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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

New York City Cartmen is about a class of workers seldom discussed in
American histories, but who were of seminal importance in their time and
whose examples resonate through the labors and lives of a sizable fraction
of today’s laborers. New York City’s early cartmen were the principal haul-
ers of goods as were their counterparts in other American cities and towns.
As our country urbanized, the cartmen’s interactions with municipal gov-
ernment, with merchants and other townspeople became significant strains
in the daily lives of our cities. Teamsters, cab drivers, delivery workers, and
other movers of goods and services will find their ancestry in New York City
Cartmen. America’s great, historical shift to cities produced a second cart-
men legacy. In the early nineteenth century, as New York and American
cities desperately tried to clear the mounds of street filth, they organized a
class of cartmen as the first sanitation workers. Decades before the creation
of police and fire departments, these “dirt carters” became the prototype of
the municipal worker, a group with a vast heritage today. Private and public
carters, locked in an embrace with municipal government, developed their
own culture, as will be displayed in this book.That heritage of government
intervention and an often surly job culture makes the history of the cart-
men meaningful today.

Revising and republishing this book stimulates memories of the strug-
gle for a scholarly presence in conditions similar to the hardships young
scholars face today: finding a meaningful research topic, writing a disserta-
tion, and then facing a very uncertain academic job market. I wrote the
first version of this book as a fledgling doctoral candidate in the 1970s
while receiving a “transportation fellowship,” from my earnings from the
Dalk Service Company, which employed me as a taxi driver. My five years
driving taxis in New York City prepared me wonderfully for understanding
the world of civic regulation that governed the cartmen and for compre-
hending their unique trade personality and significance to the movement

of goods and people in New York. Publishing this book at NYU Press in
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

1986 helped me secure a job and then tenure at Colgate University, my
academic home since then.

Dusting off scholarship from my early career revives hours spent scour-
ing old licenses, laws, and petitions at the first New York Municipal Ar-
chives, then located on Park Row, a flight up from a Burger King Restau-
rant, and at the Chancery Lane Public Record Office in London where I
opened documents some undisturbed since the fifteenth century, or scour-
ing old economic texts at the New York Public Library. During those years
I did researched for this book at the New-York Historical Society that
venerable archive that was in serious financial trouble. Its archivists con-
tinually warned me to finish my work quickly because there might not
be a tomorrow. Fortunately, the N-YHS survived and is in much better
condition today. One archive that was immensely useful but is no longer
open is the Trinity Church library. During its brief period of public access,
I found in the Trinity Church archives extraordinary and seldom seen maps
of downtown Manhattan and gleaned the long-term leases that the carters
and other laborers secured for land on the Trinity Church farm, that ex-
tended up the lower west side to Greenwich Village. I read widely in Eng-
lish, Dutch, and early American political and legal histories while preparing
this book. One scholarly work that remains undiminished in my estima-
tion is Richard B. Morris’ Government and Labor in Early America (Columbia
University Press, 1946), which taught me about the importance or regula-
tion in colonial New York City. Morris’ work continues to influence my
scholarship as may be seen in the book, Taxi: A Social History of the New York
City Cabdriver INYU Press paperback, 2012). Catching the eye on the hood
of any yellow cab in New York City today is a medallion that is a direct
descendant of the monopoly licenses held by the city’s cartmen centuries
ago.

Morris’s work on economic regulation is significant for interpreting
the history of early American workers. In a significant debate, Christopher
Tomlins and Robert Steinfeld disagree about the effect of regulation in
early America. Steinfeld argues that regulating labor created an “oppressive
regime of exploitation,” by criminalizing all forms of labor disputes. Tom-
lins criticizes Steinfeld for excessive valorizing of “free labor.” Tomlins also
contends that historians must look at local and regional conditions when

interpreting the transplanting of European government regulation to the
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PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION

colonies and subsequently to the early United States. In this book, I take
pains to show that the cartmen and government’s regulatory embrace had
at times turbulent qualities and had a mutually satisfactory character of pro-
tection and political activism. The cartmen were occasionally oppressed but
always desired to continue their regulatory bargain with the city govern-
ment. Free labor was not for them.!

This history of New York City’s cartmen has influenced a variety of
scholarships, particularly anyone interested in early American labor and ur-
ban life. Scholars of the making of race find the story of the white cartmen’s
control and segregation of their generic skill as evidence of the “wages of
whiteness.” Debaters about the uneven development of capitalism among
urban workers discern variations among carters. Over the years, | have re-
ceived many communications from the descendants of the cartmen, which
has indicated to me their importance of family history. Finally, discussion
of the political social benefits of the American Revolution for our nation’s
workers may focus on the example of the cartmen and their steadfast main-
tenance of traditions, monopolistic control of their work, and their nego-
tiation with political forces and figures. This improved book thereby reflects
upon and uses the sizable scholarship on early American workers and cities
published since 1986.

Since publication of the first edition of this book, historical studies of
New York City are now far richer with the addition of two monumental
works. The first is Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallace, Gotham: A History
of New York City to 1898.Their sweeping, informed book is the best book
ever done on New York City. I am grateful that their arguments fully sup-
ported the contentions made about the cartmen in the first edition of this
book. The second major achievement is The Encyclopedia of New York City,
now in a second edition. Kenneth Jackson’s massive compilation undergirds
nearly all scholarship on the city.

