JACOB AUGUST RIIS was born in Ribe,
Denmark in 1849. Although he was the
son of a school teacher, he wasn’t a very
good student. Crushed after a proposal of
marriage was turned down, he emigrated
to the U.S. in 1870. Traveling aboard a
steamship, he carried $40 and a locket
with a lock of hair of the girl who had
turned him down.
Once in NYC and speaking no English, he
had a variety of jobs. He was an
ironworker, a farmer, a bricklayer and
salesman. At one point, he was
unemployed, penniless and homeless. He
really learned first hand how difficult life
was for new immigrants.
He eventually began working for a
newspaper and became a police reporter.
He chronicled the crime and poverty of the Lower East Side, the same destination for
many immigrants arriving from Italy, Ireland, China, Poland and Russia by the
thousands. The poverty he saw upset him and he wanted to do something to help
make changes. He became a reformer.
He was determined to photograph what he saw
rather than just write about it, so he taught
himself photography. Then he learned there
was a new way to take pictures in the dark,
using a magnesium nitrate flash powder. He
eventually published his photographs in 1890 in
a book called, How the Other Half Lives. He
became a successful reformer, thanks to the
help he received from one of the city’s police
commissioners, Theodore Roosevelt. As a
result, legislation was passed to help the poor
and improve the conditions in immigrant
neighborhoods.
Riis had remained unmarried. In a letter from a
family member in 1875, he learned that the
fiancée of the girl he has asked to marry had
died. He dashed off a new marriage proposal,
which was ultimately accepted. Riis returned to
Denmark, married Elisabeth Gjøtz and brought
her back to NYC. Sadly, Elisabeth died in 1905.
Riis remarried and moved to a farm in Barre MA
where he died in 1914.
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LIFE IS SO HARD
by Ada Huang
From the 1850’s through the early 1900’s, thousands of immigrants arrived in the
United States and lived in New York City. I was the one of them.
My name is Nolan and I am 40 years old. I came from Ireland. I am very poor. I
live in an old building on the Lower East Side of Manhattan where rents for the crowded
apartment buildings are low. There are 20 families living in my building, 4 on each floor.
I live in a tiny room with 7 unmarried men. The room is dark, dirty and without windows.
I only have one desk, one chair and one plank to sleep on. I have to put the plank on
the desk and the chair back to make my bed at night and then put the plank away next
to the wall during the day. Otherwise, there is no space.
The building is dark and airless because the buildings are packed close together.
Some buildings are built in the yard between the front and the back of other buildings.
We all sleep on the roof on hot summer nights even though it is dangerous. There is no
electric lighting in the building. We only use gas lanterns to light the apartment at night
and there is also no running water inside the apartment. We have to get water from an
outside pump and everyday we have to share the one indoor toilet in the hallway. You
can’t imagine how long we have to wait for the toilet every day, especially in the
morning. We have to go to a public bath once a week to take a shower.
I worked for a very small coal company delivering coal. I worked 10 hours a day
and 7 days a week. I needed to carry heavy containers of coal to the customers every
day. Sadly, I lost my job a few days ago. Now, I only have a few pennies and a loaf of
bread left. If I don’t find a new job soon, my landlord will kick me out. What a hard life!
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A STORY OF MY FAMILY
by Aileen Luo
It was long time ago when my family arrived in the U.S. I was just a little baby.
We came from Italy which was a poor and backward country. At that time, many
people did not have a job or enough food to survive in Italy. That was the main
reason we left. Mom said that we came to the U.S. by steamship. It took a long time
and it was a dangerous journey to get here.
At the beginning, we lived in a tenement building at 97 Orchard Street in New
York City. There was a small one-room apartment that accommodated our whole
family. There was no bathroom or bedroom. Also, there wasn’t any furniture because
our family could not afford to pay more rent for a bigger apartment. In the small
room, there were a few buckets, tubs and our duffle bags. It was dark and shabby in
the room. We had to cook outside the building because there was no kitchen. We
had a wooden ladder which was father’s work tool. He was a wireman.
