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Document 1.10 Anna Elizabeth Dickinson, “What Answer?” (1868) 
 
Anna Dickinson, who was active in the antislavery and women’s rights movements, wrote the following account of 
the New York City draft riots. 
 
The mob, swollen to a frightful size, including myriads of wretched, drunken women, and the half-grown, vagabond 
boys of the pavements, rushed through the intervening streets, stopping cars and insulting peaceable citizens on 
their way, to an armory where were manufactured and stored carbines and guns for the government. In 
anticipation of the attack, this, earlier in the day, had been fortified by a police squad capable of coping with an 
ordinary crowd of ruffians, but as chaff before fire in the presence of these murderous thousands. Here, as before, 
the attack was begun by a rain of missiles gathered from the streets; less fatal, doubtless, than more civilized arms, 
but frightful in the ghastly wounds and injuries they inflicted….Finding they were treated with contemptuous 
silence, and that no sign of surrender was offered, the crowd swayed back,—then forward,—in a combined attempt 
to force the wide entrance-doors. Heavy hammers and sledges, which had been brought from forges and 
workshops, caught up hastily as they gathered the mechanics into their ranks, were used with frightful violence to 
beat them in,—at last successfully. The foremost assailants began to climb the stairs, but were checked, and for the 
moment driven back by the fire of the officers, who at last had been commanded to resort to their revolvers. A half-
score fell wounded; and one, who had been acting in some sort as their leader,—a big, brutal, Irish ruffian,—
dropped dead. 
 
The pause was but for an instant. As the smoke cleared away there was a general and ferocious onslaught upon the 
armory; curses, oaths, revilings, hideous and obscene blasphemy, with terrible yells and cries, filled the air in every 
accent of the English tongue save that spoken by a native American….The paving stones flew like hail, until the 
street was torn into gaps and ruts, and every window-pane, and sash, and doorway, was smashed or broken. 
Meanwhile, divers attempts were made to fire the building, but failed through haste or ineffectual materials, or the 
vigilant watchfulness of the besieged. In the midst of this gallant defence, word was brought to the defenders from 
head-quarters that nothing could be done for their support; and that, if they would save their lives, they must make 
a quick and orderly retreat. Fortunately, there was a side passage with which the mob was unacquainted, and, one 
by one they succeeded in gaining this, and vanishing. A few, too faithful or too plucky to retreat before such a foe, 
persisted in remaining at their posts till the fire, which had at last been communicated to the building, crept 
unpleasantly near; then, by dropping from sill to sill of the broken windows, or sliding by their hands and feet down 
the rough pipes and stones, reached the pavement,—but not without injuries and blows, and broken bones, which 
disabled for a lifetime, if indeed they did not die in the hospitals to which a few of the more mercifully disposed 
carried them. 
 
The work thus begun, continued,—gathering in force and fury as the day wore on. Police stations, enrolling-offices, 
rooms or buildings used in any way by government authority, or obnoxious as representing the dignity of law, were 
gutted, destroyed, then left to the mercy of the flames. Newspaper offices, whose issues had been a fire in the rear 
of the nation’s armies by extenuating and defending treason, and through violent and incendiary appeals stirring 
up “lewd fellows of the baser sort” to this very carnival of ruin and blood, were cheered as the crowd went by. 
Those that had been faithful to loyalty and law were hooted, stoned, and even stormed by the army of miscreants 
who were only driven off by the gallant and determined charge of the police, and in one place by the equally 
gallant, and certainly unique defence, which came from turning the boiling water from the engines upon the 
howling wretches, who, unprepared for any such warm reception as this, beat a precipitate and general retreat. 
Before night fell it was no longer one vast crowd collected in a single section, but great numbers of gatherings, 
scattered over the whole length and breadth of the city,—some of them engaged in actual work of demolition and 
ruin; others with clubs and weapons in their hands, prowling round apparently with no definite atrocity to 
perpetrate, but ready for any iniquity that might offer,—and, by way of pastime, chasing every stray police officer, 
or solitary soldier, or inoffensive negro, who crossed the line of their vision; these three objects—the badge of a 
defender of the law,—the uniform of the Union army,—the skin of a helpless and outraged race—acted upon these 
madmen as water acts upon a rabid dog. 
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Late in the afternoon a crowd which could have numbered not less than ten thousand, the majority of whom were 
ragged, frowzy, drunken women, gathered about the Orphan Asylum for Colored Children,—a large and beautiful 
building, and one of the most admirable and noble charities of the city. When it became evident, from the 
menacing cries and groans of the multitude, that danger, if not destruction, was meditated to the harmless and 
inoffensive inmates, a flag of truce appeared, and an appeal was made in their behalf, by the principal, to every 
sentiment of humanity which these beings might possess,—a vain appeal! Whatever human feeling had ever, if 
ever, filled these souls was utterly drowned and washed away in the tide of rapine and blood in which they had 
been steeping themselves. The few officers who stood guard over the doors, and manfully faced these demoniac 
legions, were beaten down and flung to one side, helpless and stunned whilst the vast crowd rushed in. All the 
articles upon which they could seize—beds, bedding, carpets, furniture,—the very garments of the fleeing inmates, 
some of these torn from their persons as they sped by—were carried into the streets, and hurried off by the women 
and children who stood ready to receive the goods which their husbands, sons, and fathers flung to their care. The 
little ones, many of them, assailed and beaten; all,—orphans and caretakers,—exposed to every indignity and every 
danger, driven on to the street,—the building was fired. This had been attempted whilst the helpless children—
some of them scarce more than babies—were still in their rooms; but this devilish consummation was prevented by 
the heroism of one man. He, the Chief of the Fire Department, strove by voice and arm to stay the endeavor; and 
when, overcome by superior numbers, the brands had been lit and piled, with naked hands, and in the face of 
threatened death, he tore asunder the glowing embers, and trod them under foot. Again the effort was made, and 
again failed through the determined and heroic opposition of this solitary soul. Then, on the front steps, in the 
midst of these drunken and infuriate thousands, he stood up and besought them, if they cared nothing for 
themselves nor for these hapless orphans, that they would not bring lasting disgrace upon the city by destroying 
one of its noblest charities, which had for its object nothing but good. 
 
He was answered on all sides by yells and execrations, and frenzied shrieks of “Down with the nagurs!” coupled 
with every oath and every curse that malignant hate of the blacks could devise, and drunken, Irish tongues could 
speak. It had been decreed that this building was to be razed to the ground. The house was fired in a thousand 
places, and in less than two hours the walls crashed in,—a mass of smoking, blackened ruins; whilst the children 
wandered through the streets, a prey to beings who were wild beasts in everything save the superior ingenuity of 
man to agonize and torture his victims. 
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