I am grateful to New York University Press for giving me the chance to
bring this book back to life. More then simply reprinting the book with a
small introduction, NYU Press has created a new file that allows introduc-
tion of new evidence and updated arguments and to correct errors that
have plagued my conscience for years. I am grateful to the patience and
hard work of Steve Maikowski, Margie Guerra, Adam Bohannon, Deborah
Gershenowitz, Edith Alston, and Despina Papazoglou Gimbel, at the press.
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[ am also grateful to the Newman Family Old Print Shop on Lexington
Avenue for continued use of Nicolino Calyo’s watercolors and to Leon-
ard Milberg for use of the cover illustration and other images. My wife,
Gao Yunxiang and sons, Graham Zhen Gao-Hodges and Russell Du Gao-
Hodges, supported this project as only they can. I repeat the dedication of
this book to my parents, the Reverend Graham Rushing and Elsie Russell
Hodges, who deaths I mourn each day and whose examples I strive, how-

ever inadequately, to emulate.

xvi



INTRODUCTION

On May 31, 1799, James Townsend, a New York City merchant, hired Charles
Gillerd, a cartman,* to “‘ride” a load of hardware from his shop on Water Street
over to the New Albany Dock. After Gillerd carted the goods to the dock he
returned for his cartage fee. He asked for the three shillings set by munici-
pal law for such a load; the merchant demurred and suggested that the work
seemed only half a load and not worth over two shillings. “Three shillings or
nothing,” responded the cartman. The merchant, stung by the obstinacy of the
carter, refused to pay more than his offer, believing it to be a reasonable one.

The cartman angrily drove oft. A few days later the merchant received
a summons to appear before the Mayor’s Court to answer a suit placed
by Gillerd. Not having the time to spend in court, the merchant set-
tled with the cartman by paying the three shillings. Displeased by the
cartman’s independence, he wrote a letter of complaint to his alder-
man asking that Gillerd be suspended from being a licensed carter. Jacob
DeLaMontaigne, the alderman, declined to take any action because the
cartman was right.'

Gillerd challenged the merchant’s attempt to bilk him because of his
confidence in his status as a cartman of New York City. Born in New York,
Gillerd was a Revolutionary War veteran. He returned from battle to be-
come a freeman of New York City which entitled him to take a license to
work, in his case as a cartman, and to vote in municipal and assembly elec-
tions.? For the next 15 years he drove a cart. New York City was his home
and he knew every street and lane and most of the people in it. No mer-
chant was going to cheat him of his lawful earnings.

The cartmen, haulers of commodities on one-horse carts, dominated

intra-urban transportation for the first two centuries of New York City’s

*Throughout this study, cartman, carman, carter and karman will be used inter-
changeably to denote haulers of commodities using a single horse and a two-
wheeled cart. Historically, carman was employed initially, but other terms soon en-

tered popular custom.



INTRODUCTION

existence. During a period when other vehicles such as carriages and farm
wagons were either rare or banned from the city, their two-wheeled carts
were ubiquitous around the docks, markets and narrow streets of the city.
The cartmen, dressed in a uniform of a white frock, trousers, boots, farmer’s
hat and long-stemmed pipe, were all-purpose carriers of the city’s mer-
chandise and possessions.

The cartmen’s story has never been fully told. They were key laborers in
New York’s mercantile economy, their numbers ranging into the thousands
by the early nineteenth century. They were wise and active participants in
politics as well. They established a unique ideology and were courted by
politicians using appeals designed for the cartmen’s interests. They were not
led by the nose, however, but voted and acted with independence and reso-
lution. Historians have noted the need to comprehend the ideology of the
common man;® the cartmen’s hard-nosed political awareness offers an im-
portant opportunity.

The cartmen’s history reveals a system of government regulation which
characterized the political economy of New York between 1650 and 1850.
Derived from English and Dutch legal customs, New York’s municipal reg-
ulations governed the work habits and prices of trades held to be in the
public interest. This broad definition included such occupations as cartmen,
butchers, bakers, tavernkeepers, porters, chimney sweeps and river pilots, as
well as a small army of municipal employees including gaugers, packers and
weighmasters. The Common Council and mayor regulated their activities
and prices; one of the mayor’s principal duties was to license the cartmen
and other workers.

The city government’s regulation of cartmen extended to all aspects of
the trade. Municipal laws defined the size, shape and composition of the
cart. The identity of each cartman and his license number were painted
on the side of his cart, or in the wintertime, his sleigh. He was not allowed
to refuse work or to charge more than carefully set rates which were pub-
lished in newspapers, chapbooks and broadsides.

Each cartman was required to own only one horse and cart, free and
clear of debt. He could not hire employees beyond a daily basis. When
working the streets, he was supposed to walk the horse and cart at a lei-
surely pace; constant abuse of this law caused great consternation among

the citizens.
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Between 1695 and 1801 every cartman had to become a freeman of
the city. This status, derived from ancient English law, granted the right to
work in the city and to vote in municipal and assembly elections regardless
of wealth. The freemanship bonded together city government and laborers
such as the cartmen.

