
 

 

My name is Hannah Lee. I’m a master’s student in the public history program at Rutgers-Camden. I’m currently 

working as a historic educator over at the Princeton Battlefield State Park and I continue to work as a graduate 

assistant at the Mid-Atlantic Regional Center for the Humanities (or MARCH), which is based in Camden.  

 

Over the past couple of months, I have been doing research about the history of the Trent House neighborhood 

as part of the internship requirement for my degree. Today I’ll be talking about my research for what we call the 

Trent House Neighborhood Project. 

 

The history of the William Trent House Museum, like many other historic homes, is not representative of the 

history of its surrounding neighborhood. Examining the history of the neighborhood allows us to place Trent 

House, an estate historically known to house statesmen and other wealthy individuals, within a predominately 

working-class world. 

 

The Trent House Neighborhood Project investigates the dynamic history of the Trent House neighborhood from 

1880 to 1950. During this time, the neighborhood experienced great change. To investigate change during this 

period, I situated my research primarily around census records. City directories, tax records, and genealogical 

records also aided my research. 

 

By analyzing these primary sources we can trace the dynamics of demographic change in the neighborhood 

over time. Inferences can also be made about the types of lives neighborhood residents may have led throughout 

the many stages of change during this period.  

 

For this talk, I will begin with a general introduction to the premise of the project and my research 

methodologies, then present the many findings that the research unveiled. At the end, I’m happy to answer any 

questions that you may have. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

The year 1880 marks the beginning of the Great Immigration, which is also known as the third wave of Jewish 

immigration to the United States during which thousands of Russian and Eastern European Jews settled in 

Trenton. In census records, Russian-Jewish immigrants first appear in 1900 and their population peaks in 1910 

and 1920. 

 

Soon after, between about 1920 and 1950, hundreds of Black southerners migrated to the neighborhood during 

the Great Migration. By 1930, the neighborhood was incredibly diverse with white and Black Americans and 

Russian immigrants living among one another. Although, some streets were more diverse than others. Between 

1930 and 1950, S. Warren was more mixed, but Union’s Black population never exceeded 25% while all 

Decatur residents were Black by 1950. 

 

Most of the neighborhood's properties were demolished in the late 1950s through the 1960s as part of Trenton's 

urban renewal projects, displacing over 380 individuals. Later, the Richard J. Hughes Justice Complex was built 

between 1978 and 1982 on top of the land. 

 

 



 

Here you can see property change over time between the years 1908, 1971, and 2023. You can see that by 1908 

the neighborhood was densely populated. It is evident in other Sanborn maps that, starting in the early 1950s—

and perhaps even earlier—vacant properties became increasingly more common leading up to the demolition of 

buildings beginning in the late 1950s. 

 

  



 

Due to time constraints, I decided to study the history of the neighborhood by sampling a section of it. The 

sample is visible in red and the Trent House estate in blue. I chose to study a section directly east of the Trent 

House because I wanted to contrast demographic changes between main streets like S. Warren and Union and 

inner streets like Decatur. This proved advantageous, as we will see later in the presentation. 

 

The sample is comprised of 84 properties. Between 1880 and 1950, the average population totaled to about 330 

people, ranging from 276 residents in 1880 to 409 in 1910 during the peak of Russian immigration. The 

neighborhood would see another spike in its population in 1950 with 389 residents when the neighborhood was 

becoming increasingly Black during the height of the Great Migration. 

 

This map also shows the many factories that lined the Delaware River next to the neighborhood. Many 

neighborhood residents during this period, both men and women, Black and white—and earlier on, adults and 

children—worked at these factories, especially at the woolen factory where wool was cleaned, dyed, spun, and 

weaved.  

. 

 

  

 

Here in this early-twentieth-century 

photograph of a dedication ceremony at the 

Trent House, you can see a woolen factory, 

then named the Princeton Worsted Mills, in 

the background. Of course, many people 

chose to move to this particular neighborhood 

due to its proximity to the factories in hopes 

of increased job availability 



 

Most of my research findings are extracted from the data I collected from the 1880-1950 censuses. 

