
The Five Points Underworld

Irish Gangsters, Immigrant Wars, Dead Rabbits, Bowery Boys, and the Streets That Made New York

Padraic Mullany



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE FIVE POINTS UNDERWORLD

    

    
      First edition. May 14, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Padraic Mullany.

    

    
    
      Written by Padraic Mullany.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Five Points Underworld

One: The Swamp Beneath the City

Two: Hunger Ships and Irish Streets

Three: The Kingdom of Five Points

Four: Boys of the Bowery

Five: The Dead Rabbits and the Irish Gang Myth

Six: Firemen, Clubs, and Street Armies

Seven: Tammany Hall and the Price of Loyalty

Eight: Police, Corruption, and the Law of the Street

Nine: Immigrant Wars and Nativist Fury

Ten: The Dead Rabbits Riot

Eleven: Women, Children, and the Hidden Five Points

Twelve: Race, Poverty, and the Draft Riots

Thirteen: From Five Points to the Modern Gangland

Fourteen: The Streets That Made New York

Bibliography

Further Reading

About the Author

Sign up for Padraic Mullany's Mailing List

Also By Padraic Mullany

A Note on Sources and Historical Record

This book is a work of narrative nonfiction. All events, persons, organisations, and institutions described within it are drawn from historical record, including period newspapers, court reports, municipal archives, reform literature, immigration records, and the scholarship of credible historians whose work is listed in the bibliography.

The author has made every reasonable effort to distinguish documented fact from legend and oral tradition. Where a story is disputed, exaggerated in the record, or impossible to verify, that uncertainty is stated plainly in the text. The author does not present rumour as fact, and does not treat sensationalised accounts, including those published by Herbert Asbury in The Gangs of New York (1927), as reliable history without corroboration.

The film Gangs of New York (2002), directed by Martin Scorsese, is a work of dramatic fiction. It is not a historical source and has not been used as one here. Any resemblance between this book and that film's portrayal of events is the coincidence of shared subject matter, not shared authority.

Readers should be aware that the historical record of Five Points is fragmentary, filtered through the prejudices of the middle and upper classes who largely produced it, and shaped by political agendas that were rarely sympathetic to the poor, the Irish, or the Black residents of lower Manhattan. The author has attempted to read against the grain of those sources wherever the evidence permits.

The Five Points Underworld is a serious work of popular history, intended to inform, engage, and illuminate a period and a place that shaped the modern city.

Introduction: The Worst Street in the World

In the summer of 1842, Charles Dickens came to America and asked to see the worst of it. He had already written about the slums of London with a journalist's eye and a novelist's fury, and he was not a man easily shocked. His American hosts, embarrassed by the request, eventually obliged. A police escort led him down into the Sixth Ward of lower Manhattan, into a district of mud and shadow and noise that the newspapers had already taken to calling Five Points. What Dickens saw there disturbed him in ways that London had not. He wrote about it in his American Notes, published that same year, describing a place of almost incomprehensible degradation, where men and women lived in conditions that he considered below the animals, where children grew up in the alleys like weeds from poisoned soil.

He was not alone in his horror. Journalists, clergymen, reformers, and politicians had been writing about Five Points since the 1820s, each adding their own layer of revulsion to a narrative that was already becoming mythology. The district attracted visitors the way a wound attracts flies. People came to look and went home to describe what they had seen, and over the decades those descriptions calcified into a particular kind of story, brutal and darkly romantic, that became one of the founding myths of New York City.

This book is not that myth. Or rather, it attempts to look beneath the myth to the actual history that generated it.

Five Points was a real place. It stood at the intersection of Anthony, Cross, and Orange Streets, in a low, badly drained part of lower Manhattan where a pond had once sat and where the ground had been inadequately filled and built upon. It was a slum of the first order, overcrowded to a degree that is almost unimaginable today, its tenements packed with Irish immigrants fleeing famine, with free Black Americans navigating a hostile city, with German labourers, Italian ragpickers, and every other category of person whom the nineteenth century had decided it did not need. They lived on top of one another in rooms without light or adequate air, in cellars that flooded when it rained and froze when it did not, in a district that the water mains and the sewer lines and the street pavers had not yet reached.