The history of the freemanship, central to the cartman’s ideology, offers
insights into the meaning of citizenship in early America. As the freeman-
ship provided the right to work and vote in the city, it created citizenship
for urbanities in the same way the freehold provided a civic sensibility for
rural Americans. A man’s occupation became synonymous with citizenship.
In the mercantile economy of New York City, occupations were regarded
in proportion to their perceived contribution to the economy.* As mov-
ers of commodities or essential goods such as firewood and hay, the carters
achieved a status far above their skills or financial worth.

In time, the freemanship and the stability it provided helped the cartmen
develop strong traditions. Exempt from competition and benefiting from
the corporate patronage of city government, the cartmen customarily had
long careers and passed their license on to sons and grandsons. Corporate
paternalism (the municipal government viewed itself as a body and citizens
as parts of that body) insured that citizens would have steady employment
and would even create work for them in hard times.>

The special legal ties between the cartmen and the merchants who ran
the government created a unique class relationship This relationship in-
cluded both tangible and psychic rewards for the carters and acknowledged
the interdependence of the two. Since, after all, the prosperity of the mer-
chants depended upon orderly economic activities, safe and essential deliv-
ery of goods was essential. During the city’s early history, New York City’s
elite merchants dominated its political economy.Yet, myriad, smaller traders
were part of roughly forty percent of New York’s population commercial
community. The cartmen serviced great and small merchants as well as the
rest of the city’s population. The lack of a centralized trading community
meant that publically employed cartmen constituted a superior work force
to hiring or owning private carters.® The cartmen gained secure employ-
ment and other benefits from the merchants including favorable leases,
loans and bonds. Moreover, as city officers, merchants rewarded cartmen

with appointments to lower-echelon municipal offices.
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An example of the close ties between merchants and cartmen may be
found in a story told by John Bernard, an actor visiting New York in 1799.
Several merchants invited Bernard to a tavern. Believing that Bernard could
not tell a laboring man from a wealthy citizen, the merchants exchanged
costumes with cartmen. The merchants dressed in the carter’s white frock,
trousers, farmer’s hat and boots and reclined about the tavern smoking clay
pipes. The carters dressed in fine coats, wigs and breeches. Bernard, how-
ever, heard about the deception and came to the tavern dressed as a cart-
man. He watched with amusement as the would-be pranksters grew impa-
tient for his arrival. Finally he revealed himself and all enjoyed a good laugh
and many toasts. Dressed in a white frock, any man could be a cartman or
in fine clothes any man a gentleman.’

We should not make the mistake of merchant James Townsend, how-
ever, and think that this special relationship with the merchants made the
cartmen “deferential.” Historical studies often assert that colonial New York
was a deferential society. It has yet to be proven and there is ample evi-
dence to the contrary. The cartmen were anything but obsequious. Indeed,
their sense of citizenship and knowledge of their importance to the city’s
economy gave them a belief in their equality with all men. One difficulty
with deferential theory derives from a limited reading by scholars of J. G.
A. Pocock’s famous essay. After describing this theory Pocock discussed pa-
tronage as an alternative ideology to explain social bonds.® In New York
City, patronage, not deference, cemented the ties between merchants and
cartmen.

This is also a story of labor discrimination. New York City was not an
easy place in which to find work and exclusion was always part of social
custom. Popular attitudes in early New York City dictated the general ex-
clusion of outsiders. Bolstered by the residency requirements of the free-
manship, some occupations in New York City, particularly the cartmen, os-
tracized vagrants or farmers seeking to work in the city who might possibly
undercut the prices of local tradesmen. Similar biases shaped the cartmen’s
attitudes toward black New Yorkers. Enslaved and free blacks were excluded
by law from numerous trades not only because of the negrophobia of white
workers but also because they believed the blacks would undercut prices
and create competition for jobs. A similar attitude toward soldiers was the

most frequently cited resentment of New Yorkers in the prerevolutionary
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era.” After the. Revolution, this attitude of resentment toward outsiders cre-
ated animosity toward the Irish.

Civic support and discrimination helped the cartmen to create a com-
munity and culture of their own. This community was characterized by
special sets of behavior, loyalties and ideas which were manifest and inter-
nalized by the cartmen. Their culture, a complex of rules and values which
guided their behavior,'” was both unique to them and supplemented by
ancillary occupations such as wheelwrights, stablekeepers, tavernkeepers,
blacksmiths and politicians. The New York City cartmen inherited much of
their culture from English patterns, but also developed certain traits pecu-
liar to the New World.

Their culture was a vibrant and visible part of life in early New York. It
was evident in neighborhoods known locally as the cartmen’s, in favorite
taverns, at wheelwrights’ and blacksmiths’ shops and in the streets of the
city which their heavy carts and ponderous horses dominated. The cartmen
were present as a group in such social events as parades, political rallies and
riots. In short, they were ubiquitous in early New York society.

Their ubiquity created an “everyman” quality about the cartmen. One
incident which suggests this universality is the case in 1804 of Thomas
Hoag alias Joseph Parker. Hoag or Parker was accused by Susan Faesch of
marital desertion and bigamy. Miss Faesch testified that she married Hoag
in 1797 in Rockland County and, although he ran away two years later, she
still thought him “the finest looking man she ever met.”

