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OVERVIEW
In 1889 Jane Addams, a social worker in Chicago, founded Hull House. Twenty years later,
she wrote a book recalling the first days of this early settlement house, an establishment
devoted to helping the poor and immigrants improve their lives.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• What impact did the enormous influx of European immigrants have on the
United States economy?
• How does the neighborhood around the settlement house represent the image of
the United States as a melting pot?

H

alsted Street has grown so familiar during twenty years of residence that
it is difficult to recall its gradual changes—the withdrawal of the more
prosperous Irish and Germans, and the slow substitution of Russian Jews,
Italians, and Greeks. A description of the street such as I gave in those early
addresses still stands in my mind as sympathetic and correct.
. . . Hull-House once stood in the suburbs, but the city has steadily grown
up around it and its site now has corners on three or four foreign colonies.
Between Halsted Street and the river live about ten thousand Italians—
Neapolitans, Sicilians, and Calabrians, with an occasional Lombard or
Venetion. To the south on Twelfth Street are many Germans, and side streets
are given over almost entirely to Polish and Russian Jews. Still farther south,
these Jewish colonies merge into a huge Bohemian colony, so vast that
Chicago ranks as the third Bohemian city in the world. To the northwest are
many Canadian-French, clannish in spite of their long residence in America,
and to the north are Irish and first-generation Americans. On the streets
directly west and farther north are well-to-do English-speaking families, many
of whom own their houses and have lived in the neighborhood for years; one
man is still living in his old farmhouse.
The policy of the public authorities of never taking an initiative, and
always waiting to be urged to do their duty, is obviously fatal in a
neighborhood where there is little initiative among the citizens. The idea
underlying our self-government breaks down in such a ward. The streets are
inexpressibly dirty, the number of schools inadequate, sanitary legislation
unenforced, the street lighting bad, the paving miserable and altogether
lacking in the alleys and smaller streets, and the stables foul beyond
description. Hundreds of houses are unconnected with the street sewer. The
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older and richer inhabitants seem anxious to move away as rapidly as they can
afford it. They make room for newly arrived immigrants who are densely
ignorant of civic duties. This substitution of the older inhabitants is
accomplished industrially also, in the south and east quarters of the ward. The
Jews and Italians for the finishing for the great clothing manufacturers,
formerly done by Americans, Irish, and Germans, who refused to submit to
the extremely low prices to which the sweating system has reduced their
successors. As the design of the sweating system is the elimination of rent from
the manufacture of clothing, the "outside work" is begun after the clothing
leaves the cutter. An unscrupulous contractor regards no basement as too dark,
no stable loft too foul, no rear shanty too provisional, no tenement room too
small for his workroom, as these conditions imply low rental. Hence these
shops abound in the worst of the foreign districts where the sweater easily
finds his cheap basement and his home finishers.
The houses of the ward, for the most part wooden, were originally built for
the one family and are now occupied by several. They are after the type of the
inconvenient frame cottages found in the poorer suburbs twenty years ago.
Many of them were built where they now stand; others were brought thither
on rollers, because their previous sites had been taken for factories. The fewer
brick tenement buildings which are three or four stories high are
comparatively new, and there are few large tenements. The little wooden
houses have a temporary aspect, and for this reason, perhaps, the tenementhouse legislation in Chicago is totally inadequate. Rear tenements flourish;
many houses have no water supply save the faucet in the back yard, there are
no fire escapes, the garbage and ashes are placed in wooden boxes which are
fastened to the street pavements. . . .
In every neighborhood where poorer people live, because rents are
supposed to be cheaper there, is an element which, although uncertain in the
individual, in the aggregate can be counted upon. It is composed of people of
former education and opportunity who have cherished ambitions and
prospects, but who are caricatures of what they meant to be—"hollow ghosts
which blame the living men." There are times in many lives when there is a
cessation of energy and loss of power. Men and women of education and
refinement come to live in a cheaper neighborhood because they lack the
ability to make money, because of ill health, because of an unfortunate
marriage, or for other reasons which do not imply criminality or stupidity.
Among them are those who, in spite of untoward circumstances, keep up some
sort of an intellectual life; those who are "great for books," as their neighbors
say. To such the Settlement may be a genuine refuge. . . .
The dozens of younger children who from the first came to Hull-House
were organized into groups which were not quite classes and not quite clubs.
The value of these groups consisted almost entirely in arousing a higher
imagination and in giving the children the opportunity which they could not
have in the crowded schools, for initiative and for independent social
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relationships. The public schools then contained little hand work of any sort,
so that naturally any instruction which we provided for the children took the
direction of this supplementary work. But it required a constant effort that the
pressure of poverty itself should not defeat the educational aim. The Italian
girls in the sewing classes would count that day lost when they could not carry
home a garment, and the insistence that it should be neatly made seemed a
super-refinement to those in dire need of clothing.
As these clubs have been continued during the twenty years they have
developed classes in the many forms of handicraft which the newer education
is so rapidly adapting for the delight of children; but they still keep their
essentially social character and still minister to that large number of children
who leave school the very week they are fourteen years old, only too eager to
close the schoolroom door forever on a tiresome task that is at last well over. It
seems to us important that these children shall find themselves permanently
attached to a House that offers them evening clubs and classes with their old
companions, that merges as easily as possible the school life into the working
life and does what it can to find places for the bewildered young things
looking for work. A large proportion of the delinquent boys brought into the
juvenile court in Chicago are the oldest sons in large families whose wages are
needed at home. The grades from which many of them leave school, as the
records show, are piteously far from the seventh and eighth where the very first
instruction in manual training is given, nor have they been caught by any
other abiding interest.
In spite of these flourishing clubs for children early established at HullHouse, and the fact that our first organized undertaking was a kindergarten,
we were very insistent that the Settlement should not be primarily for the
children, and that it was absurd to suppose that grown people would not
respond to opportunities for education and social life. . . .
Every New Year’s Day since, older people in varying numbers have come
together at Hull-House to relate early hardships and to take for the moment
the place in the community to which their pioneer life entitles them. Many
people who were formerly residents of the vicinity, but whom prosperity has
carried into more desirable neighborhoods, come back to these meetings and
often confess to each other that they have never since found such kindness as
in early Chicago when all its citizens came together in mutual enterprises.
Many of these pioneers, so like the men and women of my earliest childhood
that I always felt comforted by their presence in the house, were very much
opposed to "foreigners," whom they held responsible for a depreciation of
property and a general lowering of the tone of the neighborhood. Sometimes
we had a chance for championship; I recall one old man, fiercely American,
who had reproached me because we had so many "foreign views" on our walls,
to whom I endeavored to set forth our hope that the pictures might afford a
familiar island to the immigrants in a sea of new and strange impressions. The
old settler guest, taken off his guard, replied, "I see; they feel as we did when
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we saw a Yankee notion from down East"—thereby formulating the dim
kinship between the pioneer and the immigrant, both "buffeting the waves of
a new development." The older settlers as well as their children throughout the
years have given genuine help to our various enterprises for neighborhood
improvement, and from their own memories of earlier hardships have made
many shrewd suggestions for alleviating the difficulties of that first sharp
struggle with untoward conditions.
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