NINETY-SEVEN (97) ORCHARD STREET
Lower East Side Tenement Museum Encyclopedia

Architectural History

Ninety-seven Orchard Street and its neighbors on either side (nos. 95 and 99) were
built in 1863-64. They were the first tenements on the block and replaced a
Presbyterian Church, reflecting the changing ethnicity of the neighborhood - from
American-born (largely of English, Scottish, and Protestant Irish descent) to
German-born residents.

Ninety-seven Orchard is a five-story brick building decorated with “Italianate-style”
architectural elements. The brownstone ornamentation is largely composed of stock
elements which can be found on numerous other tenement buildings. Like many
tenements of its time, its architect was never recorded. But the structure of the
building is quite simple: two brick-masonry walls, spanned by wooden beams,
twelve or sixteen inches thick, stand upon a foundation of stone, two feet thick.

When 97 Orchard Street was built, it had twenty apartments and two basement-
level storefronts. Each floor had four three-room apartments, two in the front and
two in the back of the building. When it was constructed, 97 Orchard Street had no
indoor plumbing, no gas, and only one room in each apartment benefited from
direct sunlight. Each apartment was, however, equipped with two fireplaces.

Few structural changes were made to the building during the nineteenth century.
While sewer lines were dug under Orchard Street before the building was built, the
landlord of 97 Orchard wasn’t charged for connection to the system until 1899. The
school sink (outhouses) located in the rear yard was probably connected to the
sewers when 97 Orchard Street was built. Gas lines were brought into neighborhood
by the 1880s, but there were no housing laws requiring a landlord to install either
indoor plumbing or gas before 1901. Therefore, it is unlikely they were installed in
97 Orchard before the twentieth century. Electricity wasn’t available in the building
until around 1924.

The first major alterations to the building probably came in the wake of the 1901
Housing Law. Otto Reissman, an architect, filed papers with the City to make most
of the changes required by this new law to the building in 1905. A skylight was
installed at the top of the stairway, an air shaft on one side of the building, two
water-closets off the hallway on each floor (and ventilated by the air shaft), and sash
windows in all of the interior walls. Sash windows were meant to bring light and air
from the outer to inner rooms of the apartments.

At this time we believe the landlord also made some changes in the building that
were not required by law. The landlord turned the front apartments on first floor
into commercial spaces and added two new entrances to the building on the stoop.
It is also possible that the ornamentation visible in the public hallways today was



added at this time. The original front of the building probably looked as 99 Orchard
Street does today.

Ninety-seven Orchard functioned as a tenement until 1935. At that time, the
landlord closed the apartments rather than comply with the requirements of the
latest housing laws. The upper floors were closed off and used for storage, while the
four storefronts (two on the ground floor and two in on the stoop level) remained in
use. In 1988, 97 Orchard Street became the home of the Lower East Side Tenement
Museum.

Social History

Ninety-seven Orchard Street was in many ways a classic Lower East Side tenement
and its history mirrors the evolution of the neighborhood. Until 1925 few adult
residents in the building who had been born in the United States. In 1870 most of
the tenants were German-born. In 1900, more than half hailed from Russia. And
after 1925, they came from a variety or eastern and southern European countries.

About half the people living in 97 Orchard street between 1870 and 1890 were
Jewish, a higher portion than for the neighborhood as a whole. Between 1890 and
the 1920 virtually all the tenants were Jewish. But while the earlier tenants had
been German Jews, those after 1890 were mostly from Eastern Europe. This
reflected changes in ethnic composition of the Lower East Side as a whole.

The number of tenants living in 97 Orchard Street increased steadily over time -
from 77 when it was built to 111 in 1901. With the conversion of the first floor from
residential to commercial use in 1905 (2 less apartments), the tenant population
dropped a bit, though the population density of the building remained the same.
This steady increase in density suggests the building gradually deteriorated over
time. This was reflected in changing occupations of the residents: from artisans and
petit bourgeois in 1870 to industrial workers by the turn of the century. The
occupations of the residents at the turn of the century also reflected the prominence
of the garment industry in the neighborhood at this time.

RENT, WAGES, & THE COST OF LIVING : 1870s

A tenement apartment like those in 97 Orchard Street (three-rooms) probably
rented for about $8 to $15 per month in the 1870s. Of course there were tenements
which rented rooms for much less - particularly the dreaded rear tenements and
rookeries (single family homes converted into multi-family dwellings) - and some
that were a bit more expensive. That may sound cheap today, but considering that
after the Panic of 1873 unskilled laborers (street workers, for example) only earned
about $1.75 for a ten-hour day, and only when they found work, rent was quite
expensive in New York City in the 1870s.

Much of the 1870s was a time of severe unemployment, so any generalizations
about wages can be somewhat misleading. Nevertheless, they can also be helpful.
Tailors, the most common occupation among German New Yorkers, earned about



$2.26 for a day’s work in 1874. But their wages continued to drop as the depression
wore on, so that the family wage of some tailors had dropped to $8-$9 for a six-day,
60 hour week by the early 1880s. Shoemakers, the second most common occupation
in Little Germany, earned about $2.36 a day in 1874, but their wages also dropped
over the decade. Some of the best paid members of the working class were probably
the foreman working for the parks department. They earned about 4:50 for an
eight-hour day, short for the time. Skilled worker in the building trades also
received higher-than-average working-class wages.

These day rates don’t tell the whole story, however. The decrease in wages during
the 1873-79 depression was alleviated somewhat by the drop in prices caused by
deflation. Nevertheless, employment was precarious for most of the nineteenth
century and there was no publicly sponsored unemployment compensation to fall
back on. Most work remained seasonal until the twentieth century. Tailors, masons,
and unskilled laborers usually could only count on about five to seven months of
work. The winter shut down most of the building trades from November to March.
Even garment production was slack between June and September, and again from
December to April. Furthermore, day laborers could not count on daily work even in
season.

Families could supplement their income by taking in boarders, or the women and
children could take in homework. A boarder could bring in $3-$4 additional income
a week with relatively little extra effort or expense. Homework could add to this, but
the labor- intensive nature of housekeeping in tenements set limits on just how
much more work a family could do.

In addition to rent, a family had to pay for food, fuel, and other household items, and
perhaps some amusement or entertainment. The table below gives and example of
what a family might have paid for various items in 1874. The family consists of two
adults and one child. Expenses were weekly, though some weekly figures are based
on annual costs. This family is not meant to be “average.” Rather the table
demonstrates how much it cost to have an adequate diet and at least a bit of
entertainment, education, etc. Depending on their skills, a working-class family
might achieve this lifestyle with a reasonable work-week and still have surplus cash
for savings and other expenses. But many working families would have had to work
10-14 hour days, 6-7 days a week, just to survive. The table does not, it should be
noted, include the cost of furniture and other household items or and medical
expenses which might have been necessary.

Expenditures of a Working Family in New York City, 1874

Flour & Bread = .84
Meats = $2.82

Butter =.50

Lard =.08

Cheese =.22

Sugar & Molasses =.34



Milk =.49

Coffee =.19

Tea= .25

Fish =.15

Soap, starch, salt, pepper, vinegar = .40
Eggs =.25

Vegetables = $1.00

Fruits =.28

Fuel =$1.00

Oil & other light sources =.06

Beer & tobacco =.50

Rent = $3.60

Educational & religious material =.15
Clothing = $1.79

TOTAL $14.91



