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The Spanish Inquisition took place from 1478 
to 1834, and the 1492 Alhambra Decree expelled 
Jews from Spain and Portugal.12

1492

A boat containing 23 Sephardic Jews from 
Recife, Brazil, landed in New Amsterdam (now 
New York City).14 Governor Peter Stuyvesant 
adamantly opposed a permanent Jewish 
presence in his colony and planned to expel 
all Jews. After appealing to the directors of the 
Dutch West India company that ran the colony, 
Stuyvesant was instructed to permit them to 
remain, on the condition that the poor among 
them shall not become public charges. The so-
called Stuyvesant Promise is often credited for 
initiating the 300-year tradition of charity that has 
become a mainstay of Jewish American life.

1654

The first North American synagogue, 
Congregation Shearith Israel, was constructed 
in New York City by 50 to 60 Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews, serving both Sephardic and 
Ashkenazic communities. 

1730

The first Jew arrived in the Roanoke Colony 
(in present-day Virginia). A metalworker from 
Bohemia (now the Czech Republic), Joachim 
Gans was recruited by Sir Walter Raleigh due to 
his talents in metallurgy. He eventually returned 
to Europe, where he was jailed for his religious 
beliefs.13 

1585

FIRST WAVE OF IMMIGRATION 
Drawn by the religious freedom promised in the 
United States, many Ashkenazi Jews from Central 
Europe (Germany, Hungary, Romania) migrated 
in the mid-nineteenth century. These migrants 
were considered enlightened, progressive, and 
upwardly mobile, establishing the first Ashkenazi 
Reform congregations in the country. They 
often arrived and lived in New York, Baltimore, 
and Philadelphia. During this period, there was 
an almost hundred-fold increase in the Jewish 
population of the U.S. from 3,000 in 1820 to 
300,000 in 1880.

1820s–1880s 

SECOND WAVE OF IMMIGRATION 
After 1880, a second wave of Eastern European 
Jews arrived from Russia, Poland, Ukraine, 
Belarus, and elsewhere in eastern Europe, and 
migrated to the East Coast and the Midwest. 
Most of those who arrived as part of this wave 
of migrants settled in cities as working class, 
Yiddish-speaking migrants with strong networks 
of cultural, spiritual, voluntary, and social 
organizations. During this second wave, there 
was another massive increase of the Jewish 
population in the United States, this time a ten-
fold increase from roughly 300,000 to roughly 
3,500,000.

1880s–1924
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15 For further reading on Israel in the American imagination, see Amy Kaplan’s Our American Israel.

Congress passed the Johnson-Reed Act (also 
known as the Immigration Act of 1924), a federal 
law that limited the number of immigrants 
allowed into the United States based on nation 
of origin. By creating immigration quotas, this 
law dramatically reduced immigration numbers of 
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. 
Jewish migration was reduced immediately by 
about 75%.

1924

When World War II began in Europe, the United 
States refused to admit a ship, the S.S. St. Louis, 
carrying over 900 Jewish refugees from Nazi 
atrocities. Also denied entry to Cuba, the ship 
returned to Europe, where many of the Jews on 
board were later murdered in the Holocaust. 

1939

Israel was formally established as a Jewish State 
in 1948, ending the British Mandate control of 
Palestine and partitioning the land. After the state 
was declared, Israel was invaded by several Arab 
States, beginning the first Arab–Israeli War, which 
lasted nearly one year.

1948

The Immigration and Nationality Act (also known 
as the McCarran-Walter Act) is passed. The 
Johnson-Reed quota system was revised.

1965

Israel emerged victorious from the Six-Day War, 
and sparked a new and dramatic interest in 
the fledgling Jewish state within the American 
Jewish (and non-Jewish) imagination.15

1967

Jewish migration from the Soviet Union 
increased as emigration restrictions under 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s (the last leader of the Soviet 
Union) policies loosened, marking the start of a 
massive exodus that would continue throughout 
the 1990s.

1985–1990

For the first time since the Colonial Era, census 
data indicated a decline in America’s Jewish 
population.

2002

Jews celebrated 350 years of American Jewish 
history.
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