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A Gateway
to the City

For generations, the areas we know
today as the East Village and Lower East

Side have been a gateway for newcomers.

These neighborhoods evoke a sense of
their richly layered history: of
community, creativity, and endurance.

This guide is a journey into that story—
to meet the people who built this
neighborhood and discover the legacy

they left behind.
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Our Tour Begins:
Ward 17 in 1855

Our journey starts in the historic heart of the
neighborhood, then known as Ward 17. A
unique 1855 New York State Census gives us a
remarkable snapshot of its 45,629 residents.
It was a place defined by new arrivals from
across the world.

62 0/ of residents were born
0 outside the United States.

different countries of birth
were represented.
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A Community
Built by Hand

While people arrived from across the globe, two groups
were most prominent: immigrants from the German
states and Ireland. Together, they accounted for over
half the total population, and their work shaped the
neighborhood’s economy.

Primary Birthplaces of Ward 17 Residents, 1855

New York State 38%
German States
Ireland

Other

Top 5
Professions

Tailor
Laborer
Carpenter
Clerk

Shoemaker
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“Great Prison-Like

Structures of Brick”

By the turn of the century, the neighborhood was one
of the most densely populated places on Earth. Most .
families lived in tenements—cheaply built, 5 '
i .ﬁ"
overcrowded apartment buildings. A
typical 325-square-foot apartment o
might house a family of seven or moi 5 7
sometimes with bnarders * 1
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= f ! p i ¥ “The furnishings were worn and shabby. Four

/ = rickety chairs, a scarred wooden table, a leaky
f g ) icebox, and a rusty coal stove greeted us.”

- Emma Beckerman, resident, 1902
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No Light, No
Air, No Space

Inside, conditions were grim.
Most apartments contained just
three rooms, with the interior

rooms having no windows,
natural light, or ventilation.
Indoor plumbing was a luxury;
toilets were often shared
outhouses in the rear yard.

In summer, residents slept

on fire escapes and rooftops
to escape the stifling heat.

CROWDED ROOMS:
Multiple families
and boarders share
small, windowless
interior spaces.

LAUNDRY LINES:
Daily life spills
outside, with
laundry strung
between buildings,
blocking light.

LABOR AT HOME.:
Life is a mix of
domesticity and
work, with people
visibly engaged in
tasks inside their
apartments.
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The Neighborhood
as a Marketplace

With kitchens too small for extensive cooking
and pantries nonexistent, life moved to the
streets. Pushcarts served as the community’s
larder, while basement-level businesses—
saloons, butchers, and bakeries—catered to
the daily needs of the population.
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Case Study: The Bagel Economy l!

The bagel is a perfect example of this street-level economy. SN -
Impossible to make in a tenement kitchen, bagels were Yo\ Z
produced in cramped, sweltering basement bakeries. It was | A
grueling, unregulated work, often done by recent arrivals for

little pay in temperatures that could exceed 100 degrees. ) = ——
SIS N |
oA
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By 1900, over 70 Jewish bakeries operated in the Tenth Ward alone.” in Merriweather font.
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“Bread and Filth
Cooked Together”

The horrific conditions in cellar bakeries eventually
sparked a public outcry and one of the first labor
movements in the neighborhood. Workers began to

organize, demanding better pay and sanitary
conditions. Arguing it was a matter of public health,

they gained community support through strikes and
the use of a “union label” on their products.

A 189/ New York Press exposé revealed
bakeries were “thoroughly infested with a
great variety of insect life.”

-
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“BREAD AND FILTH
 COOKED TOGETHER
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The horrific conditions in cellar
bakeries eventually sparked a public
ontcry and one of the first labor
movements in the neighborhood.
Workers began to organize, and
muoroer workers began to organize,
demanding better pay and sanitary
conditions. Arguing it was a matter
health and staey community such
Invze in easton, they seen or annns-
sern wers. Arguing it was a matter of
pobiic health, they nned a “union
label® on their products. In was there
products they vom mand a more
workers began to mark to organize,
demanding better pay and sanitary
conditions. Arguing itwas a matter of
public health, they gained community
snpport throngh strikes and the use
a “union label® on their products.

mmunity support through strikes and
the use of a "union label” on their
products.

The-s1 conditions of unsanitary
conditions and they are punsed
unscasied in a mndiirss of endes and
cooked: these bmllies is a nneesmr
ennge, that close to thewest noneoa-
aniitagy and eratecity and seuee; nps
worn edges, in the namy water farm,
previaiting brain ceenss ar thexcap of
the nors:! or the gambs in | New Viark
tahis, and has more evrisuitors in the
faitessnd by messarsing Tiovn then
canditar: in conditions, thes har loet
row usoll vodignnod the unmastere
states, and fahe products esewn iny
world's resarariosition grows.”

These edges were cooked with
with a great variety of insect life.”
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The Past is Present

The challenges of the past led to lasting change. Housing reforms like the Tenement
House Act of 1901 mandated improvements like indoor plumbing and better ventilation.
More recently, in 2008, rezoning laws were passed to preserve the neighborhood’s unique
scale and historic tenement architecture from out-of-scale development.
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The Legacy
on Your Plate

The culinary traditions of the
Lower East Side are its most
famous legacy. The street markets
and basement bakeries have
evolved into world-renowned
institutions. A taste of a bagel from
Kossar’s, lox from Russ &
Daughters, or a pastrami sandwich
from Katz’s Delicatessen is a taste
of the neighborhood’s history.
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Exploring the Story
Montserrat Bold

Today, you can step directly into
this history. The Lower East Side
Tenement Museum, a National
Historic Site, has preserved the
tenements at 97 and 103 Orchard
Street. Their tours offer an
unparalleled look into the lives of the
immigrant families who shaped this
neighborhood and the nation.
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Did You Know?

A Growing Population

The 1855 census revealed a
rapidly growing community, with
the largest population groups
being children under 9.

The Creative Class

Even in 1855, the neighborhood
was home to a notable number of
artists, musicians, and actors.

A Woman’s Work

About 19% of residents reporting
an occupation in 1855 were
women, most working in sewing
and garment production.

A Tenement Time Capsule

The upper floors of 97 Orchard
Street were sealed in 1935 and left
untouched until the Tenement
Museum acquired the building in
1988.
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Connected to the
City

True to its history as a gateway, the
neighborhood remains one of the city’s
most accessible. Its wide avenues and classic
street grid are well-served by multiple
subway and bus lines, fostering the

the vibrant street life that has always

been its signature.

& NotebookLM



The Lower East Side is more than a neighborhood. It’s
a testament to the power of community, endurance,
and the immigrant story that defines New York City.




