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The Story of Kid McDuff’s Girl

An Essay
The main theme of this story is human tragedy, and also themes like social problems, lack of respect and loneliness are dealt with.

Jacob Riis’ story “The Story of Kid McDuff’s Girl” tells us about Annie, a girl who arrived in America from England around 1870 with her father and mother. Her father worked as a shoemaker in New York, but he died when Annie was six or seven years old. At the age of thirteen, Annie left home, as she became the slave of Kid McDuff, a young guy who had just begun his criminal career. Kid went to prison twice, and every time Annie was left on her own, she went to the dogs. But the second time she was not capable of controlling her behaviour, and, when this story begins, she is found dead from alcohol abuse.

At the time when Annie’s father worked as a shoemaker, he could provide for Annie and her mother. But when he died, Annie became the underdog. Annie and her mother were then forced to live at the bottom of society, in a rented apartment on the Lower East Side, a district in which there were a lot of social problems like prostitution, criminal gangs, drunkenness, etc. And what about schooling? Who was going to support Annie and her mother? 

Annie was in the worst possible situation. Her mother could not support her, and what was more natural than to follow Kid McDuff as he crossed her path and to stay with him as his slave? As long as he stayed out of jail, Kid could support Annie and give her an acceptable life, but her fate was in Kid’s hands. She was the underdog. She was not the one to tell Kid how they must live together. At any time, he could throw her out into the street. 

And Kid McDuff was not interested in leaving his criminal career. He showed no respect towards his family. Before he got into trouble, his father was able to provide for the family. Kid’s parents were good Christians who were communicants at the parish church, and the whole family tried hard to keep Kid out of criminal activities. But all efforts were in vain, presumably because once one has tasted the smell of easy money, one's spending will grow day by day. 

Kid may be considered a very self-centred person who climbed “the ladder of crime”. He did not show any respect towards Annie or his parents but just carried on with his activities.

And what was the result when he went to jail the second time? His mother died of a broken heart, and Annie was left on her own.

Kid was about to have a nervous breakdown, when later he found out that his mother had died. He was a hypocrite the way he behaved because his family did try to turn him away from crime. 

And what about Annie? Annie meant nothing to Kid. She was only one to keep the Kid occupied occasionally. If he wanted a life with Annie, he would have left New York when he was released from jail in order to make a fresh start.

Again Annie was the underdog. Kid’s past life put him behind bars, and once again Annie was on her own.

She was back where she started, when her father died. She had nobody to neither help her out of the East Side nor encourage her to leave life in the streets. She was back at the bottom of society as a prostitute and an alcoholic, which finally killed her.

In this story the dilemma is that Annie could not take care of herself at the time she left home. She was very young and the Kid had a bad influence on her. I think that the mother was very weak and she could not handle the situation. This may be due to the fact that she didn’t have any connection to the church. It is well known that, at that time, people who were short of money were frequent churchgoers. These churchgoers found comfort and strength in the church in order to survive.

There was nothing to be done about it. Annie was doomed to failure because of her choice. 

Lars Mogensen  

