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Post War Jewish Society 

1. Introduction 

2. The Great Wave 

3. Tremors in Europe 

4. Making the Journey 

5. Arrival in America, a Permanent Home  

6. Uptowners vs. Downtowners 

7. Go West! 

 

 

Reading #1 

The time comes to go on board the ship. People tell them that they should take a walk 

to the doctor. So, they go to the doctor. The doctor examines them and finds that they 

are all healthy and hearty and can go to America, but she, that is Goldele, cannot go, 

because she has trachomas on her eyes. At first the family did not understand. Only 

later did they realize that they could all go to America but she, Goldele, would have 

to remain in Antwerp. So there began a wailing, weeping, a moaning… Her papa 

wanted to stay here, but he couldn’t. All the ship tickets would be lost. So, they had to 

go off to America and leave her, Goldele, here until the trachomas would go away 

from her eyes.” 

Off to the Golden Land - Shalom Aleichem 

 

Reading #2 - Abraham Cahan’s Impressions Upon Arrival in the US (1882) 

I set foot on American soil on a scorching day in July, and the first American I saw 

was an old customs officer, with a white beard and in the blue uniform of his office. 

The headless men in gray vanished as if at the stroke of a magic wand, but then, 

gleaning green, fresh and beautiful, not many hundred yards off, was the shore of 

Staten Island, and, while I was uttering exclamations of enchantment in chorus with 

my fellow passengers, I asked myself whether my dreams of a meadow had not come 

true. 

 

Still, pretty as America was, it somehow did not seem to be genuine, and much as I 

admired the shore, I had a lurking impression that it was not the same sort of grass, 

trees, flowers, sod as in Europe, that it was more or less artificial, flimsy, ephemeral, 

as if a good European rainstorm could wipe it all off as a wet sponge would a 

colored picture made with colored chalk on a blackboard. 

 

 



I remember joking of the seeming unreality of things in my new home. “The ice here 

is not cold” I would say, “the sugar is not sweet and the water is not wet”. And a 

homesick German thereupon edited in the words of a famous poet of his that America 

was a country where the “birds had no sing {sic}, the flowers had no fragrance and 

the men no hearts.” Why I should have doubted the actuality of things in the New 

World I do not know. Now that I try to account for that vague, hidden suspicion 

which the sky and clouds of New York arouse in me, it occurs to me that it may have 

been due to my deep-rooted notion of America as something so far removed from my 

world that it must look entirely different from it. If Staten Island had the appearance 

which its reflections had in the water, if the trees and the cliffs were all upside down, 

I should have been surprised and satisfied… 

 

When I found myself on the street at night I fell on an old rickety building, I express a 

feeling akin to surprise. I could only conceive of America as a brand-new country, 

and everything in it, everything made by man, at least, was to be spick and span, 

while here was an old house, weather-beaten and somewhat misshapen with age. 

How did he get time to get old? 

Golden Door to America: The Jewish Immigrant Experince (Abraham Karp) 

 

Reading #3 - Ellis Island & the Lower East Side 

Some two and a half million Jews came to the United States from Eastern Europe 

between 1881 and 1924.  For most of those who arrived after 1892, their first stop 

was Ellis Island, a tiny islet between Manhattan and Staten Island.  Though Ellis 

Island should logically have been remembered with great affection, it was the scene, 

unfortunately, of many horrendous tragedies.  The health of the immigrants was 

examined there, and anyone who was found to have a certain eye disorder or a 

communicable disease was sent back to Europe.  When a person was declared to be 

diseased, the other family members had to make an agonizing choice: to return to 

Europe or send the sick person back alone.  Immigrants were sometimes refused 

admittance for reasons other than health.  In one noted case, Ellis Island officials 

deported an arriving Russian Jew on the grounds that he was a murderer.  In 

actuality, the man had killed the person who had murdered members of his family 

during a pogrom. The Ellis Island officials were not impressed with the explanation, 

and sent the man back to face czarist justice.  A famous Yiddish poem memorialized 

the martyred man’s estimate of American Justice. “They have a statue of liberty, but 

people with hearts of stone.” 

 

Fortunately, the overwhelming majority of Jews – and other immigrants as well – 

made it through Ellis Island and were admitted to the United States.  The first 

stopping place for most Jews was Manhattan’s Lower East Side; at one time, this 

area became the most densely populated neighborhood in the country.  Apartments 



were small, and families large; it was not uncommon for seven or eight people to live 

in a three-room apartment.  In addition, before the rise of the unions, people often did 

“piecework” at home, particularly if they worked for clothing companies. 

The East Side was the center of an active Jewish cultural and religious life, with a 

vibrant Yiddish theater and hundreds of tiny synagogues that were often named for 

the small shtetlach in Russia or Poland from which most of the congregants came.  

Hundreds of organizations sprang up consisting of people from the same town in 

Europe.                 Joseph Telushkin (Jewish Literacy) 

 

 

Reading #4 

“These newcomers must be turned into useful Americans or they will upset our 

position in the community. The thoroughly acclimated American Jew has no religious 

social or intellectual sympathies with them. He is closer to the Christian sentiment 

around him then to the Judaism of these miserable darkened Hebrews.”  

American Israelite 

   

 

Reading #5 - The Galveston Program 

The waves of Jewish immigrants who poured into America from Eastern Europe 

starting the 1880’s almost all opted to live in the large cities on the East Coast… 

As the number of these immigrants escalated sharply in the early 1900’s, many of 

Americans’ German-Jewish leaders along with some Jews who had recently come 

from Eastern Europe, concluded that the newcomers should be encouraged to move 

to less populated parts of the United States.  The New York job market was 

overcrowded, and these “native” Jews feared that the new immigrants would either 

become unemployed or would work for cheap wages and cause other workers to 

become unemployed.  The latter concern in particular set off fears that the new 

Jewish migration might spawn anti-Semitism. 

 

In 1907, Jacob Schiff, the greatest Jewish philanthropist of the time, formulated a 

plan to encourage Jews to migrate to the port city of Galveston, Texas, and go from 

there to the American Midwest and West.  Schiff calculated that a fund of $500,000 (a 

very large sum at the time) would suffice to direct 20 to 25,000 Jews to Galveston.  

His plan took into account all relevant factors save one: few Russian Jews had any 

desire to live in Galveston or its environs.  For the Russian Jews, going to America 

meant going to New York or one of the other major cities on the East Coast; only 

there would they find a large and congenial Jewish population.  Schiff hoped, 

however, to convince the Russian Jews that they would have far better economic 

opportunities and a better chance to become Americanized away from the East. 

During the eight years he promoted the plan, some ten thousand Jews went to 

Galveston.  In retrospect, Schiff’s reason was largely correct; many rapidly 



acculturated and became affluent.  Indeed, those Jews who migrated to Galveston, 

and from there to southern cities, became Americanized (and sometimes assimilated) 

much more rapidly than did their brothers and sisters on Hester Street and elsewhere 

on New York’s Lower East Side. 

Joseph Telushkin (Jewish Literacy) 

 


