
The Immigrant Map of Lower Manhattan.  

An extract from How the Other Half Lives by Jacob Riis. 

 

This excerpt taken from his book covers two sections of immigrant life. He first talks about how certain 

ethnic groups change their roles and jobs within New York society. Secondly, he describes Lower 

Manhattan by areas. As you read, try and draw a picture in your mind of these areas as we know them 

today and consider how thy have changed since the late 1800’s. I have added some pictures to this 

handout that will also give you a better idea of what life was really like for these people.  

 

Instructions: Read the following passage and then answer the questions that follow. 

 

“New York’s wage earners have no other place to live, more be the pity. The wonder is that they are all 

not corrupted by their surroundings. If on the contrary there be a steady working up, the fact is a 

powerful argument for the optimist’s belief that the world is growing better, not worse. Such is an 

impulse toward better things there certainly is.  

The German rag-picker of 30 years ago is the thrifty tradesman or prosperous farmer of today. The 

Italian scavenger of our time is fast graduating into exclusive control of the corner fruit stands. The Irish 

hod carrier (a builder's V-shaped open trough on a pole, used for carrying bricks and other building 

materials) in the second generation has become a bricklayer, if not the alderman of the wards, while the 

Chinese are in almost exclusive possession of the laundry business.  

The reason is obvious. The poorest immigrant comes here with the purpose and ambition to better 

himself and, given half a chance, might be reasonably expected to make the most of it. To the false plea 

that he prefers the squalid homes in which he lives there could be no better answer. The truth is his half 

chance has too long been wanting, and for the bad result has been unjustly blamed.  

 
Typical street scene in Lower Manhattan around 1870 



 

As emigration from east to west follows the latitude, so does the foreign influx in New York distribute 

itself along well-defined lines. A map of the city, colored to designate the nationalities, would show 

more stripes than on the skin of a zebra and more colors than any rainbow. The city on such a map 

would fall into two great halves, green for the Irish prevailing in the West Side tenement districts and 

blue for the Germans on the East Side. But intermingles with these ground colors would be an odd 

variety of tints that would give the whole the appearance of an extraordinary quilt.  

 
Manhattan map (turned sideways) to show the different ethnic areas. 

From down in the Sixth Ward, the red of Italian would be seen forcing its way northward along the line 

of Mulberry Street to the quarter of the French purples on Bleeker Street and south Fifth Avenue, to 

lose itself and reappear in the Little Italy of Harlem, east of Second Avenue. Dashed of red, sharply 

defined, and would be seen strung through the annexed district northward of the city line. On the West 

Side the red would be seen overrunning the Old Africa of Thompson Street, pushing the black of the 

Negro rapidly uptown.  

 

Hardly less aggressive than the Italians, the 

Russian and Polish Jew, having overrun the 

district between Rivington and Division Streets, 

east of the Bowery, is filling the tenements of 

the old Seventh Ward to the river front and 

disputing with the Italian every foot of available 

space in the back alleys of Mulberry Street.  

 

 



Other nationalities that began at the bottom make a fresh start when crowded up the ladder. Happily 

both are manageable, the one by rabbinical, the other by civil law. Between the gray of the Jew and the 

Italian red would be seen squeezed in on the map a sharp streak of yellow marking the narrow 

boundaries of Chinatown. Dovetailed with the German population, the poor but thrift Bohemian might 

be picked out by the somber hue of his life as of his philosophy, struggling against heavy odds in the big, 

human beehives of the East Side.  

Dots and Dashes of color here and there would show where the Finnish (Finland) sailors worship their 

Djumala (god), the Greek peddlers, the ancient name of their race, and the Swiss, the goddess of thrift. 

And so on to the end of the long register, all tolling together in the tenement.  

Source: Voices of Freedom, Sources in American History, Prentice Hall. Pp. 162-164, (edited).  

 

                     
                        Hester Street c. 1900                                                Inside a New York tenement    

                 

 



Name: _______________________________________________________________ 

 

Answer the following questions using full sentences in the spaces provided. 

 

1. In the first section, according to Jacob Riis, is it possible for immigrants in New York City to 

improve their position in society? Explain your answer using specific examples quoted within the 

text. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Who are the two predominant ethnic groups living in the Lower East Side? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. How does Riis describe and allow the reader to identify the other ethnic groups located within 

Lower Manhattan? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Which ethnic groups mentioned in the passage seem out of place with the majority of the 

intermingled society? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. From your own experience and knowledge of New York City, what has changed in Lower 

Manhattan if you were to walks though the same streets today mentioned in the passage? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 