In 1803 Miss Faesch learned that her husband was working in New York
City as a cartman. She hurried to New York to the spot where he kept his
cart, saw him reclining on it and heard him speak to his horse. She immedi-
ately recognized her husband’s shrill, nasal voice and upon closer inspection
saw a vivid scar on his forehead which she remembered had been occa-
sioned by a horse’s kick. She then reclaimed her husband.

But it was not Thomas Hoag. Rather, as several witnessess testified, the
cartman was Joseph Parker who generally worked carrying lime and build-
ing materials and labored nights as a watchman. Although Parker thought
Faesch very charming, he was already married to Elizabeth Secor. Unde-
terred, Susan Faesch charged him with bigamy.

After many witnesses testified for each side, the case was decided by

inspection of the bottom of the defendant’s right foot, where Hoag had a
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long scar. As Joseph Parker’s foot was scarless, he won the case and returned
to his life as a cartman. Miss Faesch’s suit was the fourth such case of mis-
taken identity against the cartman."

Although the cartmen were not “everyman,” their story is important for
understanding the nature and organization of work in early America. Labor
historians have neglected semiskilled workers such as the cartmen and have
concentrated on skilled artisans. Largely concerned with union organization
or, more recently, with the transition from preindustrial labor to industrial
capitalism, such labor history is of undeniable value.'”> However, it is not the
whole story. Semi- or unskilled workers such as the cartmen constituted
large percentages of urban workers in colonial and early nineteenth-century
America.” Ignoring their history slights the full history of American labor.

While the cartmen were not considered skilled, they were not without
talents. They were excellent horsemen, knowledgeable of farriery, and were
hardy and deft at driving and loading their carts. Although occupational dis-
eases such as facial paralysis, phlebitis and pneumonia curtailed some cart-
men’s careers, the carters generally remained on the job for decades. They
also knew the streets thoroughly. They were, according to cartman-historian
Isaac Lyon, a “combination of encyclopedia and intelligence office,” and un-
derstood all the affairs and actors on the New York scene. Businessmen, noted
Lyon, knew the value of a good cartman and treated him accordingly.'

This is also a book about New York City. As street-level observers and
participants in a horse-redolent New York, the cartmen offer an unusual
opportunity to study the city through the eyes of the common man. Like
their descendants, the taxicab drivers of New York, the cartmen’s ubiquity,
political and social concerns, and traditional behavior all insured that when
important events occurred in New York, the cartmen would play a part.

Although the cartmen were quintessential New Yorkers, they were deeply
affected by their European roots, particularly Dutch and English. First gen-
eration cartmen were Europeans who brought with them ingrained tradi-
tions, culture and work habits. These attitudes were transformed to America,
even though modified by the American environment. Even so, the strength
of the popular ideology in New York insured that conceptions of citizenship,
of government intervention in the economy, discrimination and intolerance
of luxury and immorality, all derived from European practice, would remain

important for understanding New York life for two centuries.
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CHAPTER ONE

i

The London Cartmen

The history of the New York City cartmen begins in medieval London.
There, city authorities, merchants and cartmen created a web of legal cus-
toms which shaped the organization and conduct of the trade for centu-
ries to come. Among the most important developments were fixed prices
and exacting standards of performance. These laws, along with a myriad of
lesser regulations, were mediating forces between the cartmen and the gen-
eral public. At the same time the mercantile nature of the London economy
fostered ties between cartmen and merchants. The cartmen’s need for pro-
tection from competition and their desire to maintain self-control com-
pelled them to act politically. Within this structure of laws, politics and eco-
nomic interdependence emerged the cartmen’s culture of London.

Although formal organization of the cartmen did not occur until 1517,
there is evidence that some regulation did exist long before then. The Lon-
don city government enacted fixed prices for carting as early as 1350. A
series of incidents between angry farmers complaining of extortionate rates
charged by carters for delivering their produce inside city walls to the mar-
kets necessitated the price codes. From this, it appears that the cartmen
already possessed some exclusive rights to cart within the city.!

Around the same time the London aldermen forbade the carters the
practice of “engrossing,” the purchase of essential goods for the purpose
of monopoly, and “forestalling,” the purchase of necessities before they
reached the market with an eye toward raising prices.? As public carriers,

the carters were in a good position to gain control over the exchange of
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Tue LoNDON CARTMEN

firewood, hay and meat. Since urban citizens considered forestalling and
engrossing to be heinous crimes, severe penalties were set for violations of
these laws. Subsequent regulations of the cartmen in London always in-
cluded high fines to discourage these practices.

London citizens wanted the carters under the regulation of law. Their
caustic comments about the cartmen’s behavior indicate another consistent
historical strain; in the eyes of most city dwellers, carters were “rude and
surly.” Indeed, the occupation became synonymous with boorishness; to
behave in a “carterly” manner was to be offensive, ill-mannered, and antiso-
cial.’ The hostile descriptions of the inhabitants of Lower Thames Street are
a good example. The good citizens of this important London thoroughfare
derided the carters, stating that “their employment requires stout bodies
and naturally renders their minds unthinking and unheeding . . . rough and
sturdy, intractable and ungovernable by themselves or one another, or with-
out great complaint by their superiors.”* The motivation for this complaint
were the reckless driving and frequent fistfights between the cartmen and
citizens over right-of-way. There was an underlying message as well. To the
urban, medieval mind, the cartmen were badly in need of strong gover-
nance. It was not considered possible or in the public interest to allow the
trade self-control; rather the government should regulate them. Alarmed
citizens noted “the number of carres and carters . .. must need be danger-
ous as dayly experience proveth.”

