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One hundred and fifty years ago, in July 
1863, the Civil War raged on, leaving thou-
sands of soldiers dead or wounded. The Union 
army desperately needed men, leading the fed-
eral government to pass the nation’s first con-
scription act. 1 There was an intense negative 
reaction throughout the nation, but nowhere 
more violently than in New York City. The city, 
with its growing immigrant population, had 
extreme class discrepancies which the draft exac-
erbated, resulting in four days of conflict. 
Following the first day of the draft, rioting tore 
the city apart. The New York Times commented: 

No period in the history of the city 
will be more memorable than the riot 
week. It will not be forgotten by this gen-
eration, and the stories of it will be trans-
mitted to the generation that follows us. 
The whole world seems to have listened to 
the tales of horror, blood and arson—to 
the tales of our humiliation and shame.2 

The 1863 draft riots remain, to this date, the 
“largest single incident of civil disorder in the his-
tory of the United States.”3 Although the intensi-

ty of the riot is not in dispute, a reexamination of 
the historical record gives a new picture of the 
rioters, and shows the importance of questioning 
what is often accepted as historical fact. 

Several specifics about the execution of 
the draft help clarify why violence erupted 
on such a scale. The draft included a policy 
that allowed a person to purchase an exemp-
tion for themselves for $300. Advertisements 
at the time, like this one from the New York 
Times, offered assistance in “obtaining and 
furnishing substitutes,” proudly announcing 
that they had “during the past three weeks…
furnished to individuals, agents, and corpo-
rations nearly eighteen-thousand substi-
tutes.”4 For the working class, $300 was as 
much or more than one year’s salary, making 
them far more vulnerable. This could explain 
why “hostility…was combined with an ani-
mus against well-dressed gentleman and the 
houses of wealthy Republicans,” 5 or those 
who could, most likely, afford a substitute. 

The timing of the start of the draft was 
such that it allowed city residents a full day to 
simmer over the injustice.6 The first names  
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were read on Saturday, July 11, and published 
in Sunday’s papers. Sunday, July 12, was, as a 
contemporary newspaper described it, “a day  
of leisure, [with] thousands of Workingmen 
pondering upon the draft of Saturday.”7  
Others recognized the danger of the timing: 

To have the list of twelve hundred 
names that had been drawn read over 
and commented on all day by men who 
enlivened their discussion with copious 
draughts of bad whiskey, especially 
when most of those drawn were labor-
ing men or poor mechanics, was like 
applying fire to gunpowder.8

Additionally, the week of the draft riots was 
extremely hot, described as so humid that it 
felt “as if you had washed yourself in molasses 
and water,” potentially also affecting the vola-
tility of the mob,9 as violence rates tend to go 
up with the rise in temperature.10 

a place in history
The size and duration of the riots ensured 
them a place in popular memory and the his-
torical record. But, looking back from 150 
years later, the accuracy of the some aspects of 
the record can be questioned. Reports from 
contemporary sources on the death toll vary 
widely. Some sources cited thousands of peo-
ple killed, while others less than 100. One 
especially inflammatory account recorded the 
total number of dead “as high as those of some 
of the important battles of the Revolution and 
the Civil War…Conservative estimates placed 
the total at two thousand killed.”11 The official 
number of people killed, while impossible to 
verify today, was reported as 105.12 

Another seemingly exaggerated aspect is 
the number of participants. If contemporary 
reports are believed, there were tens of thou-
sands of rioters. By one account, “it took 
between twenty and twenty-five minutes for 
[the mob] to pass a single point,”13 and the 
mob grew larger as the week went on. A report 
on Tuesday’s events stated,

There is no question that the rioting 
yesterday was engaged in by vastly larg-
er numbers than on Monday, and the 

spectators of the disorderly scenes were 
increased also by many thousands. This 
may be accounted for by the fact that all 
the large manufacturing establishments 
were closed, labor at the docks and at 
the ship-yards was suspended, and every 
branch of business was arrested, leaving 
thousands of persons at liberty to par-
ticipate in the excesses.14

