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​Chapter 1: The Island at the Edge of Everything
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There is a particular quality of light on the East River in the early morning — a grey, particulate, industrial light that falls without warmth on water the color of pewter, on the masts of ships, on the faces of men who have been awake all night — that belongs entirely to the middle of the nineteenth century and to no other time. It is the light of a city in the act of becoming. Stand at the foot of Fulton Street in the winter of 1850 and that light falls on a scene of such concentrated human energy that it takes a moment to understand what you are seeing: the packet ships and barques and Hudson River sloops three and four deep at the wharves, the stevedores moving in practiced chains along the gangplanks, the great stacks of hogsheads and bales and crates waiting on the cobbled quays, the counting house clerks in their tall hats threading through the commercial mayhem with their ledger books pressed to their chests. And behind all of it, rising above the warehouses and the ship chandlers and the rope walks, the city itself — dense, vertical, smoking, alive with the sound of iron on stone.

New York in 1850 was the most consequential city in the Western Hemisphere, and it knew it. Its port handled nearly a third of all American imports and more than a third of all exports. Its financial houses provided the credit that moved cotton from the Mississippi Delta to the mills of Manchester and brought European manufactured goods back through the Narrows in return. Its newspapers set the agenda for a nation's conversation. Its streets — the Broadway of the marble hotels and the glittering shop fronts, the South Street of the counting houses, the Broadway of the theater crowds pushing out into the cold at eleven o'clock at night — generated a self-confident metropolitan noise that could be heard, metaphorically, across the Atlantic. The city had grown from roughly 200,000 souls in 1830 to something approaching 700,000 by 1850, and it was still growing: by the time the census takers made their rounds in 1855, the number would exceed 800,000. No American city had ever grown so fast, and no American city had ever meant so much to the national economy, to the national culture, to the national sense of what modernity looked like and felt like and smelled like.

It smelled, if truth be told, extremely unpleasant.

The nose is the organ that antebellum New York most consistently assaulted. The city's sanitation infrastructure had not kept pace with its population, and the gap between the two was measured in animal waste and human effluent and the particular sweetish-rotten odor of organic matter decomposing in close quarters. Forty thousand horses worked the streets of Manhattan in 1850, and forty thousand horses produced, by conservative estimate, four hundred tons of manure per day, most of which was removed imperfectly and irregularly by the city's scavengers and deposited in vacant lots or tipped into the rivers. The tallow works and slaughterhouses clustered along the western shore of the island added their own contribution to the atmospheric inventory. The privies of the tenement districts drained into the same cesspools as the kitchen waste, and the cesspools drained — theoretically — into the sewers, and the sewers drained into the rivers, and the rivers brought the whole process back around again at high tide. In the deep summer heat, particularly in the lower wards where the slums were most densely packed, the smell of the city was something you could almost touch.

But smell was only one dimension of the experience. The noise was extraordinary and continuous: the crack of the carriage whip, the clatter of iron-rimmed wheels on Belgian-block paving, the shouts of the hawkers working the sidewalks with their carts of hot corn and oysters and gingerbread, the metallic screech of the horse-drawn streetcars on their rails, the bells of the fire companies clanging their individual codes as the volunteers ran to their engines, the foghorns on the river, the church bells marking the hours, the political orators on their boxes at the corners of Park Row, the arguments of thirty languages conducted simultaneously at full volume in the markets of the lower wards. A visitor arriving for the first time on Fulton Street at noon on a weekday in 1850 and trying to hear himself think was engaged in an essentially futile exercise.

The island's southern tip had been inhabited continuously for more than two centuries, and the street pattern of the old Dutch colonial town still governed the grid below Canal Street — a tangle of narrow lanes that followed the original property lines of the seventeenth-century settlement, laid out before anyone had imagined the scale of what would eventually be built on top of them. The result was a series of streets so narrow that, in some of the older blocks near the waterfront, two laden carts could not pass each other without one of them mounting the sidewalk. The buildings that lined these streets — built and rebuilt over two hundred years of commercial expansion, layer upon layer of brick and timber and brownstone — rose four and five and six stories above the pavement, cutting the sky to a ribbon and creating, at street level, a perpetual half-light that deepened to genuine darkness in the alleys and courts that ran off the main thoroughfares into the interior of the blocks.

It was a city that seemed, on first acquaintance, to be in the grip of a permanent emergency. Fires broke out with terrifying regularity in the wooden structures of the older wards, and the volunteer fire companies — rival organizations as much as civic institutions, fierce in their territorial identities and sometimes more interested in fighting each other than in fighting the blaze — raced through the streets with a noise and violence that made ordinary traffic impossible for the duration. The police, such as they were, moved through this environment with the confidence of men who understood that their authority was largely performative: the watch system inherited from the colonial era had been replaced by a daytime municipal police force only in 1845, and that force was too small, too poorly trained, and too thoroughly embedded in the patronage networks of Tammany Hall to function as anything resembling an impartial instrument of public order. They could arrest a pickpocket; they could remove a drunk from the sidewalk outside a respectable establishment; in extremis, they could summon reinforcements from a neighboring precinct. What they could not do — as the summer of 1857 would demonstrate with brutal clarity — was maintain order in the face of organized, large-scale, politically inflected violence in a neighborhood whose residents had decided, collectively, that the police were the problem rather than the solution.

The city was, in other words, a place of perpetual negotiation between the formal institutions of governance and the informal power structures that actually governed daily life in most of its neighborhoods. In the Five Points and the surrounding lower wards, those informal structures were deeply rooted and remarkably effective, and they operated in the space that the formal institutions had vacated — not because the formal institutions had been overthrown, but because they had never really arrived.

​The Geometry of Inequality

The map of antebellum Manhattan was a map of staggering contradictions, and those contradictions were not merely visible from above — they were felt in the body as you moved from one district to another, registered in the shift of light and air and the quality of the paving beneath your feet.