Unfortunately, this does not include the 1890 Census, from which only a fraction of enumeration forms survived 

a fire that broke out in the U.S. Department of Commerce building in Washington, D.C. in 1921. This is 

frustrating when trying to pin down the beginning of Russian immigration to the neighborhood considering the 

Great Migration began in the 1880s. 

 

As many of you who have completed the census before can imagine, these records reveal A LOT about a given 

individual, their household, and, collectively, the neighborhood they live in. Here you can see a list of the 

variables that I was particularly interested in when collecting data.  

 

During the 1880-1950 period across Decatur, S. Warren, and Union streets, I collected data from over 100 

enumeration forms (or about 2,300 individuals) and inputted the data in a database. It is an Excel database I 

created that spreads across three workbooks organized by street. Inside each workbook are sheets that organize 

the data per census year as well as a sheet dedicated to information pulled from tax documents. 

 

While most of the statistics that the data generated can speak for themselves, it is important that we 

contextualize everything within the histories that marked the various stages of change during this period—

which is the goal of my research! 

 

  



 

For a quick example, here is what an enumeration form looks like. I removed the headings and footers so the 

actual content is more visible. This is from the 1900 Census. 

 

 

And this is from the 1940 Census.  

 

What I found fascinating was the fact that the census enumeration forms changed over time to reflect the 

varying demographic trends and concerns of each given decade. For example, language, birthplace of parents, 

immigration year, and immigration status first appear in the 1900 Census but disappear in the 1940 Census as 

immigration had precipitously declined in contrast to previous decades.  

 



 

 

Another noteworthy source is the City of Trenton’s tax assessment records that document property and building 

characteristics between the 1930s and early 1960s. These documents are available for review at Trentoniana in 

the Trenton Free Public Library on Academy Street.  

 

Not all properties have associated tax records nor are each of the tax records completely filled out. For example, 

only a handful document the demolition of buildings and the succession of property ownership, monthly rent, 

and over the years are rarely consistently maintained. However, what is available is valuable to understanding 

the physical circumstances and environmental conditions of a given home or business. 

  



 

Here is an example of a tax assessment record, in this case it is for 39 Union St. The document was created in 

June of 1936 but edits to the document noted in red ink were later made in 1958 after heating was installed, a 

lavatory was added, and some brick work was completed, which altogether added value to the property.  

 

When this data is analyzed alongside that found in the census records, we know that Louis Kabin, for example, 

owned and rented the building out to a Hungarian family of six from as late as 1930 and as early as 1940. At 

some point after 1940 David I. Doben and Charles Levenson owned the property, which is evident in the later 

added names at the top of the document.  

 

Here also is a photograph of 39 Union St. that was taken around 1935. The image can also be found in 

Trentoniana along with many other property photographs taken in the 1930s and later in 1958 of various 

properties in the neighborhood. In 1958 the city may have been canvassing the neighborhood to assess the 

conditions of the buildings when considering their demise. 

 

  



 

Due to a succession of anti-Semitic pogroms, more than two million Russian Jews immigrated to the U.S. 

between 1880 and 1915. This population was concentrated in what is known as the Pale of Settlement, which 

made up 4% of the Russian Empire but was composed of over 90% of Russia's Jewish population. For over 120 

years the territory restricted Jewish mobility and freedoms until it was disestablished in 1915. Its borders 

spanned across multiple Eastern European countries, including present-day Lithuania, Poland, and Romania. 

 

The Trent House neighborhood quickly changed from a population comprised largely of New Jersey and 

Pennsylvania natives and Western European immigrants to one of Russian and some Eastern European Jews 

(mostly from Poland). In 1880, 34% of its inhabitants were immigrants but by 1910 the percentage of 

immigrants had risen to 80%, most of whom were Russian Jews.  

 

The population of Russian Jews in Trenton was highly concentrated in the Trent House neighborhood. In 1917, 

Russian Jews made up approximately 7% (or 7,100) of Trenton's population, but in the same year, Russians 

comprised 67% of the neighborhood’s population. In less than a decade, this population had doubled. 

