Excerpts from Paradise Alley: A Novel (2002)

by Kevin Baker

[Monday, July 13, 1863]

[Herbert Willis Robinson, a writer for the New York Tribune]

It started when the new Draft Law was announced.  All able-bodied men, ages twenty to forty-five, married or single, are now eligible to be drafted by lot into Mr. Lincoln’s army, and shipped south to the war.  There to be fed on wormy hardtack, and saltpork, and butchered by incompetent generals while their families try to subsist on begging and government relief.  Unless—and, ah, there’s the rub!—unless they have three hundred dollars to buy themselves a substitute.  An easy enough thing, for any man of means—but two years’ salary to an Irish hod-carrier from the Five Points—

The relief that swept the City after Gettysburg faded, when the casualty lists began to trickle in.  Loyal Republicans who had illuminated their windows and put up bunting to celebrate found their stoops blackened with tar the next morning, ominous crosses chalked on their doors.  Then, last week, the Provost Marshal’s patrols started working their way through the Fourth Ward, demanding that men give up their names.  There were fights, and arrests, brick chimneys toppling mysteriously off rooftops, just missing the Provost’s guard.

The draft was scheduled to commence last Friday, up at the Ninth District office, on East Forty-sixth Street by the Third Avenue.  Right to the end, no one thought they would really go through with it—not in this city full of Democrats and Copperheads.  By the time I had arrived, the mob was already filling the street, a boisterous crowd of workies and their wives.  Plainly uncowed by the handful of police and the squad of invalided soldiers standing guard—shouting out their insults and scatological comments.

“Three hundred dollars!  Oh, you can take that and shove it up my __”

“Oh, they will, Billy boy!  Oh, they will!”

Nervous, rueful laughter floating up from the mob.

“Three hundred dollars!  Tell Abe Lincoln to come an’ collect it hisself!”  


“Oh, he will!” . . .

This is the way we live now, in the City of Smash and Burn, Sulphur and Blood.  Nearly one million souls, packed down into the tail end of Manhattan island.  Some few thousand more scattered among the villages of Haarlem and Bloomingdale, the rambling shantytowns . . . around the central park they have finally laid out above Fifty-ninth Street.  A city where herds of pigs still run loose in the streets.  Where stagecoach drivers race and whip each other along the avenues, and steam ferries race and collide and explode in the harbor.  The population double what it was twenty years ago, and double again what it was twenty years before that.  And every year, the City getting denser, louder, filthier; more noisome, more impossible to traverse.

Presiding over it all is our upstanding Republican mayor, fuming regularly and ineffectually over each iniquity like some Italian volcano.  Just beneath him sit our unspeakable aldermen and councilmen, better known as The Forty Thieves.  Would that it were so.  In fact, there are eighty-two. (Only New York City would take it upon itself to support a legislature of bicameral crooks.)

And beneath them a whole vast, imponderable hive of crooked street commissioners and demagogues, dead-horse contractors and confidence men, hoisters and divers, shoulder-hitters and fancy men, wardheelers and kirkbuzzers and harlots.  And all of them with a profit motive, all of them with an angle and a game, and an eye on the main chance.  So many with their hands out, so much corruption that even if you wanted to clean it all out you could never do it, you could never even get past the first, most inconsequential layers of dirt.

In short, it is a great town in which to be a newspaperman. [12-16]

In New York the machines don’t work and the men won’t.  The street-sweepers are on strike and the machines they brought in to replace them don’t clean anything, they only wet down the trash and scatter it around.  New piles of trash spring up around them—empty bottles, cabbage leaves, fish bones, scraps of clothing.  (It is the iron law: Wherever there is a pile of trash, New Yorkers will throw more and more, pretending that is where it is supposed to go.)

Dead horses line the gutters where they fell.  That’s the surest sign of how hot it is.  The worst heat of the summer yet, humidity already thick enough to make you feel as though you washed in molasses.

Two brawny Irish laborers wobble on ahead of me, arms around each other’s shoulders, drunk as lords at seven in the morning.  There is no doubt about it, something is in the air today.  They thought it was a good idea, having the first day of the draft on a Friday.  Get it started, get it over with, and let things cool down over the weekend.  Instead it just gave them time to talk and plot, away from their jobs, just gave the heat time to settle itself upon us . . . 

At Eleventh Street I stop to watch an Irish construction crew, putting up a double tenement on the site of Abraham De Peyster’s old mansion.  I can never resist pausing to watch the City make itself over again, its constant risings and contractions like that of a giant anaconda, or a copperhead, shedding its skin.

I have been watching this same crew for weeks, toiling in its pit of yellowed mud.  By now they are so familiar I can identify most of them by sight . . .  All of them in their stiff canvas pants and work shirts, filthy bandannas tied around their necks, identical bent straw hats to shield them from the broiling sun.

Day after day they nibbled away at old De Peyster’s stately Dutch brick home and garden, determined as ants, with only the most primitive of tools, shovels and picks and sledgehammers, even their bare hands.

Question: Why is the wheelbarrow the greatest invention of all time?

Answer: Because it taught the Irish how to walk on two feet.

It is good to see someone—anyone—working again, after all the strikes in the last few months.  The strike of the longshoremen, and the gasmen, and the streetsweepers.  The strike of the tailors and the hatblockers, the ship’s joiners and the ship’s caulkers, the coppersmiths and the carpenters and the machinists and the hod-carriers—

It is a pleasure to watch even such a thing as this go up, to reassure oneself by its steady progress, day in and day out.  No hoosiers or lumpers here, my little team has been at it without pause.  As soon as they finished leveling De Peyster’s house and gardens, they began putting up the tenement houses on the same site, using the same salvaged bricks and timbers.  Nothing is ever permanently discarded in the City, save human life.

There has been little enough construction for the duration of the war. Even Dagger John’s enormous new cathedral lies dormant and moldering along the Fifth Avenue, due to the shortage of manpower.  But the tenement has risen steadily through the spring, and early summer—three stories high, rooms eighteen feet by twelve, with a single stinking row of privies in between.  More than likely the men who have built it will occupy it themselves, building their own homes here, the roofs above their own heads . . . [44-46]

1) In what specific ways do the excerpts from Baker’s novel illustrate themes discussed in our textbook and in class discussion/lecture?  

2) In what specific ways does the novel Paradise Alley connect to the documentary about the film Gangs of New York?

3) What are the strengths & weaknesses of learning about history from a) historical novels & b) historical movies?  