Broadway was the city's commercial spine and its most theatrical street, and by the early 1850s it had acquired a quality of marble-and-plate-glass grandeur that astonished European visitors who had expected something more provincial from the American republic. The Astor House, which opened in 1836 at the corner of Broadway and Vesey, had set the standard for American luxury hotels: six stories, three hundred rooms, hot and cold running water on every floor, a reading room stocked with newspapers from every major city on the continent, a dining room that could seat five hundred. By 1850 it had been joined or surpassed by the Metropolitan, the St. Nicholas, and the Prescott House — establishments of such extravagant comfort that their menus read like geographic surveys of the luxury goods trade: canvas-back duck from the Chesapeake, terrapin from Maryland, sea bass from the harbor, claret from Bordeaux, champagne from Reims. The guests who sat in these dining rooms — merchants, financiers, politicians, the occasional European nobleman doing the American tour — were the beneficiaries of a commercial system of breathtaking productive power.

The mansions that lined the lower sections of Fifth Avenue and the cross streets of Murray Hill embodied a different register of this wealth — quieter, more domestic, and in some ways more revealing of its social aspirations. The brownstone row house, which became in the 1840s and 1850s the preferred architectural form of the New York upper-middle class, was a statement as much as a dwelling: its storied facade, its heavy parlor curtains glimpsed from the street, its polished brass knocker and white marble stoop communicated prosperity and respectability and a claim to permanence that the city's restless commercial energy otherwise made difficult to sustain. The families who lived behind those facades were not aristocrats — American sensibility was too democratic, officially at least, for aristocracy — but they occupied a position in the social order that was understood by everyone, including themselves, to be essentially hereditary, and they maintained it through the same interlocking commercial and social networks that had created it in the first place.

Twelve blocks south and six blocks east of the Astor House, on the ground where the old Collect Pond had once stood before the city filled it in 1811, the landscape changed with a violence that even the most hardened contemporary observer found difficult to describe without reaching for the vocabulary of catastrophe. The intersection of Worth Street, Baxter Street, and Park Street — the area known to its inhabitants and to all of New York as the Five Points — was, by universal agreement, the worst slum in the Western world. Charles Dickens had come to see it in 1842, guided by two police officers who walked one on each side of him through the dark and dripping alleys, and had described what he saw with the prose of genuine shock: the narrow lanes, the rotting buildings, the creatures huddled in the doorways whom poverty had reduced to something barely recognizable as human. Twenty years of continued immigration and continued neglect had made the Five Points not better but considerably worse.

The physical landscape of the neighborhood was determined, to a degree that is difficult to overstate, by a single geological and hydrological fact: the old Collect Pond, which had once been the primary freshwater source for the lower part of the island, had been filled in using the same garbage and rubble that the city's rapid expansion was continuously producing. The fill was inadequate and uneven, and in the years and decades after the pond's disappearance, the ground settled and shifted in unpredictable ways. The buildings that went up on this unstable substrate cracked and tilted at angles that made their upper stories look, in certain lights, as though they were leaning toward each other across the narrow streets in attitudes of exhausted confidence. The water that was no longer contained in the pond's basin seeped upward through the inadequate fill to saturate the cellars of the tenements, filling them with standing water that smelled of sulfur and rot. The sewage from the privies followed the same saturated paths and pooled in the same places. In the worst years of summer, the basements of Five Points tenements stood inches deep in a mixture of groundwater and human waste, and families lived and slept in the rooms directly above.

​The Old Brewery and What It Meant

The tenements themselves had, almost without exception, begun as something else. The buildings of the Five Points were largely survivors from the late eighteenth and very early nineteenth centuries — frame and brick structures that had been constructed as single-family dwellings or small commercial premises, and that had been subdivided and re-subdivided as the pressure of immigrant population made every possible square foot of interior space commercially valuable. A building designed to house a family of six now housed sixty. Interior walls were thrown up to divide parlors into sleeping rooms; sleeping rooms were divided again; attics that had been used for storage became dormitories, and cellars that had been used for coal became apartments of a kind, each one containing a family or part of a family or the floating residue of several families whose members had dispersed across the city in search of day labor.

The Old Brewery stood as the most notorious monument to this process of architectural transformation and human degradation. It had been built on Cross Street in 1792 as a lager beer manufactory — a substantial structure by the standards of its day, five stories of solid brick, substantial enough to house the brewing equipment and storage vats that its original owners required. When the economics of brewing shifted toward larger and more specialized facilities in the 1830s, the Brewery was sold and converted into a tenement, and the conversion was conducted with a thoroughness and an absence of scruples that made it exceptional even in the Five Points. By the early 1840s, when the New York Mission Society undertook the investigations that produced their celebrated report on the neighborhood, more than a thousand people were living in its five stories — an occupancy level that the building's original designers had achieved by ignoring every consideration of light, ventilation, sanitation, and basic human dignity that the construction of dwellings for human beings might be thought to require.

The interior of the Old Brewery in the 1840s was, by the accounts of those who entered it — missionaries, journalists, the occasional police officer conducting a warrant search — something between a labyrinth and a nightmare. The original floor plans had been obliterated by decades of improvised subdivision: rooms had been divided and divided again until the resulting spaces were barely large enough for a person to lie down in; corridors had been blocked and rerouted and blocked again; entire sections of the interior had been essentially sealed off from the rest of the building and were accessible only through windows or trap doors. The effect was of a place that had been built, layer by layer, around the people trapped inside it, as though the building itself were engaged in the slow work of consuming its inhabitants.

The Mission Society's investigators recorded what they found with careful attention to the specific and the measurable: rooms eight feet square containing twelve people; a cellar passageway known to its inhabitants as the Den of Thieves, running beneath the building's foundation, in which thirty families were living in spaces divided by wooden partitions that reached only to shoulder height; a section of the ground floor — the area called Murderer's Row in the neighborhood's colorful oral geography — where the smell of blood from the butcher's stalls that occupied the outer rooms mixed with the smells of cooking and human bodies and rotting wood in a combination that the missionaries could find no adequate vocabulary to describe.

