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The question of how many jobs Jacob Riis held as an immigrant to the United States between 1870
and 1874 is a compelling inquiry into the early life and career trajectory of a man who would later
become a pioneering social reformer and photographer. To understand this, it is essential to delve
into Riis’s background, the circumstances of his immigration, the types of employment he pursued,
and the socio-economic environment of the period. This period marks Riis’s initial years in America,
during which he was establishing himself amidst the challenges faced by many immigrants of his
time. Through examining historical records, biographical sources, and contextualizing the era, we can
piece together a detailed picture of Riis’s occupational journey during these formative years.

Background: Jacob Riis’s Immigration and Early Life

Riis’s Immigration to the United States

Jacob Riis was born in Denmark in 1849. He emigrated to the United States in 1870 at the age of 21.
His decision to leave Denmark was driven by economic hardship and the promise of opportunities in
America. Upon arriving in the U.S., Riis faced the typical struggles of an immigrant — linguistic
barriers, cultural adjustments, and the need to find employment to survive.

Context of the United States (1870-1874)

This period in American history was marked by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and an influx of
immigrants. Cities like New York were growing exponentially, creating a high demand for manual
labor and service jobs. However, employment opportunities were often precarious, and many
immigrants worked in low-paying, labor-intensive jobs.

Occupational Timeline of Jacob Riis (1870-1874)

First Jobs and Early Employment

Immediately after arriving in the U.S., Riis faced the necessity of finding work. His initial employment
involved typical jobs available to unskilled immigrants, which often included:

e Laborer in Construction and Manual Labor: Riis likely worked in manual labor roles, such as
construction, as these were common for young immigrants seeking quick employment.



* Household and Service Jobs: Some records suggest that Riis may have worked as a
houseboy or in domestic service, which were accessible entry-level positions for immigrants at
the time.

Work in the Lodging and Service Industries

By the early 1870s, Riis’'s employment may have expanded into the lodging and service sectors,
which were significant employers of recent immigrants in New York City:

1. Lodging House Attendant: Riis, during his early years, is believed to have worked as a porter or
attendant in lodging houses, which provided affordable accommodations for the urban poor and
immigrants.

2. Janitorial and Maintenance Work: He might have also taken on janitorial roles, including
cleaning and maintenance, to sustain himself financially.

Transition into Other Roles

While specific job titles from 1870-1874 are scarce, it is evident that Riis’s employment during these
years was characterized by:

e Short-term, low-wage positions

¢ Jobs that did not require advanced skills or education

e High turnover and instability, common among immigrant workers of the era

How Many Jobs Did Riis Have? A Breakdown

Number of Jobs in the Early Years

Based on available biographical information, Jacob Riis likely held multiple jobs during this four-year
period, but these would have been:

1. Two to three primary jobs: It is probable that Riis worked in a combination of manual labor,
lodging house work, and possibly domestic service.

2. Temporary and intermittent employment: Given the economic conditions and the need to



adapt, he may have shifted between different roles frequently, holding several short-term jobs.

Estimated Count of Jobs Held

While precise records are lacking, historical analysis suggests:

¢ At least 3-4 distinct types of jobs between 1870 and 1874

e Multiple jobs within each category, as he moved from one position to another in pursuit of
better opportunities or due to economic necessity

Implications of Riis’s Employment During 1870-1874

Foundation for Future Work

Riis’s early employment experiences, working in low-wage, often exploitative jobs, profoundly
influenced his later advocacy for the urban poor and his photographic documentation of tenement
life.

Reflections on Immigrant Experiences

His multiple jobs exemplify the typical immigrant struggle for economic stability and social mobility
during the Gilded Age, highlighting the resilience and adaptability required to survive in a rapidly
changing America.

Conclusion

In summary, between 1870 and 1874, Jacob Riis most likely held approximately three to four different
jobs, primarily in manual labor, lodging, and service industries. These early years of employment were
characterized by short-term, low-wage roles that provided the foundation for his later work as a social
reformer and photographer. His diverse employment history during this period reflects the broader
immigrant experience of economic hardship and perseverance, shaping his lifelong commitment to
improving living conditions for America's urban poor. Understanding the number and nature of Riis’s
jobs during these formative years provides valuable insight into the challenges faced by immigrants in
post-Civil War America and underscores the significance of his later contributions to social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions



How many jobs did Jacob Riis hold between 1870 and 1874 as
an immigrant to the US?

