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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 feed 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 God 

meant to be free, but man deals out with such 

niggardly hand. 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. 
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Children sleeping on the fire escape in the 
summer because it is cooler than the 
inside of the tenements.

Such as we! What if the words ring in your ears as we grope our way

up the stairs and down from floor to floor, listening to the sounds 

behind the closed doors—some of quarrelling, some of coarse songs,

more of profanity. They are true. When the summer heats come with 

their suffering they have meaning more terrible than words can tell. 

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 watchfulness of the firemen, with

broken house-hold goods, with wash-tubs and barrels, over which no

man could climb from a fire. A hundred thousand people lived in 

rear tenements in New York last year. 
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Here is a room neater than the rest. The woman, a stout matron with hard lines of care in her face, is at the 

wash-tub. “I try to keep the childer clean,” she says, apologetically, but with a hopeless glance around. The

spice of hot soap-suds is added to the air already tainted with the smell of boiling cabbage, of rags and 

uncleanliness all about. It makes an overpowering compound. It is Thursday, but patched linen is hung 

upon the pulley-line from the window. There is no Monday cleaning in the tenements. It is wash-day all 

the week round, for a change of clothing is scarce among the poor. They are poverty’s honest badge, these 

perennial lines of rags hung out to dry, those that are not the washerwoman’s professional shingle. The 

true line to be drawn between pauperism and honest poverty is the clothes-line. With it begins 

the effort to be clean that is the first and the best evidence of a desire to be honest.
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“In the depth of winter the attention of the Association was called to a Protestant family living in a garret in a

miserable tenement in Cherry Street. The family’s condition was most deplorable. The man, his wife, and 

three small children shivering in one room through the roof of which the pitiless winds of winter whistled. 

The room was almost barren of furniture; the parents slept on the floor, the elder children in boxes, and the 

baby was swung in an old shawl attached to the rafters by cords by way of a hammock. The father, a seaman,

had been obliged to give up that calling because he was in consumption, and was unable to provide either 

bread or fire for his little ones.”
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Here is a door. Listen! That short hacking cough, that tiny, helpless wail—what do they mean? They mean 

that the soiled bow of white you saw on the door downstairs will have another story to tell—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.

  “It was took all of a suddint,” says the mother, smoothing the throbbing little body with trembling hands. 

There is no unkindness in the rough voice of the man in the jumper, who sits by the window grimly smoking 

a clay pipe, with the little life ebbing out in his sight, bitter as his words sound: “Hush, Mary! If we cannot 

keep the baby, need we complain—such as we?”
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