Mother always wondered what our family would be like here. She liked to look
out the small windows and prayed to have a better life. One day, we would have a
big apartment.
Fortunately, we pulled through these hard times. I graduated from
college, worked hard and bought a house in Brooklyn. My mom said that was what
she had hope for. She was so happy with what I had done.
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TENEMENT LIFE
by Haley Chen
In the 19th century, families of all different races resided in tenements. Many
tenement buildings were dark and airless because the buildings were packed
together.
They were also very crowded inside and housed multiple families. Tenement
apartments contained just 3 rooms: a windowless bedroom, a kitchen and a front
room with windows. In large families, the kitchen and parlor might be converted into
additional sleeping space at night.
A simple table, two chairs and an old stove took up most of the cramped
kitchen. Heating and cooking were done by a wood or coal-burning stove. Water had
to be obtained from outside and was frequently frozen in winter. Water for washing
dishes and clothes, and for taking a bath, was heated on the stove. Tenement
bathing usually took place in the kitchen, in the sink if there was one. People had to
wash their clothes in the backyard and laundry lines fill the spaces between
buildings.
Many immigrants themselves would convert their apartment into sweatshops,
where amid the unsanitary conditions they would manufacture garments, flowers and
cigars. Everyone had to do his or her share, even the children. I can't imagine how
hard life was in the tenements.
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COMING TO AMERICA
by Janice Zhu
My name is Janice Zhu. I am from China.
A large group of Chinese immigrated to the United States between the start of
the California Gold rush in 1849 and 1882. I was among them.
I left my home country where there were low wages and poor living
conditions. I came full of hopes and dreams. I came to America and believed that I
could create a better life for myself and my family.
When I arrived in the United States, I didn’t know where I was being sent.
Finally I came to New York and settled in Chinatown, located on the Lower East
Side. I looked for a job, but there were never enough jobs. They all paid very little.
Finally I found a job in a laundry where I worked from 7 am to 7 pm.
I lived on Bayard Street. At that time, I slept in a spot. It cost 5 cents a night to
sleep in a spot. Strangers lived there together. There was no electricity, no hot water
and the condition of the room was very bad, without windows. I felt very sad, but I
didn’t have any idea how to make things better. I must just keep going. I believe that
I can do everything well and I will have a better future.
It was a hard life but an unforgettable experience.
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A DIFFICULT LIFE
by Joyce Mei
You are looking at an alley with laundry hanging in the background. There is
a man in the center of the picture whose back is turned to us and there are also
laundry lines hanging above. At the bottom of the picture on the right side, there is
a mother who is hugging a baby and a little girl who is seated right next to them.
There is another lady who is facing us, too. On the left side, a little boy is
looking at us and someone, whose back is facing us, is working on something.
Even though there are garbage bags next to all of them, the place looks like their
home and it seems like there is a family living there. It also looks like it is a very
bad environment, especially for a baby.
My whole family is in this picture. I am the little boy who is standing on the
left side in this picture and I am nine years old. This place is our home. We just
rented it a few days ago because my parents couldn't afford an apartment. We are
new immigrants. My mother is hugging my little brother and he's three months old.
My sister is sitting right next to my mother, my father is trying to organize and clean
up the space, and my grandma is looking around.
All of us are exhausted and starving because my father used all of our money
to rent this spot so we would have a place to sleep tonight. He is still looking for a
job. Even though I am nine years old, I really want to earn money to help support
my family. I saw a good street corner out there where I can shine people's shoes,
so I will definitely work harder to achieve this job!
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OUR LIFE ON THE LOWER EAST SIDE
by Jianhua Zhu
I am Rosa and I am from Italy. My husband and I have three children. When
we first arrived in New York City, life was so hard. We lived in a small tenement
located on the Lower East Side. It was a windowless, 10-foot square room. We thank
god we didn’t have to live outside on the street. But the money that we brought here
would soon be gone. How could we subsist in this city？How could we continue our
lives? We were not able to speak English, so where could we find a job？We faced
many, many problems. But we had no choice so like other families so we rolled
cigars to earn a living.
