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Sociological Appraisal of European Immigration to Omaha, Nebraska (circa 1900-1960) 

 Omaha, Nebraska’s rich history of culture and society is a function of the individuals that 

created it. Omaha, an original frontier town conveniently situated on the west bank of the 

Missouri river, thrived in the early 1900’s as a hub for agriculture and industry. Omaha’s 

population was well into the hundred-thousands at the beginning of the 20th century and 

continued to boast steady growth of citizenship well into the relative future (Figure I). European 

immigration, which peaked around the 1920 census, does not parallel the overall population 

growth of the city. In 1910, immigrants comprised over 22 percent of Omaha’s population, but in 

1920, their affluence only comprised approximately 19 percent of the population as naturalized 

citizens began moving to Omaha, likely for more white-collar work opportunities.  

Figure I: (Larson, Cottrell, Dalstrom, and Dalstrom 205-206) 
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 The primary reason that immigration populations ceased to grow from 1920 onwards was 

due to federally mandated quotas on immigration, cited in the Johnson-Reed Act of 1924 

(Reimers 13-14). As a result, European immigration was limited to only tens of thousands of 

migrants from any given European nation, mitigating the number that would end up in Omaha. 

Once the Great Depression set in from 1929-1939, immigrants were less apt to settle in America, 

and once World War II set in, exiting Europe became a daunting task (Reimers 15-16). Nazi 

occupied territories utilized their authority to inhibit migration of their prized citizens, or 

anybody they deemed as a risk to their empire, such as Jews, clergy, or former political affiliates. 

European immigration continued steadily into the 1950’s as “nationless and displaced persons” 

from World War II were allowed to immigrate to the US in small quantities (Reimers 19). 

Although such data provides general trends of European immigration, admittedly trends among 

migration from various nations is not universal. 

 The number of immigrants from European nations dropped significantly for almost every 

documented nation from 1910 to 1920 (Figure II). What is surprising is that immigrant 

populations from Italy actually peaked during the 1920’s whereas the rest of the top immigrant 

nationalities dropped considerably. Although some may have actually left Omaha, the majority 

either became naturalized or claimed new nationalities following World War I as they did not 

want to be associated with the losing Central Powers due to their pride or fear of backlash for 

living in an Ally nation (Larsen, Cottrell, Dalstrom, and Dalstrom 206-208). However, most 

immigrants tended to segregate into neighborhoods exclusively of their nationality. Most Italians 

established in the southeast corner of downtown Omaha (presently 10th Street and Leavenworth), 

Bohemians established along South 13th street, and Poles established “Sheeley Town” just west 

of Little Bohemia (Larsen, Cottrell, Dalstrom, and Dalstrom 206-208). Overall, it appears that 



immigrant settlements were conveniently located within close distance to metal refineries and 

meat packing plants that were splattered across the city and in perhaps the worst housing and 

floodplain on this side of the Missouri river.  

Figure II: (Larsen, Cottrell, Dalstrom, and Dalstrom 206) 

 

The conditions and culture of immigrants living in Omaha during the early half of the 

20th century was well documented, albeit unintentionally, through photographs. For example, 

Louis Bostwick and Homer Frohardt collected several photographs in the early to mid 1900’s, 

one of which, entitled “Omaha Street Views- 24th St.” illustrates potentially high-quality 

immigrant housing on the far North side of “Sheeley Town” presumably (Figure III).  

 

 

 



Figure III: (Bostwick and Frohardt, Omaha Street Views- 24th St.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Bostwick-Frohardt/KMTV Photography Collection at The Durham Museum photo archive 

This image was selected due to its provided location to lie within the immigrant 

neighborhoods of the city. The homes are small, relatively close together, wooden, and appear to 

be unpainted. For all intents and purposes, these houses are livable and generally better than 

typical immigrant communities in the city. An undated photo entitled “Aerial” of much of South 

Omaha is provided in Robert Paskach’s photo archive, was selected as it illustrates trends in 

immigrant housing (Figure IV).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure IV: (Paskach, Aerial)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Omaha World-Herald/Robert Paskach Photography Collection at The Durham Museum photo archive 

All of the homes appear to be within close distance to one of two factories in the 

foreground and background of the scenery, and are more representative of the quality of 

immigrant housing than in Bostwick and Frohardt’s photograph of 24th street. 

 Although the neighborhoods are a fair representation of the immigrants’ socioeconomic 

situation in the city during the early 20th century, the main expression of their class was in the 

work they were employed to do. Bostwick and Frohardt’s 1909 image entitled “Packing Chipped 

Beef”, was selected as it demonstrates female workers at a South Omaha packing plant being 

supervised as they worked in a line for meat packing (Figure V). 

 

 

 

 



Figure V: (Bostwick and Frohardt, Packing Chipped Beef) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Bostwick-Frohardt/KMTV Photography Collection at The Durham Museum photo archive 

Considering the location of the plant and the blue-collar type employment, it is safe to 

deduce that these women were immigrants and the supervising men either were not immigrants, 

or were immigrants, but due to their gender were allowed leadership opportunities.  