Even if the number of people participating  
had grown, by all reports the mob was split 
into different groups throughout the city. It is 
also impossible to judge who were actual par-
ticipants; while the number of people on the 
streets may have been large, “the vast majority 
were spectators…. Most of the gangs or mobs 
were far smaller, numbering between twenty 
and fifty people.”15 The case of Theodore 
Osterstock, accused of stealing four-hundred 
pairs of boots from a shoe store in Greenwich 
Street, is a telling example. Some wealthy fami-
lies in the neighborhood hired a private watch-
man for protection, and he was on his rounds 
when he saw a mob of two to three thousand 
people breaking into a drugstore and shoe 
store. The shoe store owner lost over $3,000 
worth of merchandise, including the shoes 
Osterstock was accused of stealing. The testi-
mony of the watchman was the basis of the 
case against Osterstock. However, others, 
including the shoe store owner, told the court 
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that Osterstock was the owner of a nearby beer 
saloon. The owner was certain that Osterstock 
was not part of mob, and was only trying to 
protect his own property. Additional testimony 
from a nearby hotel owner claimed that 
Osterstock had been in his hotel after the mob 
had left the area, and he had nothing on his 
person, let alone four-hundred pairs of boots.16 
If cases like Osterstock’s could be so confusing, 
is it possible that other information about the 
riots, including accounts of who was doing the 
rioting, could also have been exaggerated? 

an irish mob?
A longstanding narrative about the riot was 
that it was made up of mostly Irish immigrants, 
which makes sense on some level, as many 
working-class Irish were disproportionately 
affected by the draft. Due to the dispensation 
clause, the draft “was taking practically the 
whole number of soldiers called for out of the 
laboring classes. A great proportion of these 
being Irish, it naturally became an Irish ques-
tion, and eventually an Irish riot.”17 On the 
other hand, New Yorkers were prejudiced 
toward both the Irish and the working class, 
and were quick to jump to conclusions based 

on these prejudices. This association between 
Irish and violence in New Yorker’s minds can 
be traced to the notorious Five Points neigh-
borhood, where many Famine-era Irish 
immigrants lived, in the heart of the “Bloody” 
Sixth Ward. Charles Dickens painted the Five 
Points as an area characterized by “hideous 
tenements which take their name from rob-
bery and murder: all that is loathsome, 
drooping, and decayed is here.”18 With a  
reputation as an Irish neighborhood, descrip-
tions like this reinforced negative images of 
the Irish, and made them easy scapegoats. 
When the riots began, New Yorkers were 
quick to connect the Irish to the “gangs, 
swarming from their holes at the first indica-
tion of trouble, that formed the organized 
nuclei around which the rioters rallied.”19 
However, contrary to this perception, by 
1863 many groups, both religious and  
governmental, had made efforts to clean up 
the Five Points neighborhood, and to disasso-

ciate the area with violence. Additionally, many 
Irish immigrants and working class residents 
had begun to move out of the area due to its 
bad reputation, and the fact that jobs and lower 
rents could be found elsewhere in the city. 

Despite this, as word of the riots spread, 
many assumed that Five Points Irish were active 
participants in, if not the entire driving force 
behind the riots. In his book The Great Riots of 
New York J.T. Headly claimed: “The news of 
the uprising and destruction of property, as it 
spread through those portions of the city where 
the low Irish dwelt, stirred up all the inmates, 
and they came thronging forth, till there were 
incipient mobs on almost every corner.”20 And 
as quickly as fingers pointed at the Irish, other 
immigrant groups received praise for avoiding 
the violence of the riots: “It should be here 
remarked to the credit of the German popula-
tion…that they had no sympathy with the  
rioters…No better title to American citizenship 
than this could be shown.”21 

This was and remains speculation, as there 
was no record kept of who, exactly, participated 
in the riots, and any modern attempt to create 
a record would be impossible. Adrian Cook, in 
The Armies of the Streets: The New York City 
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Draft Riots of 1863, attempted to determine as 
much as is possible using police, district attor-
ney, medical, military, and coroner records. 
Using Cook’s lists as a starting point, some of 
the assumptions about the riots that have sur-
vived through history can be more closely 
examined. Were the Irish really the only ones 
participating in the mob violence? 

the evidence
Using Cook’s appendix of those classified as 
“arrested,” or people who were known to have 
participated, the 1860 and 1870 federal cen-
suses can be used to glean further demographic 
information for nearly twenty-five percent of 
his list (eighty-nine people).22 This sample  
can be used to make determinations about the 
larger group and attempt to authenticate the 
accuracy of the historical record, specifically in 
light of the ethnicity, residences, and motiva-
tions of the rioters themselves. By far, the 
majority of those arrested were of Irish ances-
try, verifying many contemporary accounts. 
Of the sample, fifty-seven percent were born 
in Ireland. Native New Yorkers made up  
twenty-four percent, although many of these 
had one or both parents born in Ireland. 
However, this was not solely an Irish riot—it 
also included residents from a number of  
different American states, including Delaware, 
Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts, as well as 
other countries such as Germany, Britain, 
Canada, and Belgium. Given the ethnic  
composition of New York City at the time,  
the breakdown of the rioters is a true represen-
tation of the city’s working class demographics. 
At the 1860 Federal Census, the Irish were the 
single largest foreign born group in the city, 
with over eighty thousand more people than 
those from Germany, the next largest.23 

