
Gangs of New-York 

A movie by Martin Scorsese from 2002. How a movie producer tells the story of 

his country?  

Amsterdam Wallon (with such a name no need to ask where he comes from. But 

he’s supposed to be from Ireland in the movie), recently allowed to leave the 

Hell’s Gate Reformatory, located on an Island in the bay of New-York, arrives on 

the quays of New-York City among hundreds of irish migrants, welcomed by the 

threats and gibes of the so-called “natives”. During the evening, the population 

celebrates the abolition of slavery, proclaimed by the US president Abraham 

Lincoln, on January 1st, 1863. We can see the gang of “Bill the Butcher”, which 

strongly stands against this decision, bullying some black people and even 

throwing a knives at a poster of Lincoln. Then we see Amsterdam getting in the 

Old Brewery, a migrant’s hostel for irish people in the district of “Five Points” in 

NYC.  

Vocabulary: 

Reformatory: maison de correction 

Gibes: quolibets, sarcasms 

“natives”: littéralement, les “autochtones”, ceux qui sont nés sur le sol américain 

(par opposition aux migrants qui descendent des bateaux), ou qui s’estiment être 

les descendants des pionniers du Mayflower.  

Slavery : esclavage 

To stand against something : être contre qqchose 

Hostel: un hôtel bas de gamme, une maison d’accueil 

District : quartier (ville) 

« Five points » : quartier de NY au XIXe siècle qui accueillait la majorité des 

immigrants, notamment en provenance d’Irlande, d’Afrique ou d’Italie. Le nom de 

Five Points correspond aux cinq rues qui étaient accessibles depuis l'intersection 

autour de laquelle le bidonville s'était développé: Mulberry, Anthony Street 

(aujourd'hui Worth Street), Cross Street (aujourd'hui Park Row), Orange Street 

(aujourd'hui Baxter Street) et Little Water Street (qui n'existe plus). La 



cohabitation entre irlandais, noirs, juifs, italiens et anglo-saxon dans ce quartier 

par ailleurs très pauvre a contribué à forger à partir de NY le mythe de l’American 

way of life. Le mélange entre musique irlandaise et africaine a donné naissance 

aux claquettes et aux courants musicaux qui vont inspirer le jazz et le rock’n roll 

bien des années plus tard.  

 

Even if Gangs of New-York is a movie, it is based on true events and character. Bill 

the Butcher, in the movie, really existed and led the multiple gangs of Five Points. 

The context is also well depicted: we are in 1863. The United States are plunged 

into the Civil War (guerre de Sécession 1861-1865) and during the same time the 

north is confronted to a wave of irish migration due to the Potato crisis (which 

led to a great famine in Ireland because of a parasite, the mildiou, which was 

destroying the potatoes). 

 

Questions: 

 

- Do you think this part of the movie is accurate historically speaking? Why?  

The movie, as a Hollywoodian production, tends to be spectacular and a little bit 

exaggerated, regarding some points, for example the gangs which are presented 

in a very colorful and spectacular way and the anti-migrants feeling on which 

Martin Scorses insisted a lot for the necessities of his story. But he also presents 

in the movie the historical figure of William Magear Tweed (nicknamed “Boss 

Tweed”) leader of the Tammany Hall, a political organization which goal was to 

help the newcomers and migrants and which gave birth to the Democrat Party. 

Scorsese presents Tweed as a corrupted man but the truth was even worse. 

Tweed, who played a major political role in New-York from 1852 (he’s elected as 

congressman this year) to 1873 (when he’s convicted for massive fraud, 

embezzlement and tax evasion), literally put the city of New-York on the verge of 

bankruptcy and his economic policy was one strong element of the economic 

crisis of 1873, the first real crisis in the history of capitalism. During twenty years, 



he used corruption, misappropriation and bribery to get richer in richer. When he 

was finally convicted in 1873, he escaped to Cuba but the US authorities tried to 

have him extruded. He successfully bribed the Cuban authorities to escape but 

was finally arrested and spent the rest of his life in prison where he died in 1878, 

aged 55. (for more, see: http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Tweed ).  

Bill the Butcher, which another key role in Gangs of New York, also really existed 

but he was dead when the Draft Riots, which inspired Scorsese for his movie, 

broke out in NY in July 1863 (13th to 16th). His real name was Bill Poole. He was 

a professional boxer and he made a criminal career in the world of the gangs of 

Five Points (he was the leader of the infamous “Bowery boys”) and a political 

career as the leader of the Know Nothing movement. (For more, see: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Poole ). 

To make his movie more realistic, the team of Scorsese worked for months on the 

set and more than 850000 objects from the time of the Civil War were collected. 

After the production, these objects were stocked in the building n°6 of the World 

Trade Center. Only 18 were retrieved and saved after the terrorist attacks of 

9/11.  

- Why are the migrants so ill-welcomed by so many inhabitants of New-

York?  

During the period of the second half of the XIXth century, one million irish 

migrants at least settled in New-York, among many others migrants, mostly from 

Poland, Germany, Wales, Scotland, Spain, Italy or France. As Amsterdam Wallon 

remarks at some point during the movie: “A thousand of different accents exist in 

NYC in 1862”. The Nativist movement, composed by those who claimed to be the 

descendants of the first pioneers, strongly rejected this wave of migration, 

pointing out that it would lead the young United States to social chaos and 

dereliction. Bill Poole led a radical nativist and anti-immigration party which was 

known under the name of the Know Nothing Party and which tended to solve 

problems more easily with bare knuckles in the street than with a ballot paper. 

(For more, see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Know_Nothing). 

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Tweed
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- As the migrants get off the ships we can see coffins loaded at the same time 

on board? Why and whose coffins are they?  

The movie starts in 1846, with a huge and violent fight between the Bowery boys 

and the Dead Rabbits gangs. Then we move on to the years of the great civil war, 

sixteen years later, in 1862. The coffins we can see being loaded in the ships are 

those of the dead soldiers, who fought against the Confederate states, in the 

South. 1862 in one of the bloodiest years of the war. Few months later, in july 

1863, the Congress will vote the Draft bill, making the enlistment in the army 

compulsory. It was possible, though, to avoid the draft if you can pay a fine of 

300$. It provoked huge riots in New York in july 1863, when the population 

violently protested against the draft. A strange business also took place thanks to 

the draft. Some rich men offered hundreds of dollar to those who were willing to 

take their place and name and enlist for them. At the time, it was quite easy for 

those who were smart enough, to enlist then escape and propose their services to 

some other rich client, unwilling to be enlisted. A profitable but dangerous 

business. To end this, the US government made some examples and put some of 

the frauds in front of an execution squad. It is to be noted that the Irish and the 

migrants, desecrated and ill-welcomed by the Nativist, largely contributed to the 

effort of war. Against the Confederate states which far better generals than the 

North, number mattered, no matter where did the soldiers come from. (For more, 

see: http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Draft_Riots). 

- How can you describe the district of “Five points” in short terms?  

Five Points was a large slum located in the center of what is today the isle of 

Manhattan. It existed during 70 years and was delimited by five streets which 

crossed in the center. During the XIXth century, it was mostly ruled by gangs like 

the famous “Five points gang” or the “Bowery Boys”. (For more, see: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Five_Points,_Manhattan). 
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