Even during the middle of the 20th century, migrants could still be seen doing blue-collar 

work. In Paskach’s 1966 photograph entitled “South Omaha Sewer Outfall and Treatment Plant; 

Packing House Workers,” several individuals stand outside Armour and Company’s plant 

employment office (Figure VI).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure VI: (Paskach, South Omaha Sewer Outfall and Treatment Plant; Packing House Workers) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the Omaha World-Herald/Robert Paskach Photography Collection at The Durham Museum photo archive 

Again, considering the urban South Omaha location, the blue collar nature of the plant 

labor, and the fact that the individuals in the photograph also appeared to be African American 

and Hispanic, which are ethnicities that were historically stratified into lower classes, the white 

individuals are likely immigrants. Naturally, these assumptions are nothing without further 

sociological appraisal to warrant this reasoning and explain such trends of immigration in 

Omaha. 

 The trends of immigrants being placed in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs was not 

confined to Omaha, specifically. Throughout the late 1800’s and well into the 20th century, 

economic stratification was perpetuated against non-British immigrants in the labor market. 

While nearly two-thirds of naturalized citizens and British-American immigrants worked in non-

manual and skilled occupations whereas two-thirds of Poles and Italians worked in unskilled and 

manual occupations, such as the meat packing described in Bostwick and Frohardt’s photograph 

(Hollingshead 681). Even more formidable was the fact that 64 percent of business executives 

were of British origin compared to only four percent of Italians and Poles (Hollingshed 681). 



Even by 1948, a statistically insignificant portion of Italians had yet to escape their stratification 

into a low socioeconomic class. The result of economic stratification in Eastern and 

Mediterranean immigrants explains why many immigrants were low class well into the 20th 

century. With the job markets favoring Anglo-Saxon individuals for roles in authority and 

executive leadership, most immigrants were steered into poor-earning and unskilled 

employment. 

 Naturally, the role of the higher classes, who were from families that had a long standing 

citizenship, instigated prejudice on immigrants who were not Anglo-Saxon and protestant 

(Hollingshed 681). These individuals, termed “Old Yankees” were undoubtedly discriminatory 

against the culture, religion, and social undertakings of immigrants. Although a minority in the 

early 20th century society, the elite controlled much of American politics, business infrastructure, 

and society, in general. Endogamous marriage was preserved as the elite would never want or 

allow their children to associate with the lower classes, making it all but impossible for 

immigrants to climb socially through marriage (Hollingshed 681). With economic stratification 

and discrimination by the “Old Yankees,” immigrants flocked to segregated sections of the city, 

where they could continue to worship based on their own faith, continue to practice their 

nationality’s customs, and were safeguarded in some type of employment. The result is 

represented in Paskach’s aerial view of South Omaha, where immigrant neighborhoods of lower 

class housing stood along industrial employment. In addition, Bostwick and Frohardt’s 

photograph of the packing plant illustrates foremen supervising the women packing chipped 

beef; it is an adequate assumption that the men were likely in their position due to their gender or 

naturalization as a citizen.  With such stratification in mind, it seems ironic that the “Old 

Yankee” elite actually promoted assimilation into American society.  



 Many current US citizens had immigrant parents or grandparents that came to the United 

States from Europe in the early 20th century, yet the level of poverty or social stratification from 

that era does not reflect on the majority of current citizens’ socioeconomic status. The reason is 

that many immigrants assimilated into American society in order to avoid further poverty and 

social struggle perpetuated onto them by the elite. Sociologist Andrew Greeley forms such a 

conclusion in his excerpt entitled “Immigration and Religio-Ethnic Groups: A Sociological 

Reappraisal,” stating migrants from this era were actually easy to assimilate compared to 

contemporary immigrants (161). The reason assimilation occurred rapidly is that beginning in 

the 1950’s, the culture of such immigrants began to dwindle as intermarriage between different 

nationalities, and yes, the elite with the lower middle class, became more normal, causing a loss 

in ethnic identity (Greeley 172). What’s more is that many of immigrants were given easier 

access to college (Greeley 173). Education provided merit for children of immigrants to be more 

competitive in executive leadership and business, where better wages propelled such individuals 

into the middle or high class, and in turn, the dominant culture. 

 Looking into contemporary Omaha, European culture has certainly faded as time has 

progressed. No longer do individuals of Italian, Polish, or Bohemian lineage occupy dwellings 

exclusively south of Dodge street and east of 48th street. Nor are any European immigrants 

plagued to labor in nearby lead smelting or meat packing plants. For this reason, it can only be 

assumed that assimilation into American culture has occurred for most European immigrants’ 

proceeded generations. Fortunately, their spirit and culture lives on in religion, ethnic societies, 

and memories. As a new generation of immigrants come in from all over the world, the city will 

still maintain a segregated geography, now with a minority of Latinos occupying a business 

district along 24th and Q street, white individuals in west Omaha, and African Americans in 



North Omaha. With that, the division of labor and stratification of socioeconomic class based on 

nationality will continue. Hopefully assimilation of the latest generation of immigrants will not 

result in unnecessary hardship and loss of culture from those who came to America, and 

specifically Omaha, for a better life. 
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