As discussed above, much historical lore 
describes “…gangsters and other criminals 
pour[ing] out of the Five Points and other 
slum districts [to] beg[i]n looting and burn-
ing,”24 but was this really the case? Most of the 
mob violence and other incidents took place 
much further uptown, closer to the draft office 
where the first names were called. If the rioters 
were from Five Points, after the initial destruc-

tion of the office, which by all accounts 
occurred Monday morning, why would the 
mob continue to travel uptown? Unless they 
were never from the Five Points to begin with. 

map one: residential addresses, 186325

The residential information provided in the 
district attorney records increases the sample 
to 129 people. From this, a residential 
breakdown could be plotted (Map 1).26 
Although a popular picture was “both men 
and women march[ing] out of the dives and 
slum centers of the lower half of the 
island,”27 the information found does not 
support this. Instead, it appears that resi-
dents of midtown and what was then upper 
Manhattan were as active, if not even more 
so, than their downtown neighbors. As the 
map shows, the residences of the rioters were 
tightly grouped in midtown Manhattan, 
close to where much of the destruction and 
violence took place. Of the sample, only 
three people hailed from the Sixth Ward 
(Graph 1). The majority of those arrested 
were from the Twelfth (all of Manhattan 
north of Eighty-sixth Street), Nineteenth 
(Fortieth Street, from the East River to Sixth 
Avenue, and north to Eighty-sixth Street), 
and Twentieth (Fortieth Street from Sixth 
Avenue to the Hudson River, and again 
north to Eighty-sixth Street) Wards,28 or, in 
other words, nowhere near the “Bloody” 
Sixth Ward’s Five Points. 
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graph 1

But if, as many believed, the Sixth Ward was 
the breeding ground for gang violence, per-
haps these people who lived uptown in 1863 
had recently moved up from the Sixth Ward? 
For those rioters who can be found on 
the1860 census (Graph 2), only one person 
resides in the Sixth Ward, however, the 
Twentieth, Twenty-First (Twenty-sixth Street 
from the East River to Sixth Avenue, north to 
Fortieth Street), and Twenty-Second (Twenty-
sixth Street from Sixth Avenue west to the 
Hudson River, and again north to Fortieth 
Street) Wards were all heavily represented.29 

graph 2

The extent of the property looted and stolen, 
and why that happened, could also be reexam-
ined. It is fact that the mob, while burning 
houses, also looted private homes and stores, 
with over one-hundred buildings burned,30 but 
to what extent was the majority of the mob 
participating in the thievery? Contemporary 
reports note that “elegant furniture and silver 
plate were borne away by the crowd…while 
jewelry stores…were plundered.”31 In reality, 
or, at least according to indictment records, the 
items taken were of a much lesser quality than 
“gold and brooches.”32 Two examples indicative 
of the type of cases that came up before the dis-
trict attorney tell us more about the motiva-

tions of the rioters than some more 
inflammatory accounts. Mary Kennedy, moth-
er of four, was accused of stealing one dress and 
two pencils from a private home.33 Patrick 
Coleman stole four coats, six shirts, six overalls, 
four pairs of pants, and five jackets from the 
Brooks Brothers store looted by the mob. He 
stated that he saw the property lying on the 
street, so he took it home to give to his wife. 
Witnesses wrote to the court supporting this, 
stating there were piles of property lying forgot-
ten on the streets.34 Whether or not Coleman 
was a part of the mob that forced down the 
doors can’t be determined, but the total value 
of all the items was less than eighty dollars, far 
different from the “silver plate” described 
above, and these were the cases that went so far 
as to be indicted. The choice of clothing over 
more luxury goods may also indicate that these 
were more crimes of opportunity by poor peo-
ple than ones with more malicious intent. 