We needed to set up the rolling station in the room but there was no more
space. How could we do it? There was no other way, so I changed my bed into a big
table. In the daytime, it was a production station. At night, it turned back into our bed.
The wages were very low… only one dollar for ten packs. We needed to work
almost 12-14 hours a day. My husband sat in his chair all day except when he went
to the bathroom and slept at night. I sat next to him to pack cigars and my daughter,
who is only 2 years old, sat next to me. We also needed our oldest son to twist
tobacco leaves for us. Day after day, we did the same thing until our children grew
up. At that time, even though our lives were very hard, we still believed our future
would be better.
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The Lower East Side
by Li Liu
In October 1890, I had a special visitor who was introduced to me as a
photographer by the colleagues who came with him.
I brought him to where I lived: a closed basement without windows. The room
was filled with piles of dirty clothes and buckets of laundry. I sat with my baby next to
the ladder that goes in and out of this basement. The visitor set up his special
machine and began to ask me questions.
I told him that I was a new immigrant from Italy and that I had five children.
My husband is a carpenter and he carries a toolbox around the streets looking for
work. I wash clothes and make money from my neighbors. Even in winter, I carry a
lot of dirty clothes to the river and wash them by hand in the cold water. My older
children don’t go to school because they are selling newspapers on the street.
As we were talking, there was the sound of the children running up the stairs,
and I looked up and wondered if the children had come back from working in the
print shop. Just then, the visitor’s machine made a strange noise and there was a
bright flash of light. I don’t really know what the machine does, but his friendly
attitude made a good impression on me.
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A CENTURY AGO
by Mariya Maliy
When I look at this picture, I think about people who lived together at that time
a century ago. These people represent the working class.
It is obvious that a lot of working families with children lived in this building.
Many buildings did not have water. Women went to the river to wash clothes or did
that in the backyard. Many families had laundry hanging in the backyard. The women
spent a lot of time doing laundry.
I remember when I was a child my grandmother told me a story about her
childhood. Her mom took all 9 kids and went to the river to wash their clothes by
hand. The children helped their mom and of course they played games. The women
washed clothes and sang songs. My grandma knew many songs.
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SCHOOL
by Michelle Wang
This picture was taken in November 1894 by Jacob Rills. It was a class in the
Allen Street and Chrystie Street public school. At the time, there were many new
immigrants who were from different countries living on the Lower East Side. They all
spoke different languages but wanted to learn English.
Their living conditions were very bad. By contrast, the condition of the school
was better. There were two large windows in the classroom and the sunlight could
come in through the glass. There was a big table and chair for teacher. Some books
were on the table. The students were sitting on benches and waiting for their
teacher. After a while, the teacher came in, holding a pack of examination papers.
“Good morning, students. How is everything?” the teacher asked.
“Good morning, Miss. We’re fine,” the students replied.
“Ok,” the teacher said. “We have an exam today. Are you ready?”
“Yes,” the students answered loudly.
The teacher handed an examination paper to each student. Then she stood in
front of the students and watched them as they took the test. The students used their
knees as desks and they put their writing-board on their knees to write. They were
focusing on their tests. I can’t imagine how hard life was for them.
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MY LIFE IN NEW YORK
by Rubelze Perez

I wondered what I was doing here? My name is Louis. My brother and I were
born in New York. My mother and father were from Ireland. Both of them died
because they were sick.
It was expected that I would work hard to help my two little brothers grow up.
My parents were able to leave our country because they had saved enough money
to make the trip.
After they died, I worked carrying bags, helping people. Sometimes in the
morning I also worked with an artisan, building furniture. During the winter my
brother and I sometimes didn’t know where to spend the night, so we just slept on
some corner of the street.
But sometimes it was too cold. I don't know what life will do with me in the
future. At this time, too many people are coming here from Ireland, Germany, Italy,
and a few people from Russia. I wonder if the future will be better.
