl:fck
Hand threats and violence were certainly common in the city’s Italian
districts, but little evidence existed of a supposed, large-scale Mafia
migration to the United States. Nevertheless, charges:. about the Mafia
prompted the New York City police in 1904 to estabhs?l a separate Ftal—
ian division to investigate crime and extortion threats in Italufn neigh-
borhoods and possible ties to criminals in Sicily.'?! When focut?nant
Joseph Petrosino of the Italian detective squad was murdtt'red in Paler-
mo in 1909 while investigating possible Mafia connections to New
York City, public opinion was inflamed and “tremors of terror” trsfveled
though Little Italy communities.'* Images of dangerous and V’?O]Crlt
Mafia and Black Hand criminals also helped feed the anti-immigrant
sentiment that resulted in the restrictions imposed by Congress during
the 1920s.

Yet Italians also had their defenders who insisted with reason that they
were no more apt to be criminals than other immigrants or native-born
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Americans and that the vast majority of Italian immigrants struggled 10
make a living at physically demanding, low paying jobs. Kate Claghoty
in her 1908 Report for the U.S. Industrial Commission wrote, “All ¢l
es [of Italians] are highly industrious, thrifty, and saving. They are st |
in keeping to their agreements; always pay their rent, doctor’s bills aml
lawyers fees. They are considered very desirable tenants.”'23 Moreover.
Black Hand activities ceased around the time of World War 124
Among the most fortunate immigrants were those who foun
employment on the municipal payroll; the sanitation department
claimed the greatest number, although the police department employed
a few in its special Italian division. That the vast majority of Italians
became common laborers is hardly surprising, Jobs demanding muscle
power were plentiful in the expanding city and attractive to unskilled
immigrants from rural Italy.'> However, as important as common labor
was to Italian males, they found jobs in other occupations as well. The
colorful organ grinder was noted by many observers as were rag pick
ers, those who rummaged “the garbage cans, gleaning paper, rags,
bones, [and] broken glass.”'?* They also became barbers—providing
half of New York’s supply—shoemakers, masons, waiters, teamsters, and
bartenders. Historian Thomas Kessner notes that musicians were about
the only Italians categorized as professionals in the 1880 census. A few
Italian immigrants opened small shops, while others attained the posi-
tion of padrone. But the most noticeable entrepreneurs were the street
merchants, the peddlers who sold their wares on New York City's
streets. Kessner found a few who began as peddlers and acquired dozens
of pushcarts and control of vending stands. %7
Increasingly Italians gained entry into the city’s rapidly expanding
garment business. Some shop owners turned to them to counter the
union orgamizing efforts of Jewish needle trade workers. Initial
employment as longshoremen was also achieved in many cases as
strikebreakers. In 1880, just when Italians began to arrive in large
numbers, practically all of Manhattan’s longshoremen were Irish.
When a strike led by the Knights of Labor temporarily crippled the
shipping industry, employers looked to Italian laborers for relief. Once
begun, their employment on the docks, which were riddled with cor-
ruption and payoffs, increased rapidly. One scholar noted that bosses
loved Italians because of their “eagerness . . . for the work, their will-
ingness to submit to deductions from the wages, leaving a neat little
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mmission to be divided between foreman, saloon keepers, and

native bOS':it‘.‘S."128

Because some Italian workers were used as stri!cebreakcrs, t.hey
carned reputations as scabs. Most had no contact with trade unions
iefore emigrating to America, and for those who mterfded only to ;tay
.1 America for a few years before returning home, unions appeare to
{fer few benefits. Thus, employers were quick to use Italian immigrants
(o break strikes or as a source of potential replacement x_vor’kersl :;uth
which to threaten employees contemplating union organization.

Few Italian women emigrated to New York Clt}f by th.enjlse::es.
Mostly they came as wives, daughters, or sisters and lived Witgl?mll‘:;
ship networks. Rarely did the census take_rs find unmarrie dlt
women living alone.'3® Once here, women, if s:rllgle, were expected to
marry, raise the children, care for the home, an‘d in genen:al not f!:>:,1rt1ct1—
pate in the larger society as paid worken‘i.Whﬂe most did con orm dig
the greater part of this formula, the reality about work was qt;:;el i
ferent from cultural expectations. Because so many males he ow
paid, unskilled construction jobs, which oftt::n meant layol?'s‘ during
slack and seasonal times, and because Italian immigrant farmhe; were

large, these women lived in households that detsperately neede ;Tm
income. Various governmental and private studies mvlealed th_at I f:an
immigrant family incomes were among the lowe.st‘ in t.he city, (; Cl;
below the “essentials of a normal standard of living in New Yor
. f the cen-