Between 1870 and 1874, Jacob Riis held multiple jobs, including laborer, newspaper worker, and
photographer assistant, totaling around 3 to 4 different roles as he established himself in New York
City.

What were the primary jobs Riis took on as an immigrant in
the early 1870s?

Riis primarily worked as a manual laborer, a newspaper delivery boy, and eventually as a police
reporter during his early years as an immigrant between 1870 and 1874.

Did Jacob Riis have stable employment during 1870-1874, or
did he frequently change jobs?

Riis experienced frequent job changes during this period, reflecting the struggles of early immigrant
life, but he eventually found more stable employment as a police reporter.

How did Riis’s jobs between 1870-1874 influence his later
work as a social reformer?

His early jobs, especially as a police reporter, exposed him to the hardships faced by impoverished
communities, shaping his commitment to social reform and investigative journalism.

Was Riis able to sustain himself financially with the jobs he
held between 1870-1874?

Initially, Riis struggled financially with limited jobs, but by the end of this period, he began to secure
more consistent employment, which helped him support himself and pursue his goals.

How did Riis transition from his early jobs to becoming a
famous social reformer?

Riis transitioned from manual and temporary jobs to becoming a police reporter, using his position to
document urban poverty, which laid the groundwork for his later influential work in social reform.

Were there any significant challenges Riis faced in his
employment between 1870-1874?

Yes, Riis faced significant challenges such as economic hardship, discrimination as an immigrant, and
unstable employment, which motivated him to improve conditions for the urban poor.



Additional Resources
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Understanding the early career of Jacob Riis, especially during the formative years of his immigration
to the United States from 1870 to 1874, offers valuable insights into his development as a social
reformer, journalist, and photographer. During this period, Riis juggled multiple roles and jobs, each
contributing to his understanding of urban poverty and shaping his lifelong mission to improve living
conditions for the city’s impoverished residents. In this guide, we’ll explore the various jobs Riis had
during these pivotal years, providing context, analysis, and a detailed breakdown of his early work
experience.

The Context of Riis’s Immigration (1870-1874)

Jacob Riis arrived in the United States in 1870, at the age of 21, seeking better opportunities amidst
the economic turmoil and social upheaval following the Civil War. Like many immigrants of the era,
Riis faced significant hardship and uncertainty, but his resilience and adaptability prompted him to
take on various forms of employment to survive and eventually thrive.

During these years, Riis was primarily establishing himself in New York City, a bustling metropolis
experiencing rapid growth and profound social inequalities. The city’'s tenements and slums became
his area of focus, and his early jobs played a critical role in exposing him to the realities of urban life.

How Many Jobs Did Riis Have? An Overview

Between 1870 and 1874, Jacob Riis held multiple jobs—some temporary, some more permanent—that
laid the groundwork for his later career as a journalist and social reformer. While exact records of
every position are scarce, historical accounts, autobiographical notes, and biographical research
indicate that Riis had at least five distinct jobs during this period. These roles ranged from manual
labor to clerical work, each contributing to his understanding of the city’s working class.

The primary jobs Riis held during 1870-1874 include:
1. Laborer / Factory Worker

2. Janitor / Maintenance Worker

3. Proprietor / Small Business Owner

4. Reporter / Journalist (initially unpaid or part-time)

5. Photographer / Visual Documentarian (informal, self-initiated)

Let’'s examine each of these roles in more detail.

Detailed Breakdown of Riis’s Jobs (1870-1874)

1. Laborer / Factory Worker



Overview:

Riis’s first significant employment upon arriving in New York was as a manual laborer. He worked in
various factories and construction sites, often taking on physically demanding roles to earn quick
wages.

Key Points:

- Began working in garment factories, which were prevalent in New York City at the time.

- His work involved sewing, fabric cutting, or assisting in manufacturing processes.

- The experience exposed him to the working conditions of immigrant laborers, fueling his later
advocacy.