What the missionary reports did not quite manage to convey — though it was there in the evidence, for anyone willing to read it — was that the Old Brewery was not an exception to the rules that governed the Five Points. It was their purest expression. Every principle that operated in the neighborhood at large — the extraction of maximum rent from minimum space, the complete indifference of property owners to the physical condition of their holdings, the absence of any municipal authority willing or able to intervene on behalf of the tenants — operated in the Old Brewery with a concentration and an efficiency that made it the neighborhood's defining institution. It was the Five Points at its most itself.

The Old Brewery was eventually purchased by the Ladies' Home Missionary Society in 1852 and demolished, replaced by a mission house that offered the usual combination of scripture, soup, and vocational instruction to those willing to receive it. The structure's disappearance was treated in the press as a triumph of Christian civilization over the forces of darkness. What it was, rather more precisely, was the removal of a piece of unusually concentrated evidence about what the city was doing to the people it had decided it did not need to protect — evidence that had been standing in plain view on Cross Street for twenty years and that the city had found it convenient not to see.

​The Engine of Growth

The commercial energy that had made New York the dominant city of the American republic was not the product of chance. It was the product of geography, of political decisions, and above all of a single transformative infrastructure investment whose consequences unfolded over decades.

The Erie Canal, completed in 1825 after eight years of construction, ran 363 miles from the Hudson River at Albany to the shores of Lake Erie at Buffalo, and it changed everything. Before the canal, the goods of the interior — the wheat and corn of western New York, the timber of the Great Lakes forests, the furs of the frontier — reached the Atlantic seaboard by long overland routes that were expensive, slow, and limited in the volume they could carry. After the canal, those same goods moved by water to Albany, were loaded onto Hudson River packets, and arrived in New York harbor at a fraction of the previous cost and in a fraction of the previous time. The canal did not merely reduce transportation costs. It reoriented the entire economic geography of the eastern United States, making New York the natural commercial gateway between the Atlantic economy and the interior of the continent, and making that position defensively unassailable against the competing ambitions of Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston.

The immediate effect on the city's port was dramatic. Shipping tonnage arriving and departing through the Narrows increased by orders of magnitude in the decade after 1825. The South Street waterfront, already the city's most active commercial district, expanded northward and doubled and then tripled in physical scale. The counting houses and warehouses of the financial district multiplied along Wall Street and Broad Street and William Street, and the fortunes accumulating in those counting houses were of a scale that genuinely had no precedent in American commercial history. John Jacob Astor, who had arrived in New York from Germany in 1784 with a few pounds sterling and a bundle of musical instruments, died in 1848 as the richest man in America, his fortune built on the fur trade and then on Manhattan real estate and valued at something over twenty million dollars — a sum so large that the newspapers struggled to find comparisons that made it comprehensible to readers whose annual incomes ran to a few hundred dollars at best.

The men who accumulated these fortunes were creating, as a by-product of their own enrichment, an insatiable demand for labor. The docks required stevedores and carters and rope-makers and ship chandlers. The warehouses required porters and packers and clerks. The city's explosive physical expansion — the northward march of the street grid, the construction of the marble hotels and the brownstone mansions, the laying of the gas pipes and the water mains and the horse car rails — required bricklayers, hod carriers, day laborers, and ditchdiggers in quantities that the existing population of the city could not supply. The commercial system generated its own labor demand, and the labor demand generated its own answer in the form of mass immigration. The two processes fed each other in a self-reinforcing cycle that, by the 1840s, was operating at a pace and scale that no urban administration in the English-speaking world had ever before attempted to manage.

The immigrants who arrived to fill this demand came from everywhere: from Germany and Scandinavia, from England and Scotland, from the Caribbean, from free Black communities in the American South seeking better conditions in the North. But from the mid-1840s onward, the dominant stream was from Ireland, and from Ireland's westernmost and most rural provinces, and from the specific catastrophe that was destroying those provinces at a rate that made ordinary emigration look like a leisure activity.

The Great Famine had begun in the autumn of 1845 with the failure of the potato crop across most of the island of Ireland, and it would kill a million people and displace another million and a half before the worst of it had passed. Those who could flee, fled. Those who could scrape together the price of a passage — steerage on a vessel bound for New York or Boston or Liverpool, in conditions that killed a significant percentage of the passengers before landfall — scraped it together, often by pooling the last resources of an extended family that was gambling everything on the survival of its youngest and most able members. The crossing itself was frequently lethal: the coffin ships of the Famine years, overcrowded timber vessels pressed into emigrant service without adequate provisioning or ventilation, carried typhus and dysentery through their holds, and the bodies of those who died at sea were committed to the Atlantic without ceremony. Those who survived arrived in New York harbor in a state of physical deterioration that the city's health officers found alarming even by the standards of an era accustomed to the spectacular miseries of mass poverty.

New York was the primary destination of the American Famine emigration, and the numbers involved were enormous. In 1847 alone — the year that contemporaries called Black '47, the worst single year of the catastrophe — more than fifty thousand Irish immigrants arrived through the port of New York. The numbers for 1848 and 1849 were comparable. The city's Irish-born population, which had stood at roughly 70,000 in 1845, would reach 200,000 by 1855. They arrived speaking Irish, often knowing no English, sometimes knowing no one in the city, carrying nothing except the clothes on their bodies and the particular psychological imprint of mass starvation and collective grief.

​The Runners and the Ward

The experience of arrival in antebellum New York was, for the vast majority of immigrants, a concentrated exercise in exploitation, and it began before the gangplank touched the dock.

The runners were a professional class of confidence men who met the immigrant ships at the Battery and offered, in whatever language was most useful, to assist the newly arrived in finding accommodation, employment, transportation, and the other necessities of establishing themselves in the city. Their assistance was invariably purchased at prices that bore no rational relationship to the services provided, and the services themselves were invariably worth less than advertised. An immigrant who arrived speaking only Irish Gaelic and was met by a man who spoke Irish Gaelic and appeared to be a countryman was at a profound disadvantage in assessing whether the help being offered was genuine or predatory; and the runners were well aware of this. The boarding houses to which they directed their clients were frequently overpriced, often overcrowded, and occasionally dangerous. The employment they claimed to have arranged was sometimes fictional. The inland transportation they offered sometimes involved tickets to entirely the wrong city.