The rapidly expanding New York economy at the turn of t e i
tury provided numerous jobs for women workers. The iarment 111231 .
try was a particularly rich source of en.lployment, an m_an'y‘ o
daughters found places in the mushrgom.mg shops of the c;cty in .
some 85 percent of young, single Italian women were working in ga;e
ment and garment-related jobs.'*> Even n'.narned women were o
found in the sweatshops and clothing factories, but once children C?I:‘e,
continued employment was difficult. Yet money could be made w11t( hin
the home by doing finishing “homework” on ‘garments and}l:y tal 1r;g
in paying boarders. The Dillingham Comrjmssmn repoar?’ged that n.gar.);
one fourth of South Italian families took in boarders. 'The arti 1c1i|
flower and feather industry, mostly home based, was d?gunated by Ital-
jan women in early twentieth century New York C_lty. Some wo:‘telg
began homework as young children. One mother, in whose househo
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two daughters age three
ed, “chall mljftt \iZTkL -afnd fout and a grardmothier worked, report
young girls wer;: sociali ] dWe want to earn anything.”%> Of cout
help care for Youn. er chz';:d o Carly. age to clean house, cook, il
While the workign co: dl-e.n' - the1.r wages were needed too. ;
fieir Tong homs andgdan rditions of Italian men were hardly ideal, witli
L ool i 3 gerous tas.ks, \\.ronwn's work was no less ardu
- t‘}fusmlon of‘mmngrant Jews in the garment fu
ers were unsanit.arypunsaafia;‘o claimed SOty Italian women waork
laborers low wages_,lsﬁ safe, dirty, poorly lighted places that paid theis
In time many within the Italian immi
Sopene-thioir Yot migrant community were able to
easily traversed, ;uT:fa;l p}";rd path‘ of occupational mobility was II:H
more skilled jobs b theY aborers did abandon the pick and shovel for
S Jle ; tm.le of World War I. This was particularly true
lish, to be familiar wi I:r;;lgmr-]ts’ who were more likely to speak Eng
education in the cityz pl:;‘;zliizolzlore;, and to have received sm:r
white collas v o E s. Some even managed to
el Ezlt(t-er . (I::Jlm'l;_bers of the second generation %night hf::i
longer and acquire Jadc;' . s ] h?d been permitted to stay in school
vkl ot itional skills. LAJn]ike Jewish parents, Italian
e .sa:c‘,v:l;:r:ﬂfo ,:‘ie:ihdm;u“fu] of the citys public
trol of their chi aw as, among other things, competitors fo ¥
s s ijﬁlil:néf:z:thhl tallar}s. Miriam Cohen te]fs us.“cam; ;r(z:n
S5 hosling ha‘d o tlc so”c:al, demographic, and political condi-
ilies invested in advan :1 place. .She notes further that “if Italian fam-
i s in"rest(:ie slihoolmg for their offspring at all, they were
S Wisariunt tc‘nthte:i ?nci?':li;lzzgtstlzﬁhgir]}:jﬂﬁﬂ Family life was
ca from a society wi . . .They had arrived in Ameri-
viewed with dit;zr\:;:.}];:rz?fnf;(?ﬂﬂi};ls;mcmres inl s w:::e
ar bl indan s new world :
VIL]\V:];ZZE::-“&I?; rllr;snFu?onS like public schools \n:iilaslzlzpci:i]::;nued >
prompted m‘anY to n\:ihzaom loomed large. Their low family incomes
B o dens” ]a ’ raw their children and send them into the
age of fourteen.'¥ Yimi: iy i t.he permissible school leaving
e g girls made artificial flowers or finished gar-
qreecsnail e sne n;zl and young boys sold newspapers on the
prolonged and h old and strong enough to find jobs requirs
and hard physical labor. “In short, economic and qdl:r:ng
o-
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sraphic conditions encouraged Italian parents to view their children as
140