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MY LIFE IN NEW YORK
by Shu Dan Qiu
My name is Joe. I’m the man on the left in the picture. I’m an immigrant. I
moved to the United States alone from Denmark in 1880. I’ve been here for three
years, by the way. The other two men who are sitting on my left-hand side are my
friends and neighbors. They both came to U.S.A at the same time as I did. We all
live on the Lower East Side in Manhattan. We usually do not work together but
sometimes we do.
The young lady who is standing in front of me and holding a baby girl is my
wife. Her name is Annie Anna. She is an immigrant, too. She is from Italy. She came
here two years earlier than me. We got marry two years ago. Our daughter is almost
two years old.
Today’s weather is very nice but I can’t enjoy the sunshine because I don’t
have a job now. I worry about the rent. Living in a shed costs $1 a month. Even
when I earned 50 cents a week, I couldn’t afford the rent. If I don’t keep working, how
can I support my family? I can’t image. I want to talk to my friends. Maybe they can
give me some suggestions. I don’t want the landlord to kick my family out of the shed
because I don’t have money to pay the rent. When I make enough money, I hope my
family can move out of the shed to live in an apartment where the roof never leaks
when it rains.
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A NEW IMMIGRAANT
by Vicky Qiu
I am an immigrant from Italy. I came here by ship. Now I live on Bayard Street
in the tiny basement of a dirty tenement. Did you know that I live in a room with no
windows and insufficient air?
I always wonder why this place is in such bad condition. I make my own bed
with two barrels and a long piece of wood. I also have this dirty mattress that looks
like it has never been washed, but that’s the best I could find.
Last night, when I was sleeping a few rats climbed into my bed. It was
disgusting. When I need to use the toilet, I go outside because there is no toilet in my
room. The toilet that I use is also the toilet that everybody in the tenement house
uses. There is also no hot water where I live.
I work in a clothing factory. Sometimes I work overtime but the boss of the
company doesn't always pay me the amount that I worked overtime and I wonder
why. I don’t want to complain because he might fire me. Though I live in such a bad
condition, I know that I live in a condition that is better than some other people in
New York City have who sleep in a spot with more than twenty people in a room.
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AN IMMIGRANT FAMILY
by Weiwen Zeng
My name is Lina. My husband and I came from Poland with our four
daughters and three sons. We live in a tenement apartment on the Lower East Side.
My apartment is located on the second floor. There is a bedroom, a living room and
a kitchen but no bathroom inside.
Our living room is not too bad because there is a large door and a bright
window. There is a round table and some chairs in it. There is a picture and a
calendar on the wall. I like to dress gracefully even though I am poor.
My husband goes to work. I take care of the children at home. It is not easy
for us to raise seven children, so I teach my kids to make paper flowers to sell on the
street to help our family.
My children are all good. They have to work at least four hours every day
before they play. Three of them also need to go to school and do their homework. In
this way, we spend our most difficult time.
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ONE DAY AT A TIME
by Gert Wolf
I am an immigrant who came to this country from Germany with many
dreams.
My dreams were to establish myself, get a job, a house and enough money to
bring my family here so we could improve our lives over what we had back home.
But it has not been possible for me to get a job that allows me to live in a
house. I do not have enough money to eat a decent meal every day. I do not have
money to send to my family who is waiting for me to help them. I am very worried
about my family.
I take one day at a time but I feel very sad. I need help because I have no
idea where to start. I do not know who I can ask for help to get a good job or a better
place to live.
Today I feel so depressed because this is the only place I have to sleep. I do
not have my family or any friends Every day I sleep on a mattress which I put on
these barrels because this place has many insects and rats.
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MY FIRST HOUSE IN THE USA
by Juana Martinez
My name is Francis. I came to the USA from Russia in 1808 with my wife and
two children looking for a better life. We moved to Orchard Street but I didn’t have
enough money to pay the rent, so I started to rent out spots every night to other
people for 5 cents per night.
My apartment was very small but it didn’t stop me from renting different spots
in my place. Sometimes I used to rent 4 spots per night, especially in the winter
when it was too cold for people to sleep outside. This helped me earn enough money
to pay my rent. But during the summer, I couldn’t rent many spots because the room
was very hot and I just had two windows in the living room.