This was widely believed to be a working 
man’s riot, as the $300 exemption clause was a 
major impetus behind the violence. If one had 
the $300 to buy a substitution, there would not 
be any reason participate in the protests. The 
occupation claimed by the highest number of the 
rioters was that of laborer, which was, at the time, 
a fairly broad category that could mean anything 
from skilled to unskilled labor, from someone 
hired for the day to someone with steady employ-
ment. However, some people provided more spe-
cific job descriptions to expand the picture of the 
participants. Mixed with the factory workers, 
laborers, housewives, and washer women were 
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more skilled working-class occupations 
such as glass cutters, harness makers, and 
coach makers, as well as more middle class 
occupations, such as dentist and gun-
smith. There were also business owners, 
like hostlers and storekeepers. As shown in 
the case of Theodore Osterstock above, 
perhaps some of these were arrested and 
falsely accused while attempting to keep 
their businesses safe. But perhaps some of 
them, although technically out of the 
working class, still did not have the $300 
to buy an exemption.

Another important demographic 
question in regards to the rioters is age: 
how old were the rioters? Under normal 
circumstances, the majority of men, and most 
of the women, of working age would have 
been at work, and not able to take part. 
However, the Saturday draft and Sunday off 
lent a level of planning to this riot that hadn’t 
been seen before. According to Iver Bernstein, 

The draft riots began Monday 
morning not at the hour of the draft but 
at the hour of work. Between six and 
seven o’clock, four hours before the 
Ninth District draft selection was 
scheduled to begin, employees of the 
city’s railroads, machine shops, and 
shipyards, iron foundry workers, labor-
ers for an uptown street contractor and 
“hundreds of others employed in the 
building and street improvements” 
failed to appear at their jobs.35 

From the data available, the majority of the 
rioters were between twenty-one and thirty, a 
group less likely to either have parents moni-
toring them, or be married with a family to 
support. Most importantly, this group was 
the demographic most vulnerable to the 
draft. Older people, more likely to have 
dependent families, were less represented in 
the breakdown. The information provided by 
the sample is different than that offered by 
one historical account, which claimed that 
“…three-fourths of those who have been 
engaged in violence have been boys and 
young men under twenty years of age, and 

not at all subject to the Conscription.”36 
However, other accounts, more in line with 
the findings, have men of working age lead-
ing the riot. The closing of factories, shops, 
and other places of employment throughout 
the city during the days of the riot allowed 
for a different demographic of people to take 
part in the riots than would have been avail-
able on any other day.37

What does all of this demographic informa-
tion show? One of the most striking takeaways is 
the vast quantity of unknown variables that influ-
ence the true story of the draft riots. Much of the 
contemporary information comes from either the 
police or upper class, neither of which would 
sympathize with the rioters. Any information 
that can be drawn from sources such as George 
Templeton Strong’s diaries or J. T. Headley’s 
account of the riot has to be read with the knowl-
edge that these were people who would not 
understand the desperation that can come from 
knowing you don’t have $300 to purchase your-
self a substitute for the draft, knowing that you 
may very likely be the sole support for a family. 
Furthermore, there are no surviving written 
accounts of the days of the draft riots from any 
riot participant, so it is impossible to know their 
thoughts and motivations. The closest we can 
come is to read the statements made to the courts 
at their indictment, but even these have to be 
read carefully, considering the circumstances. 
Any conclusions drawn about the draft riots 
today are tentative at best.

Illustration:  
Drawing from Harper’s 
Weekly in 1863 
represents the 
resumption, on  
August 19, of selecting 
men’s names for the 
draft. The selection was 
completed by month’s 
end without incident. 
In the drawing there is 
an absence of ethnic 
stereotypes, except for 
representation of one 
figure in the foreground 
who is apparently being 
instructed to leave the 
proceeding. Courtesy of 
Library of Congress.



page 32 New York Irish History

Vol. 26, 2012

With that being said, however, the demo-
graphic portrait outlined above is very informa-
tive. While much of what was found concurs 
with the information provided by contempo-
rary sources, there were some facts that are at 
odds, particularly the residential information. 
The fact that the rioters were not coming from 
the Five Points and other Lower East Side tene-
ments, but were actually residents of the neigh-
borhoods in which the rioting took place is an 
important distinction to note. Although, most 
likely, no one will ever be able to discover a 
completely unbiased account, distinctions like 
this are an important place to start. If any infor-
mation here opens a dialogue on the historical 
record, or provides a new lens through which 
to view the events of that time, it can help to 
reexamine the predictable historical narrative. 
The majority of rioters were probably not vio-
lent, or even bad, people, simply people who 
got caught up in larger events. Even contempo-
rary accounts from the time admit “it would 
seem from the facts that those who started the 
movement had no idea at the outset of pro-
ceeding to the length that they did. They sim-
ply desired to break up the draft…”38 
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