The Battery itself was a spectacle of concentrated human distress during the peak years of Famine immigration. The island's health officer and the quarantine station in the harbor turned back the most visibly sick and the most obviously dying, but many who were gravely ill made it through the system, and the wharves at the foot of Manhattan received them all: the shivering, the starving, the grief-stricken, the bewildered, the occasionally euphoric — people who had survived a crossing that killed members of their party and who were not yet sure whether what they had arrived at was salvation or a more complicated form of catastrophe.

From the Battery, the runners directed the most vulnerable toward the lower wards — toward the Sixth Ward in particular, whose Five Points neighborhood was already established as the primary reception district for the city's poorest Irish immigrants. The logic was circular and self-reinforcing: the Five Points was where the Irish were because it was where the Irish had been, and it was where they continued to be directed because the infrastructure for receiving them — the Irish-owned boarding houses, the Irish-speaking grog shops, the Tammany Hall ward organizations that could offer a man his first municipal job if he showed up at the right clubhouse on the right evening — was already there.

The geography of the Sixth Ward was not accidental. It was the product of a real estate market that had long since written off the unstable ground of the old Collect Pond as unsuitable for the kind of development that produced high rents, and had therefore made it available at rates that only the city's poorest residents could not afford to refuse. The landlords of the Five Points were not slumlords in the sense of being careless about their investments; they were, in many cases, attentive and efficient extractors of the maximum possible income from properties whose inherent physical worthlessness they had converted, through subdivision and creative neglect, into remarkable sources of return. A building worth perhaps two thousand dollars on the open market could, if packed to its absolute physical limits with paying tenants, generate annual rents several times that figure. The margin between the cost of the building and the income it produced was the precise measure of the poverty being exploited.

The municipal authorities were not, on the whole, troubled by this arrangement. The aldermen of the Sixth Ward were, in the 1840s and 1850s, mostly Tammany Hall men who depended on the ward's dense immigrant population for their electoral margins and who had no interest in reforms that might disturb the landlords, many of whom were among their most reliable patrons. The police force was small, underpaid, poorly organized, and in the Sixth Ward frequently in active collaboration with the criminal networks it was nominally charged with suppressing. The sanitation department was understaffed and underfinanced and, in the summer months, essentially overwhelmed. The water that reached the Five Points via the Croton Aqueduct system — the great public works project completed in 1842 that brought clean water from Westchester County to the city's reservoirs — did not, in the most densely populated alleys of Cow Bay and Paradise Square, always actually reach the people who needed it. The distribution infrastructure had not been extended with any urgency into the lower wards, and the inhabitants of the worst tenements continued to drink from contaminated wells or purchase water from carriers who operated their own informal monopoly on clean supply.

​What the Cholera Counted

The epidemic record made the political character of the Five Points' misery visible in terms that required no interpretation. Cholera, the great killer of the nineteenth-century urban poor, visited New York in waves during the antebellum decades, and each time it traced the map of municipal neglect with terrible precision. The disease moved through the city along the routes of contaminated water and inadequate sewerage, which is to say it moved through the Sixth and Seventh and lower Fourteenth Wards and barely touched the brownstone streets of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth. The cholera deaths of the Five Points in the epidemic of 1832, and again in 1849, were concentrated among the most recently arrived and the most economically desperate: the people who drank from the shallow wells contaminated by cesspool overflow, who lived in the saturated basements, who had no resources to flee the city when the epidemic became undeniable, who had no access to the clean water that was, in principle, available through the Croton system but was, in practice, unreachable from their tenements.

In the epidemic of 1849, at the height of the Famine immigration, entire tenement buildings on Baxter and Mulberry Streets recorded mortality rates that exceeded anything seen in comparable episodes of urban epidemic disease in the Western world. The dead were carried out and buried hastily in the potter's fields of the outer wards, their names recorded imperfectly if at all in the ledgers of the city's Board of Health. The living remained in the same rooms, drinking from the same wells, sleeping above the same saturated cellars. No structural change was made. The aldermen of the Sixth Ward expressed public concern and returned to their ordinary business.

The physicians and public health reformers who studied these epidemics understood, at some level, the connection between the disease's distribution and the city's physical infrastructure. What they rarely managed was the further step of connecting that infrastructure to the political decisions that had produced it, and those political decisions to the economic interests they served. The reformers' typical solution was moral: the immigrant poor drank too much, lived too loosely, lacked the middle-class virtues of cleanliness and temperance that would, if cultivated, allow them to rise from their condition. The suggestion that their condition was the consequence of deliberate choices by property owners and their political representatives — choices made in full knowledge of their consequences, for the purpose of maximizing private profit — was available to anyone willing to look at the evidence. It was not a suggestion that the city's propertied class found comfortable to entertain.

​The Weight of Knowing

The standard account of the Five Points that appears in reform literature and tourist journalism treats the neighborhood as an aberration, a pathological condition, something that has gone wrong in an otherwise functional city. The reform literature is particularly insistent on this: the Five Points is presented as a place where normal social order has broken down, where the natural human impulse toward decency has been subverted by vice and drink and the inherent characteristics of the population.

This account is wrong in a specific and recoverable way. The Five Points was not an aberration from the city's normal functioning. It was an expression of it. The poverty of the Five Points was produced by exactly the same commercial system that produced the wealth of the marble hotels; the two phenomena were not independent of each other but constitutive of each other, generated simultaneously by the same set of economic arrangements, the same labor market, the same real estate logic, the same political choices about who deserved the protection of municipal institutions and who did not. The stevedore who unloaded the cotton bales on the South Street wharves made possible the profit of the merchant whose counting house sat half a mile to the north on Wall Street, and the merchant's profit made possible the construction of the brownstone mansion on Murray Hill where the merchant's wife received callers on Tuesday afternoons. The stevedore lived in the Five Points. The merchant would not have recognized the connection, and would have been offended if it were pointed out.