vage-earners, rather than as students.
New York unions and labor struggles were
irst two decades of the rwentieth century and, despite an ea
{1on with strikebreaking, many Italian workers found themselves drawn
\nto union activity. As we noted, Jews formed the backbone of the
ng garment unions, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’
Jgamated Clothing Workers of America, but Italian
men and women were involved too. The great clothing industry walk-
out of 1909 found Italian workingpeople divided. Most opposed the
Jtrike: some resisted union pleas for solidarity and took jobs as scabs.Yet
ers like Corriere della Sera backed the strikers, and Salvaroe
ng Italians, said that more than 1,000
141 Subsequent strikes in the gar-
d successful one in 1913, won

on the rise during the
rly associ

cimergi
[ Inion and the Ama

newspap
Ninfo, the chief organizer amo
talian workers had joined the strike.
ment trades, including an important an

increasing Italian support.'*?
Unskilled construction workers were rarely touched by union orga-

nization, but among skilled Italians, unions of bricklayers and hodcar-
riers and the like were more succes: ful in their recruitment efforts.
Those Italians replacing Irish at the docks were initially slow to orga-
nize or join unions.'#

While the bulk of New York’s [talian-American men and women
«till held laboring jobs, by the outset of World War I a middle class had
emerged. The city’s Little Ttalys contained bankers, real estate promot-
ers, newspaper editors and publishers, white collar workers, shop own-
ers, importers, OWners of large barber shops that employed other [talian
haircutters, and a few professionals, among them musicians, lawyers, and
doctors.'* They acquired property and moved to districts with better
housing. A house with yard was high on the wish list of upwardly
mobile Italians. One immigrant, Guiseppe Tuoti, began selling real
estate in lower Manhattan’s Little Italy in 1887. He branched out into
New Jersey, Brooklyn’s Coney Island, and Staten Island. In 1906 he was
honored by the Italian government for his success, and by the 1920s

“million dollar transfers of property” were reportedly daily occurrences
for Tuoti.!*> As we noted in previous chapters, the city’s Irish Ameri-
cans had moved quickly into politics and began to dominate municipal
affairs in the early 1880s, just at the outset of the massive Italian immi-
gration. During the last decades of the nineteenth century, despite their
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growing numbers, the Italians were virtually ignored by Tammany Hall
They were unfamiliar with electoral politics, and because so mans
came with the intention of returning to Italy, they had a very low nat
uralization rate. Rocco Corresca, an Italian bootblack, recalled in 1902
of his contact with the Irish-run Democrats, “There are some good
Irishmen, but many of them insult Italians. They call us Dagoes. So |
will be a Republican !4

After 1900, however, Tammany showed greater interest and began
competing with the Republicans in forming political clubs in Italian
districts. Even then few from those communities ran for office, and only
a handful were elected; most Italian officeholders gained their positions
by appointment. Fiorello La Guardia, the most successful Italian Amer-
ican politician to emerge in New York City just before World War 1.
faced an uphill battle to win a seat in Congress. In 1914, seeking elec-
tion in a solidly Tammany district, he ran as a Republican and lost. Yet
in the next contest, by marshalling Italian and anti-Tammany voters, he
narrowly won election to the House of Representatives, the first New
York Italian American to do so. Substantial success at the polls for
Italian Americans, however, would have to await a later day. '

Some Italians, who found both the Republicans and Democrats
unresponsive to the problems of poverty and working class life, joined
the Socialist party, even though in New York City it was dominated by
Jews. A few had experience with both socialism and anarchism in Sici-
ly and took the lead in forming Italian-American socialist clubs such as
Brooklyn’s Club Avanti. The most well known Italian radical was Carlo
Tresca, who founded and edited the anarchist newspaper Il Martello and
who attempted to organize Italians for political action until his assassi-
nation in 1943. Radicals published another newspaper, Il Proletario, the
official organ of the Italian Socialist Federation. Socialists drew their
Italian members from among shoemakers, garment workers, and even
barbers; but at their peak they attracted few from this immigrant com-
munity, whose members largely remained outside political circles in the
years prior to World War 1,148