Such complaints would have been futile were it not for the develop-
ment of a stronger municipal government during this time. Throughout
England independent municipalities emerged between the thirteenth and
fifteenth centuries. Organized around principles of commerce, many such
towns and cities passed laws creating the offices of Mayor and Common
Council. The promotion of commerce was chief among the goals and gov-
ernments passed ordinances and laws designed to enhance it. Such percep-
tions and actions became known as the corporate method of government.®

Essential to the concerns of commerce in early London was the need
to regulate trades considered to be in the “public good.” These included
carpentry, baking, butchery, gravedigging, portering and carting. In this way
the ideals of the merchant governors intersected with those of the work-
ers. Carting, however, presented special problems of regulation. Concern

over its regulation included not only local grievances, the desire to promote
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commerce and the need to protect local tradesmen, but also involved dis-
putes with the Crown and local anxieties over social control. Royal pre-
rogatives in London included the right to impress all carts at will. This oc-
curred during festivities and in wartime. When the carters were summoned
for royal duty, the city found itself at the mercy of a casual work force com-
posed largely of “sturdy beggars and vagrants.” Such a situation was intoler-
able to London merchants and irritated the cartmen.’

Before regulation, London cartmen tended to be “masterless” men who
roved from city to city in search of work.? This situation, combined with
occasional Royal impressment, meant that the city corporation and mer-
chants were faced with a work force in which they had no confidence.
Added to this was the intolerable behavior of the transient carters. London,
like other English cities, was plagued with wanderers; as a result there were
frequently more potential carters than available work.The low, generic level
of skill and the overabundance of labor created strong competition for jobs.
Fights and brawls in the streets over work were frequent. Gangs fought
pitched battles over the right to work in certain lucrative areas of the city.’

As can be imagined, this situation caused great alarm among authorities
and merchants. Few desired to entrust their goods to such turbulent work-
ers; fewer still were happy with the chaotic and dangerous conditions in
the streets. The solution lay in organization and restriction of the “carrying
trade.” The key was to create regulation acceptable to merchants, the city
government and cartmen. '’

Under terms of the agreement of 1517, the city government controlled
entrance to the trade. This was not, as in the skilled trades, under a system
of apprenticeship, but rather by appointment from the mayor who received
an excise tax for each license. The carters, in turn, received monopolistic
privileges within city limits. While the original number of carters was fixed
at 26, the mayor reserved the right to appoint others as needed. As a fur-
ther concession, the carters agreed to “cleanse and purge” the streets once a
week. Standard fees were set for all work provided by the carters and were
posted throughout the city.

In order to convince wary merchants of the advantages of using city
carters instead of cheaper, transient labor, the city required that each carter
take the oath of freemanship and provide a bond similar to the porters’.

The bond could be a cash pledge, a recommendation from a merchant fa-
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miliar with the applicant, or a pledge of person and property. Thus the gov-
ernment created a stable, loyal work force tied to the well-being of local
affairs and secured against potential damages.!

Under freemanship law only residents of the city could practice trades
within the city. This allowed the city government to bar farmers, recent mi-
grants and a host of others considered to be aliens from working within the
city limits. This, naturally, was supported by the carters. In both London and
later New York this provision was to be of the utmost importance.'?

Although the freemanship eventually declined in England as concepts
of free trade eroded its powers, it remained fundamentally important for
manual workers, particularly cartmen, who enjoyed its political and licens-
ing powers. Another reason for its importance, even until the 1830s,was the
protection the freemanship provided for Londoners from being seized by
the press gang."

The importance of the freemanship cannot be overestimated. In London
and New York it solved problems of social control which had vexed the cart-
men, the civic government, commerce and the ordinary citizen. No longer
would a carter face unwanted competition. As an urban citizen he had privi-
leges and protection. No longer would the merchants, city government and
citizens be dependent upon floating, transient labor. This is not to say there
would not be problems in London or New York between cartmen and the
other groups, but now at least there were boundaries to the relationship.

Problems did arise, over the exclusionary nature of the regulations. New
standards enacted in 1528 called for the licensing of all carts. Each carter
was restricted to ownership of only one cart; “horse-hiring” or subleasing
of carts was forbidden. The new standards sought to encompass the activi-
ties of wood deliverers and scavengers but infringed upon the influential
guild of woodmongers. Its members carted firewood from long distances
and would not submit to local delivery by city carters. Moreover, the
woodmongers had obtained friends among city alderman. Their anger over
the encompassing nature of the new regulations was bolstered by their own
ambitions to increase their control over the cartmen and hegemony over
urban transportation.'*

The dispute raged for over a century. At various times the woodmongers
gained control of the cartmen’s charters and were able to draw the general

trade under their guild. At other times, the cartmen were able to gain in-
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dependence from the woodmongers and achieve authority over all intra-
city transportation. A principal area of dispute was over the “car-rooms”
or space on the street. These assigned spots on the curbside where carters
awaited work held the value of a shop and could be sold or bequeathed. By
1717 some spots were valued at over £150. Control over them was of great
financial importance.”