Interestingly, the concentration of Russian immigrants varied by street in the neighborhood. In 1910, while 76% 

of Decatur St. residents were Russian, most S. Warren residents remained Western European with only 43% of 

its inhabitants being from the Pale. 

 

Over time, second-generation Russians moved to West Trenton or out of Trenton altogether at the same time as 

the population of Black southerners increased. Between 1920 and 1930, the population decreased by 57%. And 

in 1950, only 15% of neighborhood residents were Russian. 

 

 

  



 

 

By 1900, the majority of Russian Jews made a living by peddling in the streets. However, they gradually went 

from selling their items on the street (60% in 1900 to 10% in 1930) to working in retail dealing or owning their 

own stores (6% in 1900 to 47% in 1930).  

 

The highly concentrated ethnic and religious values and ways of living brought from the Pale strengthened the 

neighborhood's economic and cultural cohesion. Kosher delis, ritual baths, a Jewish day school, and several 

synagogues in the neighborhood helped Russian Jews acclimate to their new lives in America. Religious leaders 

and educators also lived in the neighborhood, like rabbis Max Suffnos (1910 Census) and Mendel Silverstein 

(1930 Census), both of Union St. 

 

Here is an image of one of the synagogues in the neighborhood. The Congregation of the Workers of Truth was 

incorporated in 1919 and located at 32 Union St. 

 

 

  



 

 

Poor living and working conditions as well as racist legislation and violence in the South inspired over six 

million southern Black Americans to migrate to northern states in search for better futures. Many native New 

Jerseyans and Pennsylvanians migrated to New Jersey cities as well. However, they would face new obstacles 

adjusting to life in all-white communities, oftentimes settling in similarly destitute living conditions and 

needing to navigate segregation and racism.  

 

  



 

Black southerners first arrived in the late 1910s during World War I and by 1920 made up 12% of the 

neighborhood. By 1950, those numbers would more than quadruple with Black residents comprising 57% of the 

neighborhood. Interestingly, though, there were some Black folks who did live in the neighborhood in and 

around 1880. According to the 1880 Census, a New Jersey family of seven lived on S. Warren St. and a single 

man from Pennsylvania lived on Decatur St. Both heads of household were barbers and the eldest daughter in 

the former family was a music teacher. 

 

Later, the concentration of the Black population varied by street. In 1950, 100% of Decatur St. residents were 

Black, but on one street over on Union St., Black people composed only 24% of the residents that same year. 

 

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Great Migration produced great challenges to the city of Trenton and its new Black 

residents. For example, the large influx of new residents created a severe housing crisis, leaving many people 

homeless or living in overcrowded quarters. The population of the neighborhood’s roomers, or individuals who 

rented rooms from tenants and homeowners, also increased from about ten in 1900 to an average of over forty 

between 1910 and 1950. 

 

Black families also struggled to find sufficient schooling accommodations for their children. All-Black schools 

opened in the late 1910s, but poor classroom conditions, a lack of sufficient school supplies, and lack of faculty 

initiative resulted in high drop-out rates. However, in 1923 the city built a new school (a K through 9 school) 

equipped with "an auditorium, spacious classrooms, a gymnasium and swimming pool." The New Lincoln 

School on Montgomery Street offered quality education to the Black youth of the neighborhood. Along with all 

other Trenton schools, it was desegregated in 1943. 

 

Unlike the Russian population, the occupations of the neighborhood's Black residents varied little over time. 

The majority of them worked in unskilled jobs, like mill or factory jobs and railroad work. Also, seven men 

living on Decatur and S. Warren streets worked on what the census called the "Camp Dix project" when "new 

military installations had to be constructed and existing facilities expanded" at Fort Dix during World War II. By 

the end of 1940, Fort Dix was the largest military post in the country. 

 

 

  



 

The Trent House neighborhood was situated near factories and mills along the Delaware River, including the 

woolen mills where many residents worked. Likewise, skilled trade workers and retail dealers found job 

opportunities in the neighborhood and nearby areas. Unemployment rates remained relatively low between 1880 

and 1950, with no unemployed men over the age of 18 between 1880 and 1910 and averaging at 6% until 1950. 