The poverty was also cumulative in a specific way that the reform literature did not adequately acknowledge. A man who arrived in the Five Points in 1847 — starved, grieving, speaking no English, with no savings and no connections — was not merely poor in the way that a man who has lost his job and his savings is poor. He was poor in the way that a person who has lost their entire social context, their entire network of mutual obligation and practical knowledge, their entire sense of how to navigate a world, is poor. The skills that had sustained life in rural Connaught — the management of a small plot, the knowledge of seasonal rhythms, the dense web of kinship that meant no one was ever entirely without resource — were worse than useless on Mulberry Street. The man who had been, in his own community, a competent and respected person was here a nobody: not merely poor but illegible to the institutions of the city, invisible to its social systems except as a unit of unskilled labor available at the lowest possible wage.

What changed, over the course of the 1840s and 1850s, was not the structural fact of the Five Points but the political consciousness of its inhabitants — and in particular of the Irish Famine immigrants who arrived in such numbers and in such extremity during the late 1840s.

These were not simple people, and it bears saying plainly, because the received image of the Famine immigrant as a passive victim, as a piece of human wreckage washed up on the shores of a more dynamic civilization, was a piece of nativist condescension that bore no relationship to the observable reality of what these men and women had done and endured and continued to do. They were the survivors of a catastrophe, and survival of a catastrophe is not a passive achievement. It required judgment, adaptability, physical courage, and the particular form of intelligence that consists in reading a rapidly changing situation and making decisions under conditions of terrible uncertainty. The men and women who left Ireland in the late 1840s and reached New York alive had already demonstrated, repeatedly, that they possessed these qualities in abundance. What they lacked was money, and English, and the web of established contacts that made an American city navigable. These were not trivial deficits. But they were deficits of circumstance, not of character.

Moreover, the Famine immigrants arrived in New York politicized in a specific way that distinguished them from many of their predecessors. The catastrophe of the Famine was widely understood, in the communities it affected most severely, as a political event as much as a natural one. The blight itself was an act of nature; the starvation that killed a million people while grain was exported from Irish ports was an act of governance. The evictions that cleared Famine victims from their smallholdings so that landlords could convert the land to more profitable uses were acts of law. The systematic failure of the British government's relief measures — the inadequate public works programs, the soup kitchens established too late and closed too soon, the Poor Law structures that required paupers to surrender their land before qualifying for assistance — were acts of policy. The people who survived the Famine and crossed the Atlantic carried with them a knowledge that was not theoretical but visceral: they knew, from direct and devastating experience, that poverty was not a personal failing but a political condition, that institutions that claimed to serve the common good frequently served specific interests instead, and that the world was arranged to benefit someone other than them.

This knowledge was the seed of everything that followed in the lower wards of Manhattan. It expressed itself in the extraordinary success of Tammany Hall in building a Democratic Party political machine in the immigrant neighborhoods — a machine that offered the Irish a form of collective political power that their condition in Ireland had never provided. It expressed itself in the dense networks of mutual aid and parish organization that turned the Five Points, for all its physical misery, into something that functioned as a genuine community with genuine institutions. And it expressed itself, in its most direct and unmediated form, in the territorial street organizations of the wards: the collective assertion of physical control over a specific piece of ground, by young men who had learned that the law would not protect them and who had decided, on the basis of compelling evidence, to protect each other instead.

​The Man on the Dock

In the winter of 1847, a man stepped off a packet ship at the East River docks — or hundreds stepped off, or thousands, the individual entirely subsumed in the statistical mass of the year's migration. He was young, almost certainly: the Famine migration was a migration of the young, those whose age and health gave them the best chance of surviving the crossing and beginning again. He spoke Irish. He had, in all likelihood, never seen a city before: the civilization he had grown up in was rural, intimate, governed by the rhythms of agriculture and season and the social geography of the townland, where every person was known and every relationship was embedded in a dense web of history and mutual obligation.

The dock at the foot of Fulton Street was not a townland. It was a chaos of noise and commerce and competing claims on his attention and his trust, conducted in a language of which he understood not a word. A man approached him — speaking Irish, or something close enough to Irish to serve — and offered assistance. The man was a runner, though the newcomer had no way of knowing this, and his assistance was worth considerably less than it cost. He was directed toward a boarding house on Mulberry Street, in the Sixth Ward, where for a dollar a week he could share a room with seven other men from somewhere in Connaught.

He had nothing. The city had everything, and no settled intention of sharing it.

The question of what was going to happen next — to him, to the hundreds of thousands like him flowing into the same narrow streets over the following decade, to the political institutions that governed all of them, to the neighborhood that was absorbing all of this human energy and desperation and latent fury — was not a question anyone in authority was asking with any urgency. The marble hotels were doing excellent business. The ships were coming in laden and going out the same way. The counting houses on Wall Street were busy. The aldermen were attending to their interests. The Sixth Ward was exactly as it had always been, and those whose prosperity depended on it remaining exactly as it had always been had every reason to expect it to stay that way.

This turned out to be a miscalculation of the first order.

The disease was structural, as has been observed, and its structure was self-perpetuating. A commercial economy of extraordinary dynamism required, and continuously generated, a large supply of unskilled and semi-skilled labor. That labor supply was maintained at its cheapest by the continuous recruitment of new immigrants, who arrived without English and without assets and were therefore willing to accept wages and conditions that an established worker would refuse. The continuous replacement of established workers by new arrivals prevented wages from rising to levels that would have allowed the accumulation of the small savings necessary for upward mobility. The workers who could not save could not move; the workers who could not move remained in the Five Points; the Five Points therefore remained the Five Points, decade after decade, regardless of which specific community currently occupied its tenements.

What the architects of this system had not adequately anticipated was that the specific community now occupying the Five Points was one that had arrived already knowing, in its bones, that systems of exploitation could be resisted — that arrangements were not natural facts but political choices, and that political choices could be challenged. The Irish Famine immigrants who concentrated in the Sixth and Seventh Wards in the late 1840s and 1850s did not have the organizational capacity, in their first years, to challenge the arrangements that oppressed them in any formal sense. But they had the will, and they had the numbers, and they had the particular form of solidarity that catastrophe produces in communities that survive it together. They organized. They formed mutual aid societies and parish communities and political alliances. They constructed, in the interstices of an indifferent city, something that functioned as a genuine community with genuine institutions and genuine claims on the loyalty of its members. Some of that organization was admirable by any measure; some of it was violent and territorial and organized around the enforcement of neighborhood boundaries through physical force. The line between the admirable and the violent was not always as distinct on the ground as it appeared from a distance.