It was not until 1667 that the issue of control was finally settled. The
Common Council, seeking to dismantle the woodmongers’ monopoly
over fuel transportation, awarded a charter of fellowship to the carters.!
While internal organization was decided by the cartmen, external or legal
control lay in the hands of the city government. For the cartmen to main-
tain an effective fellowship, a balance had to be established between the
benefits of government regulation and its hindrances.

From this long period of struggle with the woodmongers, the carters
learned an important lesson. Maintenance of their fellowship privileges was
wholly dependent upon favorable political action. Far more than any other
fellowship or guild, the fortunes of the cartmen were inextricably linked to
politics and government.

Regulations placed London carters and government in a unique rela-
tionship. While other trades experienced a degree of regulation, none, even
the porters, were quite as controlled as the cartmen. Yet, of all the trades,
none was as essential to the commerce of the city as the cartmen. Local
politicians controlled entrance to the trade by protecting the chosen carters
against interlopers and by providing civic labor. In return, the cartmen gave
their labor to commerce at fixed rates and provided an inexpensive supply
of workers for necessary civic chores such as sanitation. The freemanship
and its privileges glued the relationship together.

As the London economy boomed in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, both sides benefited. The number of carters grew steadily. From the
original 26 in 1517, their numbers grew to over 400 by 1580.The Common
Council then limited further expansion of licenses and eventually permit-
ted carters to hire others and to take apprentices under the privileges of
their licenses.

A monopolistic license with the power to employ others meant that
London’s carters achieved another tradesman’s goal: a competence to be

passed along to their heirs. Fathers passed their licenses down to their sons
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“The London Cartman and Creeler,” 1614, from the Notebook of Michael Van Meer, Edinburgh
University Library, Scotland.

and grandsons. As the value of a license soared higher, the trade became
more tightly bound to a few families."”

The regulatory relationships of the government toward the carters soon
became more administrative and generally concerned with public or-
der and safety. As the number of carts grew, the city government passed
safety measures. It enacted a speed limit of five miles per hour in 1580.
Riding on carts was forbidden; carters were instructed to walk their carts
through the streets using a leash on the horse no more than three feet long.
To avoid congestion and accidents, carts were to maintain a distance of
at least one cart-length.’® Further problems with traffic jams and resulting
brawls caused the council to make most streets one-way. Streetmen akin to

present-day police were appointed to direct traftic and to issue summonses
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for improper driving. These streetmen were often accused of working in
conjunction with the carters. A system of informants and inspectors was
set up by the city to check on street activities. In this way the function of
carting in London, and later in New York, required the establishment of a
bureaucracy to govern its activities."

The problems of traffic regulation and resulting public attitudes were
well expressed in an appeal for stronger laws and penalties in 1617. The
preamble of a petition by local citizens read “the disorder and rude behav-
ior of the cartmen and draymen of this city is of late grown to excesse that
manny man, women and children have been indangered and some have
lostye their lives by the stoppinge upp of passages and streets of the city by
carrs, carts and drays and by the carrlesse leadinge and guarding of horses.”
The citizens asked for and received new and stronger regulations in which
the cartmen were held criminally responsible for reckless driving and in-
jury. Fines were stiffened and greater amounts required for bonding.?

To make the carters more responsive to citizens, the council instituted
license tags. Each cart was to display a brass plate with a license number.
The number was also painted on the front and side of the cart along with
the owner’s name and address. There were frequent complaints, however,
that carters smudged the numbers or turned plates upside down.?' Pub-
lic attitudes and concerns invariably resulted in further regulations. Not
only was the occupation considered in the commercial interest of the city,
but the nature of the work and its close relationship to prices for essential
goods such as food, hay and firewood mandated full regulation.

While the cartmen generally obeyed the price rates, crisis brought out
the worst in them. A good example was the extortion committed by cart-
men during the Fire of London in 1666. Thomas Vincent, a clergyman,
condemned the carters when he observed that “any money is given for
help, five, ten, twenty, thirty pounds for a cart to bear forth into the fields
some choice thing” The eminent diarist, Samuel Pepys, confirmed this by
noting in his journal that the “streets were clogged with carts which are
not to be had but at the dearest rates.” Such profiteering in times of crisis
would be repeated at every opportunity.?

Some Londoners supported the cartmen.The arrival of private carriages
and coachmen on the streets of the city constituted a challenge to the cart-

men’s monopoly and caused John Taylor, the Water Poet, to rise to their
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defense. Taylor was a licensed waterman who rowed passengers along the
Thames. Taylor and his cohorts were outraged by the presence in the streets
of coachmen whom they saw as threatening to the carters and an offense
to the concepts of social equity. Taylor wrote a ringing assertion of the vir-
tues of the carter entitled The World Runnes on Wheeles, or Oddes Betwixt
Carts and Coaches. Taylor’s epic poem compared the honest cartman with
the image of mankind while the coachman was akin to the Devil and the
Harlot. While the carter carried honest and essential goods, the coachman
and his coach created evil and avarice. Compared to the humble cart which
was “ancient beyond the limits of Records or writings,” the coach had “a
mouth gaping on each side like a monster.”

