
Riot by Walter Dean Myers -
Uncovering a Powerful Tale of
Rebellion
The novel "Riot" by Walter Dean Myers is a gripping story that explores themes of

social injustice, racial tension, and the power of uprising. Set in Harlem in 1863,

during the Civil War, Myers takes readers on a journey through the eyes of a

young African American boy named Claire, who becomes inadvertently involved

in a historic race riot.

Understanding the Context

Before delving deeper into the plot, it is essential to understand the historical

context in which "Riot" is set. In 1863, the United States was fiercely divided by

the Civil War. Racial tensions were at an all-time high, especially in urban areas

like Harlem, where discrimination against African Americans was rampant.

Claire - A Hero Amidst Chaos

The protagonist of the story, Claire, is a relatable and courageous character who

finds himself caught between his loyalty to his community and his desire for

justice. As events unfold, Claire witnesses the mistreatment and abuse that his

fellow African Americans endure daily.
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The Catalyst - The Draft Riots

In "Riot," the Draft Riots serve as the catalyst for the explosive events that follow.

The Draft Riots were a series of violent protests and demonstrations against the

Conscription Act passed by the Union Army. These riots quickly escalated into

brutal attacks on African American communities, fueled by racial prejudices and

frustrations among the troubled white population.

Conveying an Era of Turmoil

Myers masterfully captures the chaos and tension of the time, painting a vivid

picture of the riot through Claire's eyes. His descriptive prose allows readers to

immerse themselves in the setting, hearing the cries of angry mobs, smelling the

smoke in the air, and feeling the fear and uncertainty that envelops the

characters.

Racial Injustice and Resilience

One of the central themes in "Riot" is racial injustice. Myers exposes the harsh

reality of African American life during the 1860s, highlighting the systemic racism

that persisted even during a time of supposed progress. However, amidst the
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injustice, the novel also emphasizes the resilience and determination of the

African American community.

The Power of Unity

As the riots continue to escalate, Claire realizes the importance of unity among

his peers. He witnesses the strength that comes from standing up together

against oppression, emphasizing that change is possible when communities unite

for a common cause.

The Revolt's Legacy

Despite the tragic events that unfold throughout "Riot," Myers concludes the story

on a note of hope and resilience. He highlights that while the path to progress

may be arduous and marred with sacrifices, it is essential to remember the

heroes who fought for change.

Reflection and Relevance

"Riot" is not just a historical novel. Its themes of injustice, resilience, and unity

resonate with contemporary issues, reminding us of the ongoing fight for equality

and the importance of standing up against oppression.

Walter Dean Myers' "Riot" takes readers on a powerful journey through the

harrowing events of a historic race riot. By exploring themes of social injustice,

racial tension, and unity, Myers urges us to reflect on the past and continue the

fight for a better future.
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As the Civil War rages, another battle breaks out behind the lines. During a long

hot July in 1863, the worst race riots the United States has ever seen erupt in

New York City. Earlier that year, desperate for more Union soldiers, President

Abraham Lincoln instituted a draft—a draft that would allow the wealthy to escape

serving in the army by paying a $300 waiver, more than a year's income for the

recent immigrant Irish. And on July 11, as the first drawing takes place in Lower

Manhattan, the city of New York explodes in rage and fire. Stores are looted;

buildings, including the Colored Foundling Home, are burned down; and black

Americans are attacked, beaten, and murdered. The police cannot hold out

against the rioters, and finally, battle-hardened soldiers are ordered back from the

fields of Gettysburg to put down the insurrection, which they do—brutally. Fifteen-

year-old Claire, the beloved daughter of a black father and Irish mother, finds

herself torn between the two warring sides. Faced with the breakdown of the city

—the home—she has loved, Claire must discover the strength and resilience to

address the new world in which she finds herself, and to begin the hard journey of

remaking herself and her identity. Addressing such issues as race, bigotry, and

class head-on, Walter Dean Myers has written another stirring and exciting novel

that will shake up assumptions, and lift the spirit.
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