Although, as to be expected, the unemployment rate did reach a high of 15% during the Great Depression.  

 

I organized the occupational statistics into nine categories, namely Clerical and Office Work (like secretaries 

and stenographers), Peddling, Personal, Domestic, and Related Services (like barbers, houskeepers or 

laundresses, and those who worked in restaurant services), Professional Service (like teachers, religious leaders, 

and nurses), Retail Dealing (like salespeople and milk men), Retail Dealing (In-Store) (like bakeries, butcher 

shops, grocery and dry goods stores, and department stores), Skilled Trades (like blacksmiths, cabinetmakers, 

masons, paper hangers, potters, shoemakers, and telephone operators), Unskilled Labor (factory and mill 

workers, drivers, railroad workers, and other manual labor workers), and Other (like insurance agents, 

municipal workers, and those who work in entertainment).  

 

There was some occupational diversity across neighborhood residents. However, the most common labor 

categories changed over time. For instance, the most common category in 1880 was that of Skilled Trades (at 

43%) but in 1950 it was one of the least common (at 17%). Occupations also differed by gender, age, ethnicity, 

and race.  

 

For example, women's employment rates steadily increased between 1880 and 1950. In 1880, 23% of women 

aged 19-50 y/o worked but in 1950 45% of them worked. The most common female jobs varied greatly 

throughout the period: Unskilled Labor was most common in 1880-1900 and 1950 (54% in 1880), Skilled 

Trades in 1880-1910 (41% in 1910), Retail Dealing (in-store) in 1910-1940 (33% in 1930), and Personal, 

Domestic, and Related Services in 1930-1950 (52% in 1950). 

 

Besides peddling between 1900 and 1920, Russian immigrants were the demographic that had the lowest 

percentage in the unskilled labor category. They never exceeded 23% of the unskilled labor force, which was 

mostly composed of women (average 24%), and white (average 27%) and Black Americans (average 56%). 

Many of them brought with them skills that they had already developed in the Pale. Lastly, the percentage of 

those aged 12 to 18 who were working declined from 43% in 1880 to 16% in 1950. 

 



 

Now onto some of the neighborhood inhabitants whose life stories were framed by census records in addition to 

other sources, like tax records, city directories, newspaper articles, and genealogical records. 

 

First is the Beech family who were among the many Western European immigrants who lived in the 

neighborhood in the mid- to late 19th century. The family of six lived at 536 S. Warren St., which was located 

directly across from the Trent House, for at least 40 years from 1880 to 1920.  

 

The patriarch, Sergeant John Pointon Beech, immigrated from England to Boston in 1848 and moved to Trenton 

in 1856. In 1861, he joined the 4th New Jersey Volunteer Infantry Regiment in Trenton to fight for the Union 

Army. He was discharged from the military after the war ended in 1865. In 1894, he was awarded the 

Congressional Medal of Honor for the bravery he exhibited during the Battle of Spotsylvania Courthouse in 

Virginia when he "voluntarily assisted in working the guns of a battery [when at that point] all the members had 

been killed or wounded."  

 

He was a potter from 1856 until the late 1890s when he became a storeowner for cigars and later sweets. His 

daughter Mary F. Beech was a telephone operator for at least thirty years before her death in 1930. John died at 

the age of 82 in November 1926. He’s buried in Mercer Cemetery, which is located in downtown Trenton. 

 

Tax records tell us that the S. Warren home was built in 1836 with a lot size of 19.6 feet by 75 feet. As of 1932, 

it had 8 rooms and 1 bathroom which comprised of about 1,600 square feet. Although, because an addition was 

added in 1932, the square footage would have been at about 1,400 square feet during the time the Beech family 

lived here. The property was sold to the city of Trenton in 1966. 

 

  



 

The Levine Family lived at 540 S. Warren St.—two houses down from the Beech family—for at least twenty 

years between 1920 and 1940. They owned the home, which was built in 1836 and by 1936 had 7 rooms and 1 

bathroom with about 1,700 square feet. In 1946, the first-floor store was converted into a living room. It was 

sold to the city in 1965. 