Our visitors were Russian, like us, so we understood each other very well.
They just slept there and in the morning they took they belongings and left my
apartment. Then my wife started to cook the food, clean the house and make paper
flowers together with our kids to sell on the street. But this is how we slept almost
every night, all together like brothers, 10 people in a bedroom, giving us human
warmth with each other in the winter time.
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PURSUING A BETTER LIFE
by Jingmei Chen
Based on what I see in this picture, I know they are a family. There is a father,
a mother and five children. Their living conditions come from a poor economic situation.
It is not hard to tell that the father is the only person working in the family. The mother is
responsible for taking care of the children and doing the housework. I believe the she
also wanted to work outside so the family could earn extra money and it would relieve
some of the economic pressures. However, she has to stay home because the children
are too young to be left at home alone.
I am an immigrant, too. I have heard many stories about the first generation of
Chinese immigrants. From those stories, I know the first generation of Chinese
immigrants had very difficult living and economic conditions, too. They had similar living
conditions to those shown in the picture. They lived in very crowded areas that were too
crowded to have enough space to sleep.
So I wondered why the immigrants still wanted to immigrate here. Why didn’t
they stay in their own countries? There were more and more people who chose to
immigrate here. There must have been a reason behind this. Later, I found out why. It
was because they had the same or even worse living and economic conditions in their
own countries, so they were searching for opportunities to have better lives in this new
country.
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SLUM DISTRICT 1890
by Ken Fu
One day, Jacob Riis went to the slum district on the Lower East Side with his
camera. He had gone to this area before and very often, but he didn't know it well.
He wanted to know better what was going on here. It was a Sunday morning, so he
went to the backyard of a building which was a little old and messy. The ground was
uneven. The garbage was also on the ground. Some people were in the backyard.
Some men who were wearing hats were sitting in front of the door. A woman who
was wearing a scarf and holding her baby was sitting in front of the other door. When
Jacob Riis came in, they looked at him and felt inquisitive.
Jacob Riis said, "Hello, my name is Jacob Riis. I am a photographer. I want to
take some pictures to know more about your life. Could you do me a favor?"
One guy said, "No, I am going to cook."
Another guy said, "Yes, of course."
Jacob Riis said, "I want to take your picture for free." When they heard that,
they agreed.
Five minutes later, Jacob Riis chose a good position. He asked them to not
move or do anything, just hold that position for one minute. Jacob Riis got everything
ready and took the picture as quickly as he could. Because of his photographs, daily
living conditions of the poor immigrants were recorded in the slum district. It let
people all over the city know exactly what was happening there. It was determined
that all of the immigrants who lived there needed public assistance from the
government.
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DENS OF DEATH
by Leonarda Mercado
I came to the U.S. with the illusion of a better life and I wanted to become rich.
My expectation of a better life was very high. Everybody in my country was talking
about how good it would be. I came from Palestine. My life in Palestine wasn’t
good. For that reason, I came here.
I came in 1891, alone and I promised my family that in a couple of years we
would be together here in the U.S, enjoying our new lives. But the time is passing. It
is almost 1895 and I don’t see any changes. It has not been easy. Since the first
time I got here, it was very difficult to get a job and to get used to a new way.
Now I am here, on the Sabbath eve, sitting with my shovel, dirty clothes and
small pieces of junk. I work in a coal cellar. I feel sad and lonely without my family,
far away from my country, hopeless. I don’t have anything, and there is no water and
not much food. It’s very difficult to survive. Even so, I’m going to keep trying.
I have been working very hard in a coal cellar every day and I’m going to
continue doing so. My family will be proud of me when they come here and find the
wealth that I have made. My picture and my name will travel around the world and in
the future the immigrants who came to U.S. will thank me for opening a path for
them.
