gangs of new york based on history

Gangs of New York is not just a phrase that conjures images of street
violence and organized crime; it encapsulates a critical chapter in the
history of urban America during the 19th century. The story of New York
City’s gangs intertwines with the city’s rapid growth, immigration waves, and
socio-political shifts, painting a vivid picture of life in the tumultuous
streets of the Big Apple. This article delves into the historical context,
the various gangs that emerged, their influence on society, and the legacy
they left behind.

Historical Context of New York City in the 19th
Century

The 19th century was a transformative period for New York City. As the city
burgeoned into a bustling metropolis, it became a melting pot of cultures,
primarily due to significant waves of immigration. Factors contributing to
this demographic shift included:

1. Economic Opportunities: The promise of jobs in factories and construction
attracted countless immigrants.

2. Political Turmoil: Many fled from war-torn countries or oppressive
regimes, seeking refuge and a fresh start.

3. The Irish Famine: The Great Famine of the 1840s led to a massive influx of
Irish immigrants, resulting in cultural and social tensions.

By the mid-1800s, New York was a city of stark contrasts, characterized by
opulent wealth juxtaposed with dire poverty. This socio-economic divide laid
the groundwork for the emergence of gangs as a means of survival and social
organization.

The Emergence of Gangs

In this chaotic urban environment, gangs began to form, initially as
protective groups but later evolving into organized entities involved in
various criminal activities. The reasons for their formation included:

- Protection: Immigrant communities often faced discrimination and violence
from nativist groups, prompting them to band together for safety.

- Social Cohesion: Gangs provided a sense of belonging and identity in an
unfamiliar city.

- Economic Necessity: Many turned to crime as a means to survive in a harsh
urban landscape.



Types of Gangs

The gangs of New York were diverse, encompassing various ethnicities and
interests. Some notable groups included:

1. The Five Points Gang: One of the most infamous gangs, it was named after
the Five Points neighborhood, known for its poverty and crime. The gang was
predominantly Irish and was involved in extortion, robbery, and violent
confrontations with rival gangs.

2. The Bowery Boys: This gang represented the nativist element of society,
primarily composed of Anglo-Saxon Protestants. They often clashed with Irish
gangs and were known for their hostility towards immigrants.

3. The Dead Rabbits: Formed by Irish immigrants, this gang was notorious for
its fierce loyalty and brutal street fights against rival groups,
particularly the Bowery Boys.

4. The Plug Uglies: Originating from the streets of the Lower East Side, this
gang was known for its violent tactics and was made up of both Irish and
German immigrants.

5. The Chichesters: A less well-known group, they were active in the
mid-1800s and often engaged in turf wars with other gangs.

Notable Incidents and Conflicts

The rivalry between these gangs often resulted in violent confrontations,
with public brawls and street battles becoming commonplace. Some of the most
notable incidents included:

- The Dead Rabbits Riot (1857): This conflict erupted between the Dead
Rabbits and the Bowery Boys, leading to a series of violent clashes in the
Five Points area. The riot underscored the deep-seated ethnic tensions in the
city.

- The Astor Place Riot (1849): While not solely a gang conflict, this riot
highlighted the fierce class and cultural divisions in New York. It was
sparked by a theatrical performance and escalated into a confrontation
between the upper class and the working-class Irish immigrants, resulting in
numerous casualties.

- Election Day Riots: Many gangs became involved in political disputes, often
acting as enforcers for various political factions. This involvement led to
numerous riots, particularly during elections when tensions ran high.



Societal Impact of Gangs

The influence of gangs extended beyond mere violence; they played a
significant role in shaping the culture and politics of New York City. Their
impact can be categorized into several areas:

1. Political Influence

Gangs often aligned themselves with political machines, such as Tammany Hall,
which sought their support in exchange for protection and patronage. This
partnership allowed gangs to wield considerable power, as they could mobilize
votes and intimidate opponents.

2. Cultural Identity

Gangs contributed to the cultural landscape of New York. They were often
romanticized in literature and later in films, reflecting the complex
interplay of crime, culture, and identity. The stories of these gangs became
woven into the fabric of New York's history, influencing popular culture and
perceptions of urban life.

3. Law Enforcement Response

The rise of gangs prompted a response from law enforcement. The New York City
Police Department (NYPD) was established in 1845, partly to combat the
increasing violence and disorder attributed to gang activity. However, the
police often struggled to maintain order due to corruption and the deep-
rooted connections between gangs and political entities.

The Decline of Gangs

By the late 19th century, the prominence of gangs in New York began to wane.
Several factors contributed to this decline:

- Changing Immigration Patterns: As immigration patterns shifted, new groups
emerged, and older gangs dissolved or integrated into larger organizations.

- Increased Law Enforcement: The establishment of a more organized and
professional police force helped to curb gang violence and diminish their

power.

- Urban Reform Movements: Social reform movements aimed at addressing poverty



and inequality began to take root, offering alternatives to gang life for
many young people.

Legacy of the Gangs of New York

The legacy of the gangs of New York is multifaceted. While they are often
remembered for their violence and criminality, their influence extended into
various aspects of society:

1. Cultural Representations: The story of New York's gangs has inspired
countless works of art, literature, and film, including Martin Scorsese's
"Gangs of New York," which dramatizes the historical tensions and conflicts
of the era.

2. Historical Documentation: The activities of these gangs provide valuable
insights into the socio-economic conditions of 19th-century urban America,
reflecting the struggles of immigrant communities and the complex dynamics of
power.

3. Urban Dynamics: The rise and fall of gangs in New York serve as a case
study in urban sociology, illustrating how socio-economic factors,
immigration, and political corruption can interact to shape the lives of city
dwellers.

Conclusion

The Gangs of New York represent a significant and often misunderstood part of
the city's history. They were not merely criminal enterprises but complex
social organizations that emerged from the challenges of a rapidly changing
urban environment. Understanding their history allows us to appreciate the
intricate tapestry of New York City, where culture, conflict, and community
continue to shape the urban landscape today. As we reflect on this turbulent
past, we can better grasp the ongoing issues of crime, identity, and
belonging in contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What historical period does 'Gangs of New York'
depict?

The film 'Gangs of New York' depicts the mid-19th century, specifically the
tumultuous years leading up to and during the American Civil War, focusing on
the gang conflicts in New York City.



How accurately does 'Gangs of New York' portray the
Five Points neighborhood?

While 'Gangs of New York' captures the essence of the Five Points
neighborhood as a hub of crime and gang activity, it takes creative liberties
with certain events and characters for dramatic effect.

Who were some of the real-life gangs depicted in
'Gangs of New York'?

The film features several real-life gangs, including the Dead Rabbits, the
Bowery Boys, and the Plug Uglies, which were prominent in New York City's
gang culture during the 19th century.

What social issues are highlighted in 'Gangs of New
York'?

The film highlights various social issues such as immigration, class
struggle, and political corruption, illustrating the tensions between
different ethnic groups and the impact of these factors on urban life.

How did the events in 'Gangs of New York' influence
modern perceptions of gangs?

The events portrayed in 'Gangs of New York' have influenced modern
perceptions by romanticizing gang culture while also shedding light on the
historical roots of organized crime, highlighting the socio-economic
conditions that fostered gang formation.
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