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Scott D. Seligman, Te Great Kosher Meat War of 1902:
Immigrant Housewives and the Riots Tat Shook New York City
(Lincoln, NE: Potomac Books, 2020), 312 pp.
By the time the Lower East Side streets outside kosher butcher shops
fooded with thousands of Jewish women and children in mid‑May
1902, the stakes could hardly have been higher. Outraged by the falsely
infated cost of kosher meat, the rank‑and‑fle women who orchestrated
the kosher meat boycott that Scott D. Seligman elaborately depicts in
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his book, Te Great Kosher Meat War of 1902, decided by spring of that
year that they had no choice but to take matters into their own hands.
While readers doubtless know the likes of Rockefeller’s Standard Oil,
Carnegie’s Steel Company, and Vanderbilt’s railroad monopoly, the Beef
Trust based in major Midwestern metropolitan centers has not attained
the same degree of contemporary fame. In the early twentieth century,
however, the Beef Trust achieved tremendous notoriety for, among other
things, rendering the price of kosher meat beyond reach for predomi‑
nantly immigrant, working‑class Jewish families.
In a series of short, action‑packed chapters, Seligman describes in
minute detail how the tumultuous battle that pitted Jewish women
against kosher butchers, themselves at the mercy of the meat barons who
comprised the Beef Trust, unfolded. Tanks to the 1872 invention of
refrigerated railcars, producers and suppliers could now ship foodstufs
that would easily spoil—like meat—across the country, dramatically
changing the food industry. Not only did this technological develop‑
ment mean that Americans in one region could now send a greater
quantity of fresh food far more cheaply and expeditiously to Americans
in another, it enabled canny business operators from Midwestern cities
to join forces to control the price of livestock, especially cattle.
As a direct result of this collusion, meat prices began to rise sub‑
stantially. By 1901, when prices increased further, frustration among
Lower East Side Jews who could scarcely aford to make ends meet, let
alone purchase meat that conformed to the laws of kashrut, began to
marinate. When the cost of kosher meat rose exponentially in 1902,
thanks to price‑fxing among the monopoly of Midwestern meat barons,
tensions boiled over into what Seligman highlights as American Jewish
women’s frst major organizing efort. Using contemporaneous Yiddish
and English newspaper articles, Seligman brings to life the ground‑
breaking women omitted from prior narratives—women such as Paulina
Finkel, Sarah Edelman, and Fanny Levy—who placed advertisements
in the Yiddish press to call for a mass meeting of their “sisters” (81).
To the shock of the men who watched derisively, Finkel, Edelman,
and Levy met with unparalleled success. Hundreds of Jewish women
of diverse national backgrounds and political afliations, who did not
all speak English or even the same dialect of Yiddish, responded to
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their call, overfowing the fve‑hundred‑seat hall where the organizers
convened their gathering. Together, they agreed to boycott Lower East
Side butcher shops unless butchers would sell to them for no more than
twelve cents a pound (equal to approximately $3.82 today).
Difering from other boycotts that pitted workers against bosses, or
grew out of scarcity, this boycott hinged upon these women’s argument
with their own coreligionists. Tey concentrated their rage on commu‑
nity butchers whom they contended had sold them out and gone over to
the side of the meat barons, leaving their families to starve. As planned,
the morning following the meeting, small groups of women blocked
the way to each butcher shop, hoping to persuade potential consumers
to stand with them and refrain from buying until the butchers agreed
to lower prices. When that failed, they targeted their local butchers and
even their friends and neighbors who dared to cross the picket lines to
buy meat for their families. While they intended for their boycott to
remain peaceful, it swiftly deteriorated into violence and arrests, spread‑
ing across the boroughs and into nearby states in subsequent months
and years.
Yet as Seligman points out, despite these women’s legitimate indigna‑
tion, their anger misaligned with the real ofenders driving up the cost
of kosher meat—the Beef Trust. Instead, they contended that their local
butchers had acceded to the elites and manipulated prices to make up
their own losses at their neighbors’ expense. In reality, though, Seligman
illustrates that the Midwestern meat barons victimized the small butch‑
ers who could barely turn a proft, many of whom never recovered from
the boycott, just as much as they wronged the women who struggled to
put food on their families’ tables. Over the next two decades, the Beef
Trust persisted in controlling prices, sparking periodic strikes grounded
on the precedent of the 1902 boycott, and led to the 1905 Supreme
Court case Swift & Co. v. United States in which the Court declared—
albeit to minimal practical efect—that Congress had the authority to
regulate the Beef Trust. Te Beef Trust, however, continued to dictate
meat prices until Woodrow Wilson’s Justice Department forcibly broke
up its monopoly.
Seligman’s compelling book is, frst and foremost, a master class in
historical storytelling. Immediately captivating and readily accessible,
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he restores a relatively little‑known event outside of Jewish studies cir‑
cles to the historical canon. Impressively, he contextualizes the boycott,
routinely siloed within the confnes of Jewish history, into the broader
sweep of American history, explaining how technological innovations
in one part of the country ignited a chain of events that culminated
in Jewish working‑class women holding a massive demonstration that
reverberated throughout labor movements to come. Perhaps most im‑
portant, he centers key women who made it happen and allows them
to speak, at least as reported in the newspapers of the time. Tat said,
the book is not without its faws. Seligman acknowledges in his preface
that the paltry number of sources revealing “accurate, three‑dimensional
portraits of the women and their inner lives”(xii) presented a challenge
to the point where he almost could not write the book. As such, though
using newspaper articles allowed him to tell the story, his dependence
upon press reports still means that the women’s voices themselves remain
mediated. Additionally, in introducing his topic, he relies too heavily
on the standard narrative of pogroms and persecution in driving Jews
to American shores and tends to elide diferences among Jewish immi‑
grants. How unanimous were these Jews in supporting the boycott? Did
any women speak out against it for religious, philosophical, or practical
reasons? What kind of gendered tensions did it provoke? Nonetheless,
Te Great Kosher Meat War of 1902 is a welcome contribution to Jewish
historical literature that both general and academic readers would enjoy,
and that would prove an excellent addition to an undergraduate syl‑
labus on gender studies, women’s history, labor history, or the history
of New York.
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