The gangs of the Five Points were one expression of this organizational energy, and not the only one, and not even the most important one in the long run. But they were the expression that would, on the night of July 4, 1857, produce the most spectacular demonstration yet seen of what happened when a city decided it could indefinitely ignore the people it had concentrated in its worst streets and stripped of every ordinary protection of law and municipal governance.

The island was beautiful, in certain lights, at certain hours, in certain seasons. In the grey light of early morning, from the foot of Fulton Street, it was genuinely extraordinary — this skyline of commerce and ambition rising above the crowded wharves, this monument to what human energy and capital could accomplish in a new world largely free from the dead weight of old institutions. It was also, by 1850, a city of such violent contradictions that the violence was beginning to look structural. The marble hotels and the Cow Bay rookeries existed within the same half-mile of island, and the distance between them was not merely geographic. It was a distance measured in hunger and cold and the smell of contaminated groundwater rising through the floorboards and the sound of a cartwheel on cobblestone at three in the morning — the sound of a world moving, indifferently, past the people it had decided it did not need.

Those people had their own ideas about that. The man from the packet ship, and the thousands behind him who would come to the same dock in the same winters and be directed toward the same streets, were in the process of accumulating a set of grievances and a set of capacities that the city's respectable classes had not troubled themselves to notice. The Five Points was not merely a problem waiting to be solved by evangelism or temperance reform. It was a community waiting, with the peculiar patience of people who have survived the unsurvivable, for the right conditions to make itself heard.

Those conditions were ten years away. And then five. And then the summer before the last summer, and the streets of the lower wards were full of young men who had grown up knowing that the city had no place for them — and who were, quietly, beginning to decide what to do about that.
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​Chapter 2: The Famine Ships
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In the winter of 1846, a man walking the roads of County Mayo could travel for miles through a landscape that had, three months earlier, been an ordinary agricultural countryside, and encounter nothing that he recognized as ordinary life. The potato stalks that should have stood chest-high and green through the autumn had collapsed into a black and fetid slime on the ridges, filling the air in every townland with a smell that those who encountered it compared, in their letters and their testimonies and their desperate petitions to the government, to the smell of a mass grave. The comparison was not merely rhetorical. In the worst-affected areas of the western seaboard — the long Atlantic-facing parishes of Mayo and Galway and Clare and Kerry, where the potato had been not simply the primary food crop but in many cases the only food — the people were already dying. They had been dying since the autumn of 1845, when the blight first appeared, and the winter of 1846 was killing them faster than the first season had, because the partial recovery of the 1846 harvest that had given hope to those who survived the first year had proven illusory: the blight had returned, in full force, and the small reserves that families had depleted in the first year of want were now exhausted.

The Great Famine — An Gorta Mór in Irish, a phrase that translates not merely as "the Great Hunger" but carries within it something of the howl of the thing itself — is the central event of modern Irish history and one of the most terrible demographic catastrophes in nineteenth-century Europe. Between 1845 and 1852, approximately one million people died in Ireland of starvation and the diseases that followed in its wake: typhus, dysentery, relapsing fever, the vague syndrome of symptoms that contemporaries called "famine fever" and that modern medicine would identify as the bodily consequence of severe and prolonged malnutrition. Another million and a half — and by the time the emigration wave had fully subsided, the number would be closer to two million — left Ireland altogether. The island's population, which had stood at approximately eight million in 1845, would fall to just over six million by 1851 and would continue falling for generations afterward, as the children and grandchildren of Famine survivors emigrated in their turn, repeating the passage their parents and grandparents had made until Ireland became the only country in Europe where the population of the nineteenth century was dramatically lower than the population of the eighteenth.

The scale of the catastrophe demands to be stated in statistical terms before it is examined in human ones, because the statistics are themselves a form of argument: they demonstrate, with a precision that no individual account can match, that what happened in Ireland in those seven years was not a localized misfortune or an unfortunate coincidence of bad harvests and poor infrastructure, but a systemic failure of a particular kind — a failure in which the policies of the British government, the interests of Irish landlords, and the ideological commitments of political economists combined to ensure that a natural disaster became a human one of catastrophic proportions. The blight destroyed the potato. The political and economic system destroyed the people.

​The Landscape of Dying

The western counties of Ireland — Connaught above all, and the coastal districts of Munster — had been, before the Famine, one of the most densely populated rural areas in Europe. This density was itself a consequence of the same colonial land settlement that would prove lethal when the potato failed. The subdivision of agricultural holdings over generations, as landlords and their agents rearranged the Irish landscape to maximize rental income and minimize the political complications of having too many people with too secure a tenure, had produced a population of smallholders and agricultural laborers who occupied holdings often too small to sustain life by any means other than the intensive cultivation of a single high-yield crop. The potato was that crop. On an Irish acre of decent ground, a family of five or six could raise enough potatoes to sustain themselves through the year, and the surplus could be sold or traded for the few necessities — cloth, fuel, the occasional luxury — that the potato itself could not provide. The system was precarious, dependent on the continued health of a single variety of a single plant, and it had survived periodic partial failures in the early decades of the nineteenth century. It had never survived the total failure that the Phytophthora infestans fungus, arriving in Ireland from North America in the summer of 1845, now inflicted on it.

By the winter of 1846, the human geography of the western counties had been transformed. Entire townlands that had been, a year earlier, functioning communities — noisy with children and animals and the Irish language spoken at full conversational volume — had been silenced. The people in them were not all dead; many were dying, and many others had already left, and the silence of the empty houses was as ominous as the silence of the occupied ones, where families lay on their straw in the final stages of starvation. The potato ridges had gone black. The landlords were still collecting rent, or attempting to, and those who could not pay were being evicted — turned out of their cabins onto the roads in winter, the cabins tumbled behind them to prevent re-occupation, a procedure known in the period as "tumbling" and conducted with an efficiency that modern observers have found difficult to contemplate without revulsion.