The drivers were equally the subject of Taylor’s moral lecture. For Tay-
lor, the cartman “doth signify a Verse or a Song ... there is a good corre-
spondence for versing, singing and Whistling which are all three musically
and much practiced by the Cartman.” The coachman on the other hand was
akin to a brothelmaster because a coach has “loose curtains while a whore
has loose skirts.””While the cartman carried “Stones, timber, Corne, Beer and
Whine,” which by “necessity must be carried ... which necessity the honest
cart doth supply,” the coach was a “running House of Abomination.”

Taylor’s poem equated the coach with prostitution: “If adultery and for-
nication bee committed in a Coach, it may be gravely and discreetly pun-
ished in a cart, for as by this Means the Coach, is a running Bawdy-House
of Abomination, so the Cart .. .1s the sober, modest and civil pac’d Instru-
ment of Reformation; so the Coach may be vices infection, the Cart is
often vices correction.”® In Taylor’s eyes the cartmen were representatives
of the mentality of the common man.The cartmen were agents of the civic
morality and symbolic instruments of correction.

By the mid-eighteenth century an extensive series of regulations and
prices governed the cartmen’ labor. In addition to the requirements and
ownership, cartmen worked under additional codes.>* Much of the down-
town was declared off-limits for cruising. Once a delivery was made, cart-
men were supposed to leave the main arteries by the next side street and
return to their stands. Although heavy fines were levied for reckless driving,
surly behavior and rate-gouging, the effectiveness of these codes may be
seen in John Jervis’ comment that “the commercial streets are always the

most dangerous.” Jervis warned coachmen automatically to give the right-
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of-way to cartmen because their fierce driving is necessary “to make up for
time wasted in tippling.”®

Much of the cartmen’s work occurred on the wharves. Each morning,
beginning at five o’clock, carters lined up by the sides of waiting ships to
remove their wares. Employers could not choose cartmen at random but
had to adhere to a carefully defined order. Although laws forbade the cart-
men from spending the night on the wharves, many arrived as early as four
a.m. in order to be first in line.

To insure lawful price performance, the London Common Council pub-
licly displayed price codes on the wharves and made them available in chap-
books and commercial guides. The standard load was any parcel between 19
and 25 cwt. While allowances were made for small and half-loads, no cartman
could be forced to carry more than a standard load. For distances close to the
London Bridge the rate in 1757 was one shilling and six pence; this was the
first increase since 1691, indicating the strong stability in such prices. Fares for
distances of up to six miles from the bridge ranged up to five shillings. Dis-
putes over prices were settled by the lord mayor or, more commonly, by local
justices of the peace.?

Within the framework of these regulations the carters evolved into a
particular breed of worker with recognizable traditions. Their uniform was
composed of a white frock, farmer’s hat, trousers and heavy boots. Their
hands held either a thin-stemmed pipe or a long, standard-sized whip.?” As
with many other trades, their voices rang out their presence. Mansie Wauch,
a tailor visiting London, described the carters “bawling ‘ye yo, ye yo’ yellow
sand, yellow sand, with mouths as wide as a barndoor and voices that made
the drums of your ears dirl and ring.”

May 1 was the Carters’ Day throughout England. On that day cart-
ers and horses paraded through the streets bedecked with flowers. Mansie
Wauch was deeply impressed by “the whole regiment of carters ... with
great bunches of wallflower, thyme, spearment ...stuck in their but-
tonholes; and broad belts of stripped silk, of every color of the rainbow,
flung across their shoulders. . . . Their hats were all rowed with ribbons, and
puffed about the rim, with long green or white feathers; and cockades were
stuck on the off side, to say nothing of long strips behind them like stream-
ers.”” The horses were “a sight of fleeing ribbons.” The parade was accom-

panied by “a chield ... carrying a new car-saddle over his shoulder with a
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well-cleaned pitchfork,” followed by drummers and pipers. The procession
was climaxed by a cart-race between the four swiftest pacers and drivers.
The winner of each year’s race was made “King of Carts,” in a coronation
held at the trade guildhall on Carter Street. Other cartmen won awards for
longest service. Afterwards the trade would celebrate at taverns.?

The cartmen developed a close relationship with their horses, animals
that were considered near-human. Indeed, their manure was thought sweet-
smelling because of their proximity to mankind. One seventeenth-century
author declared that “Horses and mules understand carters’ language.” Terms
such as “Gee” and “Ree” and the like will make horses go and stop, turn
right or left, as the driver wishes. Experienced drivers learned to whisper in
the animal’s ear, doubtless exploiting their sense of smell. Horse names such
as Scot and Brock remained popular across the centuries. Despite the horses’
high value and perceived proximity to human life, carters were known to

mistreat them. Poet John Gay described a London street scene:

The lashing Whip resounds, the Horses Strain,
And Blood in Anguish bursts the swelling Vein.?