 

The family’s patriarch, Barney Levine, immigrated to the U.S. from Russia in 1905. His wife Fannie and son 

John joined him two years later. It was common for Russian families for the wife, and kids if applicable, to 

follow her husband at a later time. They did not speak English upon their arrival; they only spoke Yiddish (or 

“Jewish” as the census mistakenly records). In 1910 and 1911 Fannie gave birth to Blanche and Charles, 

respectively.  

 

Barney likely ran his dry goods business on the first floor of the building, which was a common practice for 

storeowners in the neighborhood. Earlier on, it seems Fannie also helped him run the business. In addition to the 

four family members, a 44-year-old Russian roomer named Abraham Kaslow also lived with the family at one 

point according to the 1920 Census. He worked at a ship yard. 

 

Barney died at 52 years old, likely from a tumor. He is buried at the Congregation Brothers of Israel Cemetery 

on Liberty Street in Trenton. His death left his daughter Blanche as the sole breadwinner of the home. Blanch 

was an attorney who ran her own practice, which may have been located on the first floor of the home. This was 

an incredible achievement considering her gender and age. 

 

Fannie died at 65 years old and is buried next to her husband. Here is a photo of her gravestone. Blanche dies at 

the age of 83 in Trenton in 1994. Her brother Louis, who immigrated from Russia, passed away at the age of 52 

from acute liver failure in Philadelphia in 1956. 

 

  



 

 

For another perspective, in this 1937 photo you can see the Beech and Levine homes located behind the Trent 

House. The families were neighbors at one point in time, definitely in 1920. 

  



 

 

The Goss family lived at 25 Decatur St. from as early as 1929 until the late 1930s. Patriarch Jesse Goss was 

born on February 25, 1905 in Sylvester, Georgia, and he moved to Trenton by the time he was sixteen years old. 

Between 1931 and 1949, Jesse and his wife Martha had ten children, most of whom were/are lifelong Trenton 

residents.  

 

Jesse was a prolific lightweight boxer who had a celebrated career in the Trenton-Philadelphia area and across 

New Jersey between 1925 and 1935. He owned a gym commonly known as “Hills Place” on Decatur St. where 

he trained and managed Trenton’s fighters, including world lightweight champion Ike Williams. 

 

He was also head of a successful boxing family. He trained his sons in boxing and two of his sons, Sammy and 

Barry, were inducted into the New Jersey Boxing Hall of Fame. In the mid-1990s, brothers Sammy, Barry, and 

Tommy founded the Goss & Goss Boxing Club at the Boys & Girls Club at 212 Centre St. here in Trenton. The 

club provided boxing and fitness training for youth ages 12-22. 

 

Jesse passed away in Trenton at the age of 63 in December 1968 and is buried in the Ewing Cemetery.  

  



 

 

Lastly, there are still so many avenues of research that my database can aid. Here are some possible ones that 

peaked my interest while doing research.  

 

For example, in 1900, 55% of adolescents aged 12-18 y/o were employed but by 1950 only 16% of them held 

jobs. How did industrialization and de-industrialization in Trenton impact these trends? How many families 

relied on their children to sustain their household incomes? Were immigrant adolescents more likely to be 

employed than Americans? Did the most common employment category for adolescents change over time?  

 

The prevalence of boarders/roomers/lodgers and servants during this period is another interesting avenue of 

research. At the height of both Russian immigration and Black migration, it was more likely that households 

would have more than one boarder than just one. Why is that? What economic conditions incited these trends?  

 

Finally, another avenue is the analysis of female employment during this period. How did society’s gendered 

expectations contribute to the prevalence of female employment? What does this say about the autonomy of 

women? How did the types of job change over time? How did race and gender interact with one another in 

terms of job availability for women? 

 

I can answer some of these questions but each avenue of research demands a deeper investigation. I look 

forward to seeing the future developments that my research has prompted. I know one local high schooler is 

already using my database for his own research.  

 

  



 

 

 