The workhouses — the Poor Law institutions established under the Irish Poor Law Act of 1838 to provide relief to the destitute — were overwhelmed before the second year of the Famine was out. They had been designed for a system of ordinary poverty, not for catastrophe of this scale: their capacity was limited, their funding was derived from local rates that the Famine itself was rapidly destroying, and the conditions inside them, never comfortable, deteriorated as the numbers seeking admission overwhelmed every provision for space and sanitation and food. The fever wards of the workhouses became, in many cases, more lethal than the roads outside them. People died in the yards waiting to be admitted. People died in the admission lines. People died in the fever sheds that were hastily erected in workhouse yards to handle the overflow, lying on straw beside those who were dying of the same diseases and infecting those who had arrived with something other than fever.

The British government's response to this catastrophe — a catastrophe unfolding within the borders of what was then the most powerful empire in the world, in a constituent part of the United Kingdom itself — has been examined by historians with the increasing rigor that the subject deserves, and the conclusion that emerges from that examination is not comfortable. The Whig government of Lord John Russell, which assumed office in 1846 and presided over the worst years of the Famine, was ideologically committed to the principle that the Irish economy should be allowed to correct itself through the operations of the free market, and that government intervention to distribute food would interfere with the commercial mechanisms through which, in theory, the market would eventually allocate resources efficiently. The theoretical elegance of this position was of limited consolation to the people who were dying of it in practice. Food was exported from Irish ports throughout the worst years of the Famine — grain and livestock and butter moving under the protection of British Army escorts past people who were starving — and the government's position was that to interrupt this commerce would do more harm than good in the long run, because the long run was where the market's self-correcting mechanisms operated.

The long run, for a million people, never came.

​The Decision to Go

Those who survived the first two winters of the Famine faced a choice that was not, in most cases, a genuine choice at all. The land that had sustained them was no longer capable of sustaining them. The workhouses were full or lethal or both. The public works programs that the government had organized as its primary relief mechanism — the building of roads and drainage works that would employ the starving at wages just sufficient to allow them to buy food on the open market — had been so poorly designed and administered that they were simultaneously failing to provide adequate relief and costing the Treasury more than a straightforward food distribution program would have done. The government closed the public works in the spring of 1847 and replaced them with the soup kitchen scheme — a direct food distribution program that fed three million people at its peak and was then shut down before the harvest of 1847 could be assessed, on the grounds that it was too expensive to continue. The harvest of 1847 was inadequate. The Famine continued.

For the men and women who had resources enough to contemplate emigration, emigration was not an aspiration but a calculation. The cost of a steerage passage to North America — to Quebec or New York or Boston — had fallen throughout the 1840s as competition among shipping companies for the emigrant trade intensified, and by 1847 it was possible to cross the Atlantic for as little as two or three pounds sterling. This was still, for the poorest of the poor, an impossible sum: the agricultural laborers and cottier tenants of the most devastated western townlands had nothing, and the process of extended-family pooling by which passages were funded — the aunt who had emigrated in the 1830s sending money home, the uncle who had scraped together enough through a season of harvest work in England contributing his share — required a surviving family network with at least some members who had resources. Many families had no such members. They were the ones who died.

But many others did have the resources, or could assemble them, and for these families the decision to go was made with a clarity that subsequent generations have sometimes misread as callousness. It was not callousness. It was the particular rational lucidity that extreme circumstances impose on people who are capable of facing their situation honestly. The land was gone. The country was broken. The people who stayed would die, or would live in conditions that amounted to a prolonged dying, and the British government had demonstrated with sufficient clarity that it was not going to intervene on any terms that would actually prevent this outcome. America was across the water. In America, people were not dying of starvation. In America, there was work. The passage was terrible, and some who took it died on the ships, and arriving in a city the size of New York with no money and no English and no knowledge of how cities worked was a form of terror that nothing in a Mayo townland had prepared anyone for. But it was survivable in ways that staying was not.

The decision was also, in many cases, irreversible in a way that those who made it understood perfectly well. The money for the passage had been assembled at the cost of stripping the family's resources to nothing; there was no money to come back, even if the person who left wanted to return. The farewell rituals that accompanied emigration in Famine-era Ireland — the American wake, as it was known, a gathering of the community to mourn the departure of someone who would almost certainly never be seen again — expressed this understanding with an honesty that was entirely appropriate to the situation. The person who was leaving was not going on a journey from which they would return. They were going away, which in the Irish of the period was sometimes expressed with a verb that also meant simply to die.

​The Coffin Ships

The ships that carried Famine emigrants across the Atlantic in the late 1840s have been called coffin ships in the historical memory of the Irish diaspora, and while the term is imprecise — the mortality rates on emigrant vessels varied enormously, and some ships made the crossing with few or no deaths — it captures something true about the conditions that prevailed on the worst of them. The ships were not purpose-built emigrant vessels but working cargo ships pressed into the emigrant trade because the demand was enormous and the freight was human rather than the kind of goods that required careful handling. The steerage accommodations — the passenger spaces in the lowest decks, below the cargo and the officers' quarters — were fitted out with rough wooden berths arranged in tiers, and the number of passengers assigned to these spaces was governed, theoretically, by the Passenger Acts of 1847 and 1848, which set minimum standards of space and provisioning. In practice, the acts were poorly enforced, and many operators carried more passengers than the regulations permitted, provisioned them more poorly than the regulations required, and set sail with less medical oversight than any honest assessment of the situation demanded.

The crossing itself, under the best conditions of the era, took four to six weeks in a sailing vessel — longer in bad weather, which in the North Atlantic in winter and spring was the rule rather than the exception. The conditions that prevailed in the steerage during those weeks were, on many vessels, genuinely appalling. The berths were too close together for most adults to sit upright in; the headroom in the steerage decks was often insufficient for an average man to stand; the ventilation was inadequate at the best of times and catastrophic when the weather forced the hatches to be closed for days at a stretch; the sanitation arrangements — typically a few wooden buckets serving hundreds of passengers — were overwhelmed within hours of departure under normal conditions and became unspeakable in rough weather when the buckets could not be brought on deck for emptying. The smell that accumulated in the steerage of a crowded emigrant vessel by the end of its first week at sea was, by all contemporary accounts, something that could not be adequately described in language.