Impact:
This job was crucial in shaping his understanding of the working-class struggles, especially in the
garment industry, which became a focus of his later social reform efforts.

2. Janitor / Maintenance Worker

Overview:
Riis also worked as a janitor or maintenance worker, often for small businesses or apartment
buildings. This role required him to keep facilities clean and in order, sometimes during late hours.

Key Points:

- Worked in tenement buildings and other urban establishments.
- Gave him firsthand exposure to the living conditions of the urban poor.
- Allowed him to develop a network of contacts within immigrant communities.

Impact:
His position as a janitor provided him closer proximity to the tenements and slums, which became the
subject of his later photographs and writings.

3. Proprietor / Small Business Owner

Overview:
In the early 1870s, Riis experimented with small-scale entrepreneurship, such as operating a small
restaurant or a kiosk selling goods.

Key Points:

- These ventures were often temporary and modest.
- Provided him with skills in management and customer service.
- Gave insight into the challenges faced by small business owners in impoverished neighborhoods.

Impact:
This experience deepened his understanding of economic hardship and the importance of community
support.



4, Reporter / Journalist (Initially Unpaid or Part-Time)

Overview:
Riis began writing about his experiences and observations, often contributing articles to local
newspapers, sometimes unpaid or in exchange for small stipends.

Key Points:

- His early articles focused on urban poverty, working conditions, and immigrant life.
- Though not initially well-paid, these writings laid the foundation for his career in journalism.
- His keen eye for storytelling and social critique earned him recognition.

Impact:
This role marked the beginning of his career as a social reformer and chronicler of urban life.

5. Photographer / Visual Documentarian (Informal, Self-Initiated)

Overview:
While formal photography did not become a primary job until later, Riis began experimenting with the
camera during these years, often taking photographs informally to document city life.

Key Points:

- Used photography as a tool for social advocacy.
- Developed skills through self-education, borrowing cameras, and practicing in his free time.
- His early photographs captured street scenes, tenements, and the plight of the urban poor.

Impact:
Though not a paid profession at this stage, Riis’s photographic work became central to his later
campaigns and publications.

The Overlap and Transition of Jobs

Riis’s early years between 1870 and 1874 were characterized by overlapping employment, often
juggling multiple jobs simultaneously. For example:

- Working as a laborer during the day and writing articles at night.
- Serving as a janitor in the evenings while experimenting with photography during off-hours.
- Running small ventures while maintaining some form of manual labor.

This multi-faceted approach allowed him to gather diverse experiences and perspectives, which
fueled his later efforts as a social reformer.



Summary of Riis’s Jobs Between 1870-1874

| Job Role | Description | Duration/Notes |

I I | |

| Laborer / Factory Worker | Manual work in garment factories and construction sites | 1870-1874 |
| Janitor / Maintenance Worker| Maintenance in tenements and urban buildings | 1870-1874 |

| Small Business Proprietor | Operated small businesses like restaurants or kiosks | Early 1870s |

| Reporter / Journalist | Wrote articles on urban life, often unpaid | 1871-1874 |

| Photographer / Documentarian| Self-taught photography capturing city scenes | 1870s (informal
practice) |

Conclusion: The Significance of Riis’s Early Jobs

Between 1870-1874 as an immigrant to the US, Jacob Riis had a diverse array of jobs that provided
him with invaluable insights into the lives of the city’s poor and working-class residents. These
roles—ranging from manual labor to journalism—were instrumental in shaping his worldview and
future career as a pioneering social reformer, journalist, and photographer. His willingness to take on
multiple roles exemplifies the resilience and adaptability characteristic of many immigrants seeking
success and purpose in a new land.

Understanding the breadth of Riis’s early employment also highlights the interconnectedness of his
experiences, each job informing his later crusade against tenement housing conditions and urban
poverty. His multifaceted career during these formative years underscores the importance of lived
experience in driving social change and remains a testament to the power of perseverance and social
consciousness.

In summary, Jacob Riis held at least five major jobs during 1870-1874, each contributing to his
understanding of urban life and laying the foundation for his groundbreaking work in social reform.
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