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A REAR TENEMENT ON ROOSEVELT STREET
by Maria Antonia Cruz
My name is Patricia and I am sitting here in the middle with my two friends
Abigail and Adeline on the back porch of a tenement. I decided to take a moment of
rest after doing the laundry. I feel nostalgic, thinking about our small town, Adare.
Adare is located in the county of Limerick in the Province Munster, Ireland. I
cannot stop telling my two friends how much I miss Adare, my family, my friends and
neighbors. I miss the fresh air and the brightness of the green color.
In Adare the grass is greener and brighter than in America. Also, I remember
that the way I did laundry back at home was easier than the way I do it here. Back at
home I just needed to go to the backyard of my cottage but here I have to work
harder by having to bring the water upstairs to the apartment.
My hopes are to have a better life in the future, and a better job which would
allow me to buy a house and then to bring the rest of my family here. These hopes
give me some relief.
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AN ADMIRABLE MOTHER
by Meena Rai
There is a saying in my country that a home is the first place for a child to be
educated and the parents are the child’s teachers. I don’t think any parents like their
children to have to work so hard. But sometimes a harsh situation forces the parents
to make an unwilling decision in order for them to earn a living.
Everyone in the country has to work harder to pay for accommodations, food
and clothing which are the basic needs for everyone. In the family, even a five or sixyear old has to work hard to survive.
Holding her baby in left hand, the mother is trying to arrange the flowers with
her right hand. I was there to take the photographs but her curious five-year old baby
looked at me, her eyes asking, “Why are you taking our picture?” All of her family
members were busy making flowers with the colorful pieces of papers scattered on
the table.
I liked the lady because she had a lot of patience, kept the room clean and
disciplined her children. All of the children wore clean clothes and had combed hair.
They didn’t move from their chairs but were well disciplined. She was the most
admirable mother I had ever met.
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A CIGAR FACTORY
by Yasin Koshih
A long time ago, there were a lot of manual labor factories in New York City,
especially on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. It was the most densely populated
place on earth. Block after block of tenement houses, two to five stories high, were
filled with the working poor and immigrants of the city: Italian, Irish, Germans, Jews,
and Chinese.
During that time, there were lots of houses with windowless rooms, only 10square feet, where entire families lived and might even work doing piecework,
making paper flowers to sell on the street, or rolling cigars.
In this photo, in a dark room with a little light, my wife and I, and our children
are starting our day with our favorite work. We are making cigars to sell on the street
in order to make some money to live our lives.
We have tools and materials that are enough to make our day’s goal and get
enough money to live in these difficult circumstances, especially to pay the rent.
My son goes to school every day. Then after school he comes back to help
me and my wife. He is a smart boy and I want him to study and get a higher
education so he can become an important person.
Each member of my family has a job. I am putting the cigars in a tool that
shapes them. My wife is wrapping the tobacco leaves and rolling them and even my
children are cutting the tobacco into small pieces.
I love my wife who doesn’t hesitate to help me. She also does a lot of work at
home and helps my son with his studies. I love my children, too. We are a happy
family.
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AN OLD PICTURE
by YiLi Lu
After dinner, Rosy showed us a photo album in which we saw some old
pictures of her family members. An aging black and white picture attracted our
attention. “That is my grandfather,” Rosy said. “He is in the front on the right side.
The picture was taken in 1894 when my grandfather was 10 years old.” Then Rosy
told us something about the picture.
“In 1890, my great grandparents brought their first child, my grandfather, from
Germany to the United States. As new immigrants, they had to settle on the Lower
East Side in New York City, an extremely poor district at that time. But they still sent
my grandfather to school.” Rosy pointed to the picture and said slowly, “The school
was located on Allen Street and Chrystie Street. The classroom had two windows
but it was dark. Except for their teacher, there were no desks available to the
students. They sat on benches and wrote on slate boards held on their knees.”
“Did they like to go to school?” we asked.
“Yes,” Rosy said. “They knew that they were lucky because many children
couldn’t go to school and their families had no money, no food and were homeless.”
One by one, we went over the pictures in the album. We were all interested in
the pictures and had a strong impression of the people who lived on the Lower East
Side in those early years.
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