Settlement houses, which had success serving the Jewish communi-
ty, were hardly more attractive than political parties among [talians. Set-
tlement house workers were seen as outsiders, competing for control of
the family. But if political parties, radical groups, and settlements made
only slight headway in the city’s Italian neighborhoods, their own eth-
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|1 associations were more successful. Though not as wide~ral}gm.g or
\iluential as were the Jewish associations, the Itahaln organizations,
nonetheless, served their constituencies well. Some, in tyfplcal 1mmf—
srant fashion, aimed at helping newcomers adjust to their new cnv*lc—i
ronment and protecting them from unscrupu!ous persons who chyt; -
upon the innocent. Most notable was th(?.' Society for Fhe Protec;:;olpam
Italian Immigrants, formed in 1901.As did c?ther ethnic gl‘Of;lpS, . 1 i
ls0 organized mutual aid societies to provide death bene Fs, sickness
\nsurance, funds for emergencies, as well as to serve. as social centerls.
[hozens of these societies appeared in New York.’s Little Italys. Mostly
with small memberships, they were usually organized around men ::'rom
particular villages in Italy. Many locals finally b:{nded togctht?r ftlo 0:211
the Sons of Italy, a national organization wh}chl“l:;ecame influent1
within the Italian communities of NewYor.k City. b el
The professional elite within the imrmgr:?nt con*n'numty1 ecz;nhe
members of the promineti, “a loose confraternity of 'successfuh\v:;ea 1.: y
(by immigrant standards) Italians.”'>" Northern Italians also had t els
promineti-like associations, which made certain to remain apart an
: ir southern countrymen. . ‘
"I“Ef f:::: :::migrant fashion, Italians published newspapers in :‘lelr
own language, both of the radical stripe noted above as f:veli ;;(: :j:l
appealing to a more general audience. Dozens appeared after ; Pﬂ; h
many failed. The most prominent newspaper to emei-;'ge l:vas; . }{id 4
so. It began with a smiazl1 budget and a staff of three, but by
°i 1 82,000. .
Lm;ll:;i:r? ?n?rf;ligrants came from a country where practically CV&I’Y}?I:IC
was at least nominally Catholic. But as we have noted, the ChI:JI'C. in
New York City was Irish-run, and it “differt?d greatly from the ,1‘11155;15:—
tion that they left behind, although it carried the same name. : r;
Italian priest had been appointed to serve northern Italians as early ad
1859, but his efforts were not successful nor was the church preparei
for the great influx after 1880.!53 To meet the needs of.thfse newly
arrived Catholics, Italian priests were appoin'ted to serve in a?;e’?(:..
of parishes, usually a basement room pm'.vlded for s.ermale.s. is
accommodation permitted an Irish-run parish to offer its Italian mem-
rate service.
ber';li:?;?sh hierarchy was critical of Italian paris‘hioners, whom they
thought were lax in observance, anti-clerical, and ignorant of doctrine.
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To the Irish clergy, Italian peasant beliefs about the evil eye and the
power of magic were little more than paganism. The Irish believed (il

Italian priests were poorly trained and represented the “dregs
[taly”'3> One Irish priest wrote:

The Italians are not a sensitive people like our own. When they are told
that they are about the worst Catholics that ever came to this country,
they don’t resent it, or deny it. If they were a little more sensitive to

such remarks they would improve faster. The Italians are callous as
regards religion. '3

Irish clergy could be similarly harsh in their views of other ethnis
Catholics. Cardinal McCloskey refused a request from Polish Catholics
for their own church, remarking that “what they needed was not theis
own church but a pig shanty’57
Italian Catholics in turn were distrustful of the church they found in
their new country. To begin with, they had viewed the church in Italy
with some suspicion as a hierarchical organization unresponsive to their
needs. The men, especially, scorned church-going as “women’s work.”
The Irish-dominated church here seemed no better and ill suited to
their concerns. Moreover, whereas Catholicism was the established reli-
gion in Italy and individual churches often the only social organization
in a village, in America Catholicism was a minority religion, compet
ing with other denominations and with other social organizations. As a
result many immigrants, particularly the men, did not attend church at
all and had little to do with it."*® Richard Gambino, a sociologist who
was raised in Brooklyn, recalled of his father, “Typical of males of con-
tadino origins, my father had been an infrequent churchgoer, attending
Mass only on major holidays like Christmas and on these traditional
occasions when family loyalty made presence compulsory—weddings
and funerals"!>?

