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7.2 Immigrants and Cities PRIMARY SOURCE READING

How the Other Half Lives

1. Jacob Riis was born in Denmark in 1849 and emigrated to the United States in 1870. After working at a number of jobs, he became the police reporter for the New York Tribune, a daily newspaper. Through his work as a journalist, Riis became familiar with the tenements of New York City. His concern for the people who lived in these tenements led him to write articles and give lectures in which he called for reform. The following selection is an excerpt from Riis’s 1890 book How the Other Half Lives. 

2. This book brought attention to the horrible living conditions in which many poor people, particularly immigrants, lived. In this excerpt, Riis takes the reader on a tour of a tenement house. As you read the selection, consider the health and safety risks of living in a tenement.

4. Be a little careful, please! The hall is dark and you might stumble over the children pitching pennies back there. Not that it would hurt them; kicks and cuffs are their daily diet. They have little else. Here where the hall turns and dives into utter darkness is a step, and another, another. A flight of stairs. You can feel your way, if you cannot see it. Close? 

Yes! What would you have? All the fresh air that ever enters these stairs comes from the hall door that is forever \

slamming, and from the windows of dark bedrooms that in turn receive from the stairs their sole supply of the elements that God meant to be free. . . . 

5. That was a woman filling her pail by the hydrant you just bumped against. The sinks are in the hallway, that all the tenants may have access— and all be poisoned alike by their summer stenches. Hear the pump squeak! It is the lullaby of tenement house babes. In summer, when a thousand thirsty throats pant for a cooling drink in this block, it is worked in vain. But the saloon, whose open door you passed in the hall, is always there. The smell of it has followed you up. Here is a door. Listen! That short hacking cough, that tiny, helpless wail—what do they mean? . . . 

6. Oh! a sadly familiar story—before the day is at an end. The child is dying with measles. With half a chance it might have lived, but it had none. That dark bedroom killed it. . . . Come over here. Step carefully over this baby—it is a baby, spite of its rags and dirt—under these iron bridges called fire escapes, but loaded down, despite the incessant [continual] watchfulness of the firemen, with broken household goods, with washtubs and barrels, over which no man could climb from a fire. 

7. This gap between dingy black walls is the yard. That strip of smoke-colored sky up there is the heaven of these people. . . . That baby’s parents live in the rear tenement here. She is at least as clean as the steps we are now climbing. There are plenty of houses with half a hundred [people] such in. The tenement is much like the one in front we just left, only fouler, closer, darker—we will not say more cheerless. That word is a mockery. A hundred thousand people lived in rear tenements in New York last year. . . .  

8. What sort of answer, think you, would come from these tenements to the question “Is life worth living?” . . [O]ne [case] that came to my notice some months ago in a Seventh Ward tenement was typical enough. . . . There were nine in the family: husband, wife, an aged grandmother, and six children. All nine lived in two rooms, one about ten feet square that served as a parlor [living room], bedroom, and eating room, the other, a small half room made into a kitchen. 

9. The rent was seven dollars and a half a month, more than a week’s wages for the husband and father, who was the only breadwinner in the family. That day the mother had thrown herself out of the window, and was carried up from the street dead. She was “discouraged,” said some of the other women from the tenement, who had come in to look after the children while a messenger carried the news to the father at the shop. 

From How the Other Half Lives by Jacob Riis.

BCR’s After you have finished reading the selection, answer the following questions in the space provided.

1. In what ways are the tenements unhealthy places to live?

2. Why did many families keep goods on the fire escapes?

3. Why does Riis consider the word “cheerless” to be a mockery when describing the tenements?

4. Why do you think Riis shares the story about the woman who threw herself out the window?

5. Make a proposal for improving life in a New York City tenement house.

In your own words, summarize today’s lesson.

Chapter 7

PRIMARY SOURCE

1.  Tenements unhealthy places to live because they are overcrowded, they do not offer access to fresh air or to light, and their water supply is not sufficient.

2. Tenement families had no other place to store their possessions

3. Riis consider the word cheerless as not adequately explaining the awful conditions of the tenement houses

4. Riis wants to give readers an idea of the hopelessness and despair that many tenement dwellers felt

5. Good recommendations would include adding windows for light and air, an increase the number of water pumps for sanitation, and improve the standards regarding the size of rooms.