Out of that poverty came the gangs. The Dead Rabbits. The Bowery Boys. The Plug Uglies. The Roach Guards. The Shirt Tails. These names have entered American folklore, rendered glamorous by Herbert Asbury's lurid 1927 account and permanently embedded in popular memory by the Scorsese film. The reality behind those names is more complicated, more human, and in many ways more interesting than the legend.

The gangs of Five Points were not organised crime syndicates in the modern sense. They were neighbourhood associations, territorial street armies, political clubs, and survival networks, often all of these things at once. They fought each other and they fought the nativists who wanted them gone. They intimidated voters and they protected their own. They were shaped by forces larger than themselves: the famine that drove a million Irish to America in a decade; the nativist fury that met them on the docks; the Tammany Hall machine that saw their numbers and knew how to use them; the police department that was itself little more than a rival gang with a badge.

The story of Five Points is not a story about criminals. It is a story about what happens when a city grows faster than its conscience. When the land is sold and built before the drainage is laid. When the immigrants arrive faster than the housing can be built. When the labour is needed but the labourer is despised. When poverty is treated as a moral failing rather than a structural condition. Five Points did not happen because the Irish were violent or because the poor were degenerate, as the newspapers of the time insisted. It happened because New York in the nineteenth century was a city that consumed its workers and discarded the shells.

What emerged from that consumption was something that the city had not planned for and could not fully control. The Irish poor of Five Points built networks of loyalty, political power, and physical solidarity that would, in time, transform New York. The ward bosses who rose from the tenement blocks would run the city's politics for generations. The volunteer fire companies that doubled as gang recruiting grounds would produce both street fighters and civil servants. The saloon culture that reformers condemned as a moral catastrophe was also, simultaneously, a welfare system, a labour exchange, and a community hall for people who had nothing else.

This book covers the period from roughly the 1820s, when Five Points first emerged as a distinct and notorious district, through the 1870s and into the early 1880s, when demolition, demographic change, and the arrival of new immigrant communities began to transform the old neighbourhood beyond recognition. The principal focus is the two decades before and after the Civil War, the years when the Irish population of Five Points was at its largest, when the gangs were at their most active, and when the struggle between immigrant power and nativist reaction was at its most violent.

The history here is drawn from period newspapers, court records, municipal reports, reform literature, and the work of serious historians whose scholarship has done much to separate the documented past from the colourful legend. Tyler Anbinder's Five Points, published in 2001, is the indispensable work on the subject and has been a constant reference. The work of Luc Sante, Timothy Gilfoyle, Iver Bernstein, and Edwin Burrows and Mike Wallace has been equally important.

Herbert Asbury's The Gangs of New York is quoted here but handled carefully. It is a magnificent piece of journalistic mythology, richly written and vividly imagined, but it is not reliable history. Asbury invented scenes, conflated events, misidentified people, and borrowed freely from earlier sensationalist accounts without adequate verification. He is cited in these pages for what he was: an influential popular writer whose work shaped the mythology of Five Points even as it obscured the actual record.

What follows is the story of a neighbourhood that the city tried to forget. It refuses, still, to be forgotten.
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One: The Swamp Beneath the City
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Collect Pond

Before there was a slum, there was a pond. Collect Pond sat in a shallow depression of Manhattan's lower west quadrant, a natural freshwater lake fed by underground springs and ringed by trees that the Dutch settlers had found useful for timber. In the early colonial period it was a source of clean water, a place for fishing and ice cutting, and a boundary marker for the farms that spread out across the lower island. The Lenape people had used the pond and the surrounding wetlands for centuries before the Europeans arrived. The Dutch who displaced them drained some of the marshes and left others, building their farms and their city around the water rather than through it.

By the mid eighteenth century the pond was still a notable feature of the lower Manhattan landscape, its water still reasonably clean, its banks still attracting the kind of leisure use that a city population, growing fast and packed tight, always needs. Tanneries had begun to appear on its northern shore, drawn by the water supply and the willingness of authorities to overlook what they discharged into it. Slaughterhouses followed. Breweries. The factories and workshops of the early industrial city gathered at the water's edge the way industrial operations always did, needing the water for cooling, for cleaning, for the disposal of everything they produced that they did not want to keep.

By 1800 the pond was not a pond in any useful sense. It was a cesspool. The tanneries had dyed the
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