It is understandable that Protestant groups believed that Italians
represented a fertile field for evangelism. They sent missionaries into
Italian neighborhoods and did manage some successful conver-
sions.'®" Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian activities included sum-
mer camps for the children and other social programs. Yet in spite of
these energetic efforts, not many Italians found a permanent home in
the city’s Protestant churches.'®! In the long run a modus vivendi was
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sradually achieved between the Irish-run church and the Italian
nnngrants. s '

;n};()l\m the “Italian Problem,” the hierarchy, begmnmg with Arcb—
lishop Michael A. Corrigan and followred by Jf’hrf Cardinal Farlety. n:.}‘:;
(her of whom displayed the anti-Italian prejudices common t?es -
I11sh, requested more Italian priests and expandled_ parlshdactlt\:; i
ltalian neighborhoods. To counter Protestant missions and se e e
,ouses, Catholic charities were established to serve Italian mm:llgran ;o k
I3y 1911 the city had fifty Italian Catholic churches serve l;ylzhan
(han eighty Italian priests. Church lea'ders also encou_rz}llge -y
parishes to build parochial schools. Whl‘le the new paris es_e}rlgi); -
ome limited success in this endeavor, Italians, poor to begnhm;s ] i
iot especially keen on raising funds to pay fr:ar Catholhc sC c!::w‘;a =8
the public ones were free. Besides, the pgmehml schools were | e
.taffed with Irish nuns who appeared indifferent to ltall;;t{l_u {3:21 !
Farly efforts to recruit Italian girls as nuns were not successful.” -

Some parishes like Our Lady of Pom‘pel, !ocated in Gr::legv:f:lclsgz
lage, became very important to Italian.lmmlgrants. 1301.111‘18 968 1nti1 th;
Pompei was headed by Father Antonio Demo. ﬁ'on'll ) u s
Great Depression. Father Demo, who was born in lt'a y and was sy
in Italian, served as an important link between his 1mr‘mgrarl1ct P >
ioners and secular American institutions. l\{len'fberslof hfs floc lian‘.lfi -
him for help in locating jobs, de;.lling with 1mm1graftiméli autﬁ::;':l ciai
coping with the judicial and prison systems, and fin ?g ki
assistance. One woman even wrote him for a char_actcr refere fora
potential husband.'®® Father Demo also \_Nor.ked with Protest:iu(n.t g bufy
and agencies like the Charity Organization ;:nd Mary .n::ist 5

Simkhovitch’s Greenwich House, one of the city’s most promin

ses. !¢ o
tlcgﬁr}::o Italian parishes were the ﬁ’stt.l, elaborate l‘ellgl()l'.:'l; celc}:;:;
tions, each associated with a particular saint. The churchcs' lems:;1 o
and various fraternal orders raised money for these festivals, w 10f
sometimes lasted several days. Their processions, headed by V;:d ftatue o
the saint, drew thousands who gathered to hon(.)r the fest_l shnagxre“
sake but also to socialize, eat food, listen to music, and enjoy 1_: ef il
works. The most famous festa were the one held at the Chu{l:cs oGen_
Lady of Mt. Carmel, the feast of Saint Rocco, and those of San
naro and St. Anthony of Padua.'®’
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.Thc gradual upward mobility of some Italian immigrants and
children, their growing accommodation with the Roman Cath
Ch!.l!.'(‘h, the emergence of a second generation, and the be inn?t
political lactivity all pointed in the direction of acculturatiogn B’::Puh'
the massive n!.tmber of Jews who arrived at the same time Itaiian New
Yorkers remained a tightly knit community on the eve o,f World m
L Inc'iee_d, many were just beginning to abandon the primacy of thei
provm.cml identity and to see themselves as Italians, let aloneyas ltalll!:
Americans or as just new Americans. The outbreak of World War [ |
Europe and t.he drastic decline in immigration after the restriction ac:
;Evere passe'd 1n‘the 1920s stimulated the Americanization process for

uropean immigrants and their children. But even then the transition
was gradual. Many retained strong ethnic attachments for years.

Ethnic

New Yorkers
from the
Great War
to the

Great

Depression

In New York City’s immigrant neighborhoods World War I was both a
cause for anxiety and a generator of pressure for assimilation. The city’s
German Americans did not want the United States to align itself
against their native land, but neither they nor other opponents of war
could halt the drift toward involvement on the side of the Allied Pow-
ers. Before America entered the conflict, New York’s Germans had
called upon the government to be even-handed in its treatment of
combatant nations. Some raised money for war relief in Germany. A
ten day New York bazaar sold 56,000 tickets and raised considerable
funds for that purpose.’ A few German Americans, such as New York’s
George Sylvester Viereck, a poet and publisher of The American Week-