Disease moved through these spaces with the efficiency that overcrowding and poor sanitation always produce. Typhus — spread by lice, which proliferated in conditions where washing was impossible and where the clothing of the living and the dead was continuously in contact — was the most lethal of the shipboard diseases, and it was endemic on many of the worst crossings of 1847 and 1848. Dysentery, spread by contaminated food and water, was universal. Relapsing fever and measles and the respiratory infections that flourished in unventilated spaces took additional tolls. On some vessels in the worst years — the year 1847 in particular, when the emigration from Ireland reached its highest volume and the shipping operators, responding to the demand, were putting to sea every vessel that could float — mortality rates in steerage of ten, fifteen, and twenty percent were recorded. These were not outliers. They were the documented experience of a significant fraction of the human beings who crossed the Atlantic in those years.

The ships bound for Quebec and the St. Lawrence — the route favored by the cheaper operators because the Canadian timber ships that made the Atlantic crossing westward could carry emigrants as ballast on the return voyage at rates that undercut the dedicated emigrant trade — recorded some of the highest mortality rates of the Famine emigration. Grosse Île, the quarantine station in the St. Lawrence River where ships arriving in Quebec were required to stop and have their passengers inspected by the island's medical officers, became in the summer of 1847 a scene that those who witnessed it carried with them for the rest of their lives. The ships arrived with their dead still in the holds and their sick barely alive and their healthy terrified and weakened, and the medical officers on the island were so overwhelmed by the numbers that the ordinary procedures of quarantine inspection became effectively impossible. By the end of the summer of 1847, more than five thousand people had been buried on Grosse Île, in mass graves that were dug as fast as the island's gravediggers could work and were never quite fast enough.

New York was, in many respects, a better destination than Quebec. The voyage from Liverpool to New York was somewhat shorter than the voyage to the St. Lawrence, and the ships serving the New York route were, on average, somewhat better maintained and somewhat better regulated than those serving the Canadian trade. The New York quarantine station on Staten Island was more adequately staffed than Grosse Île, and the Castle Garden emigration depot at the Battery — established in 1855 to process arriving immigrants more systematically than the open wharves had allowed — eventually provided at least some degree of protection against the worst of the runners and swindlers who had previously been free to operate directly at the ships' gangplanks. None of this changed the fundamental character of the crossing: the weeks in steerage, the disease, the deaths, the arrival in a state of physical and psychological depletion that made the simplest subsequent tasks — finding a place to sleep, finding something to eat, understanding what people around you were saying — enormously difficult.

​The Arithmetic of Arrival

What arrived in New York in the years between 1846 and 1855 was not simply a large number of people. It was a traumatized population, and the trauma was specific in its character and consequential in its effects on the communities that formed in its aftermath.

The Famine emigrants had lost things that are not recoverable in the ordinary way that people lose things — through bad luck or poor judgment or the ordinary misfortunes of economic life. They had lost family members, often many family members, to a starvation that had occurred in plain sight of a government with the resources to prevent it and the ideological conviction that preventing it would be counterproductive. They had lost communities: the particular webs of kinship and neighborhood and shared language and shared memory that make a person a person in a fully social sense rather than merely a biological individual. They had lost the land — not merely their specific plots, but the entire system of tenure and mutual obligation that had structured life in the townlands of the western counties and that had no equivalent in the industrial city to which they had come. They had lost the Irish language itself, in many cases: the trauma of the Famine accelerated the shift to English that colonial policy had already been promoting for decades, and the generation that arrived in New York often found itself in the position of speaking a language imperfectly, to people who did not speak their own language at all, in a city where the social meaning of language — what it said about who you were and where you belonged — was something entirely new.

The numbers, which had seemed merely enormous when stated as an annual immigration total, acquired their true weight when translated into the specific geography of Lower Manhattan. The Sixth Ward, which contained the Five Points neighborhood and its immediate environs, absorbed a disproportionate share of the Famine emigration precisely because it had already absorbed an earlier wave of Irish immigration in the 1820s and 1830s and had developed the receiving infrastructure — the boarding houses, the grog shops, the parish churches, the Tammany Hall ward clubs — that made it possible for people who arrived with nothing to survive the first weeks and months. By 1855, the Sixth Ward's population was overwhelmingly Irish-born or of Irish parentage. The Seventh Ward, running along the East River waterfront to the south and east of the Five Points, was similarly dominated by Irish immigrant families. Together with the Fourteenth Ward to the north, these three wards housed the greatest concentration of recently arrived Irish immigrants anywhere in the world outside Ireland itself.

The concentration was not merely demographic. It was sensory and social and cultural. Walking through the Five Points in 1850 or 1851, you would have heard Irish spoken — specifically the Irish of Connaught, the dialect of the western counties that had sent the largest share of the Famine emigrants — as commonly as English, and in some of the boarding houses and grog shops on Mulberry and Baxter Streets, more commonly. The Catholic churches that had been hastily expanded in the 1840s to serve the exploding immigrant population — St. Patrick's on Mott Street, the Church of the Transfiguration on Chambers Street — were not merely religious institutions but community centers, the places where the social web of the neighborhood was maintained and where information about jobs and housing and the movements of individuals was exchanged through a dense informal network that had no formal institutional existence but was, for the people who relied on it, the most important system of communication in their lives.

​The Work They Were Given

The economic position of Irish immigrants in New York in the late 1840s and 1850s was determined, in almost every case, by the intersection of three factors: the skills they had brought from Ireland, the labor market conditions they encountered on arrival, and the specific mechanisms of discrimination that the city's established Protestant working class and its employers deployed to limit Irish access to better-paying work.






​The Nativist Response






​The Turn to Solidarity
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