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So at last I was going to America! Really, really going at last! The
boundaries burst. The arch of heaven soared. A million suns shone out
for every star. The winds rushed in from outer space, roaring in my
ears, “America, America.”

 Mary Antin, The Promised Land

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, the tempest-tost to me.

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

I t is surely no coincidence that these words, engraved on the base of

the Statue of Liberty, are from the pen of a Jewish poet, Emma

Lazarus. In all the lands of the Diaspora, never has there been a coun-

try in which Jews have had such freedom and security as they have had in

America.

Indeed, some of the thirteen American colonies were founded by reli-

gious minorities seeking havens from persecution.These communities also

attracted others, including a small number of Jews seeking freedom and the

chance for a new life.The colonies were especially attractive for two reasons:

they had not produced an entrenched system of social privilege, such as that

which existed in Europe,

and they offered fertile

ground for the spread of

Enlightenment ideals of

reason and tolerance.These

concepts influenced many

colonial leaders, some of

whom would become

Founding Fathers.

As the newly independ-

ent United States expand-

ed in the 19th century, it

attracted millions of immi-

grants. The decades before

and immediately after the Civil War witnessed a huge influx of immigrants

from Ireland and from German-speaking countries—the former fleeing the

effects of the terrible famine and the latter escaping poverty and political

turmoil. Among the German-speaking immigrants were approximately a

quarter of a million Jews, moved by the same impulses as their neighbors,

but with the added incentive of escaping anti-Jewish laws. Following the

general pattern of immigration, most of these Jews arrived on the East

Coast and traveled all over the American continent, settling in cities, in

small towns, or on the frontier.

A far larger wave of immigration to the United States took place

between 1880 and 1920, as 26 million predominately Eastern and

Southern European immigrants, including two million Jews, flocked to

America’s shores. This was an era of rapid and sweeping change. The

very fabric of American life was altered by the new and varied immigrant

population, the closing of the frontier, the growth of industry and cities, the

rise of the labor movement, and the spread of socialism. The immigrants

formed the backbone of American industry and made the United States a

richer, more diverse society than it had ever been before. Social change,

however, also created tensions, fear, and opposition to immigration.

Jewish immigrants lived and worked in crowded city slums like New

York City’s Lower East Side.They played their part in the transformation of

American society, and, in turn, were transformed by it. For them and for

other minority immigrant groups, America was a true haven, free of the

persecution they had known in Europe and offering hitherto unknown

economic and educational opportunities. Still, America was not perfect:

The Declaration of Independence’s promise of the inalienable right to “life,

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” was yet incomplete. American Jews,

drawing on both their ancient prophetic heritage and their new, demo-

cratic one, would play a prominent role in the effort to realize the

American ideals of freedom and justice.

ACTIVITIES 

CATEGORIZING

Students are given a list of Jewish organizations and are asked to list par-

allel institutions established by another minority group. (See Student

Worksheet.) Answers will vary, depending on the ethnic group chosen.

Discuss and ask how each organization helps that minority group preserve

its culture in the United States and explore other reasons why minority

groups might choose to establish separate institutions (e.g., non-provision

of services by civil authorities or fear of prejudice). Encourage students to

add to the list.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

A LETTER FROM GEORGE WASHINGTON TO THE JEWS OF
NEWPORT

Make sure the class understands the letter. (See Student Worksheet.) Ask

why the American Revolution may have had particular significance for

Jews. The following information may help the discussion:

Prior to the Revolution, executive power over the thirteen colonies was
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theoretically held by a hereditary monarch. It was claimed that his

authority came from God. This assertion was supported by the Church

of England, which enjoyed much power over the daily lives of ordinary

people in matters of belief, alms-giving and other social services, and

even domestic relations, such as marriage. A purely secular civil law did

not yet exist. This is suggested by the oath of allegiance to the King of

England, which required a person to swear “upon the true faith of a

Christian,” i.e., as an adherent of a Protestant church. Neither Jews nor

Catholics could swear to this oath.

This arrangement prevailed in the English colonies until the American

Revolution. Since Jews could not accept the jurisdiction of the Church of

England, which was linked to authority of the state, their religious dissent

left them open to charges of political disloyalty.

The American Revolution laid to rest the theocratic claim.The king was

replaced by an elected president who governed by the will of the people.

Government was no longer underwritten by religion. This change was

spelled out by Article VI of the Constitution of the United States, which

states: No religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to any

office or public trust under the United States.

This transformation was of momentous importance for the Jews, for no

longer was their religion of legal importance in determining their civil rights.

WORKING CONDITIONS IN A SWEATSHOP

The “Bintel Brief” (Letters to the Editor) column in The Jewish Daily Forward

was one outlet for the frustrations of Jewish workers in immigrant neigh-

borhoods like the Lower East Side. (See the sample letter on the Student

Worksheet.)  Have several students read their answers to the worker’s let-

ter. Allow time for discussion, then read the editor’s reply:

The worker cannot help himself alone [ . . . ] But he must not remain alone.
He must not remain silent. He must unite with his fellow workers and
fight. To defend their honor as men, the workers must be well organized.

These documents provide an excellent introduction to labor history. Ask

students to list the evils of the garment industry (low wages, long hours,

unsanitary conditions, fire hazards, abuse from the boss, lack of job secu-

rity, no pension, and no paid vacation). Explain the role of labor unions and

collective bargaining in alleviating these hardships.

These unions—sometimes called Jewish labor unions because they

organized so many Jewish workers in the garment industry—were pioneers

in advancing the process of collective bargaining, creating employee health

and welfare plans, and developing recreational facilities for workers.

(As an additional or alternative classroom exercise, have the class listen

to and discuss some of the American Jewish union songs from In Love and

Struggle: The Musical Legacy of the Jewish Labor Bund, a CD available from

YIVO, 15 West 16th Street, New York, NY, 10011. For additional labor histo-

ry teaching resources, teachers can order “Bringing Labor into the K-12

Curriculum” from the California Federation of Teachers at One Kaiser

Plaza, Suite 1440, Oakland, CA, 94612.)

RESEARCH PROJECTS

• Imagine that you are a Jew living in colonial New York, Philadelphia, or 

Newport. Write a letter to an overseas relative in which you describe a 

typical day in your life.What does your family do to earn a living? 

What role does the synagogue play in your daily activities? What is the 

nature of your interaction with non-Jews?

• Write a biographical sketch about a Jewish participant in the American 

Revolution, such as Isaac Franks, Major Benjamin Nones, Mordecai 

Sheftall, or Solomon Etting, or about a prominent Jewish citizen of the 

early republic, such as Rebecca Gratz, Uriah Phillips Levy, or Mordecai 

Manuel Noah.

•You are a Jewish peddler in the Midwest. Write an account of your travels

for one year. Include a report on the dates of your trip, places you visited,

things you sold,where you slept,what you ate,people you met,your feelings,

and your profit or loss.

•Write a research report on what well-heeled women were wearing in any

year between 1875 and 1900.

• Look at fashion history books, old photographs, and ads.What parts of an

outfit were store-bought? How much clothing was still made at home? 

How did income and class play a role in what one chose to wear?

• Write a research report on how Reform Judaism attempted to 

“Americanize” its observance. Include a discussion of the changes 

Reform synagogues made regarding women’s roles.

• Describe life in a Jewish tenement in an immigrant neighborhood at the

turn of the century. What were some of the hardships? What were some

of the new pleasures of life in America? How did American living conditions

compare with those back in Europe?

• Listen to examples of American Yiddish theater music from the 1930s or

earlier or watch a video of the Yiddish movie Uncle Moses (1932).

Write a report that addresses the following questions: In what ways do 

the song lyrics (or movie) reflect some of the issues that Jewish immigrants

faced as they tried to adjust to life in America? How are the songs (or 

movie) expressions of both American and Eastern European Jewish culture?
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PREVIEW QUESTIONS

Answer these questions as you watch The Golden Land or as you explore the

accompanying multimedia presentations, historical documents, and maps.

1. Where did the first Jewish settlers in the American colonies come from? 

Where did they settle?

2. Where did the German-speaking Jewish immigrants settle? How was 

America different from the Old World?

3. How did American Jews react to the Civil War?

4. Why did Eastern European Jews come to America in such large numbers 

after 1880?

5. Contrast life on New York City’s Lower East Side with conditions in Eastern

Europe.

CATEGORIZING

One way a minority can maintain its cultural identity within society is to

establish special institutions and organizations. Five are listed in Column 1

below. In Column 2, list the parallel institutions of another minority group.

USING PRIMARY DOCUMENTS

Your teacher will help you understand the following documents.

A LETTER FROM GEORGE WASHINGTON TO THE JEWS OF NEWPORT

In August 1790, the Jewish congregation of Newport, Rhode Island, wrote to

President George Washington, expressing gratitude for the blessings of civil and

religious liberty that they now enjoyed.Washington’s response is presented below.

Gentlemen:

[ . . . ] The Citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud

themselves for having given to mankind examples of an enlarged and liber-

al policy [ . . . ] It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the

indulgence of one class of people that another enjoyed the exercise of their

inherent natural rights, for, happily, the Government of the United States,

which gives to bigotry no factions [sanction], to persecution no assistance,

requires only that they who live under its protection should demean [conduct]

themselves as good citizens [ . . . ]
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Check the statements below that are supported by Washington’s letter:

1. ___ Jewish citizens have a right to applaud themselves.

2. ___ Toleration and equality are one and the same thing.

3. ___ The U.S. government supports neither bigotry nor persecution.

4. ___ American citizens are guaranteed the right to their own beliefs.

WORKING CONDITIONS IN A SWEATSHOP

The Jewish Daily Forward was the most popular Yiddish-language newspaper

in America. One popular feature was the “Bintel Brief” (Letters to the Editor).

This letter, written in 1908, shows how insecure many Jewish workers felt

about their jobs. If you were the editor, how would you answer “A.P.”?

Esteemed Editor,

We were sitting in the shop and working when the boss came over

to one of us and said, “You ruined the work: you’ll have to pay for it.”

The worker answered that it wasn’t his fault [ . . . ] the boss got mad and

began to shout, “I pay your wages and you answer back, you dog! I

should have thrown you out of my shop long ago. . .” The worker said

no more. Tired, and overcome with shame, he turned back to his work

and later he exclaimed [ . . . ] “I wanted to pick up an iron and smash his

head in,but I saw before me my wife and five children who want to eat!”

[ . . . ] Did this unfortunate man act correctly in remaining silent under

the insults of the boss? 

A.P.

Metzker, Isaac, ed. The Bintel Brief: Sixty Years of Letters from the Lower East Side to the Jewish
Daily Forward. New York: Schocken Books, 1990.

1: Jewish Institutions

YMHA

Jewish hospitals

Fraternal organizations

Charitable organizations

Yiddish theater

2:________Institutions

Lower East Side street 