The nineteenth-century cartmen remained much like his predecessors.
Hone described them as “hardy, healthy and long-lived if sufficiently fed
and temperate.” In an amusing account of a particular type of cartman, the
brewer’s carter, Hone cited them as “a rough specimen of an unsophisti-
cated John Bull Englishman.” The carter and his horse, argued Hone, “were
adapted to each other’s use: the one eats abundantly of grains and prospers
in the traces, the other drinks porter by the canful and is hardly able to but-
ton his jerken.” The cartmen’s driving was compared to an army’s, “Woe to
the patience of the crowd, waiting to cross the roadway, while the long lines
of the cartmen are passing in review, like a troop of unyielding soldiers.”*

Henry Mayhew described the cartmen as a combination of hard-work-
ing journeyman and semicriminal tough. He believed that carters seldom
came from the skilled trades but rather were ill-trained, loutish youths
without a possibility of training. A few fallen tradesmen filled the remain-
der of the ranks. The behavior of the carman was restrained only by the
dictates of employment and by the expectations of the merchant elite.

Mayhew commented that the cartmen were not so much servile to the
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merchants as interdependent. Only at hiring time was there a hint of defer-
ence. Moreover, carters expected reciprocal recognition of their rights.*' In
one incident wine merchants attempted to save on cartage fees by rolling
casks through the streets themselves. Angry cartmen blocked their passage
until the merchants agreed to use their services.*

Eventually the fellowship of cartmen, like that of the porters, lost its
strength in London. The reasons were threefold. First, by the onset of the
nineteenth century, the port of London had outgrown the old city. Because
the cartmen’s privileges and licenses did not apply outside the old city lim-
its the value of the license dropped drastically. Unlicensed carters undercut
the fees of legitimate carters. By the 1840s licenses were virtually worthless.

Second, as the London economy became more diversified, many carters
became full-time employees of particular businesses. A number of trades-
men, notable wharfingers, coalmerchants, butchers and victuallers pur-
chased carrooms. Rather than providing a general skill, cartmen became
more identified with a particular type of business, most notably hay and
corn, dairy, and the largest group, greengrocers. Though such carmen con-
tinued to share cultural traits, such as strong drinking and an addiction to
horse-racing, specialization denied the trade the unity of previous eras.*

A third reason emerged from the organization of the carters. As they
obtained semiguild status the fellowship of carters was able to shake off
many of the demands of the city for public labor. This meant that other un-
licensed laborers performed the necessary tasks of street cleaning and repair,
to cite but two examples. This weakened the bonds between the city and
carters and subsequently the city hired others to do these tasks. When the
shipping work of the London carters declined they could not, as New York
carters were able to do, turn to the city government for employment.*

The London experience of the cartmen provided legacies for their
brethren in New York City. Strong regulation by local government, an of-
ten hostile relationship with the citizenry, and a dependence on the ship-
ping trade and mercantilism for support were among these. Unlike New
York carters, their London counterparts were able to achieve control of
their occupation at an early date and maintain a large degree of self-control.
They were able to develop a strong culture which could not wane until
expansion of the city diluted the value of their monopoly. Until then the

London carters provided a living example to their New York brethren.
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CHAPTER TWO

i

Creation of the Bond
in New York City, 1667—-1700

Local governments in colonial cities along the Atlantic Coast in the seven-
teenth century based their legal and political systems on European models.
The municipal government in New York followed precedents established
in Dutch and English law to insure fair and equal distribution of essential
goods and labor and to protect local residents from competition from out-
siders.!

Like their English counterparts, the merchants who dominated local
government in New York saw the promotion of commerce as their pur-
pose. Examination of the contents of laws, ordinances and council minutes
of New York and other early American cities demonstrates their focus to be
overwhelmingly concerned with commercial issues. This was particularly
true in revenue expenditures and labor relations. Cities such as New York,
Philadelphia, Annapolis and Albany used much of their available revenue to
build wharves, piers, cranes, and jetties, while residents “trod dusty streets
along open sewers to draw putrid water from city wells.”?

Coastal cities regulated the activities and prices of trades considered to
be in the public interest and in the interests of commerce. Regulated trades
in New York included those involved in food production such as baking
and butchery and in transportation such as carting, portering, ferrying and
piloting. Other regulated trades included those of coopers, tavernkeepers,
sailors and printers. In order to insure fair trade the Common Council ap-
pointed inspectors and measurers of various commodities and rewarded in-

formants who uncovered violators of public codes.?
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New York’s local government drew on the influence of two fairly com-
patible legal systems. When the English took control of New Amsterdam
in 1664 and renamed it after the Duke of York they encountered a political
and social philosophy much like their own. There were ethnic tensions, as
we shall see, but the transfer of power was remarkably smooth.* Important
English government institutions, such as the Common Council, mayor and
the freemanship, fit easily into the Dutch counterparts of the court of burg-
homasters and shepens and the burgher right. There were also similarities
in labor control. The English permitted continuation of Dutch regulation
of the sale of bread and meat. Markets were established which made New
York the center of commerce for the area. The English, as concerned about
the quality of essential goods as the Dutch, and equally determined to halt
forestalling and engrossing, designated spots along the river fronts for the
gauging, weighing and measuring of firewood, hay and meat. By law only
cartmen, porters, river pilots and ferrymen enrolled in the freemanship
were allowed to use the city docks.’

Early in New Amsterdam’s history the Dutch sought to retain the loy-
alty of laborers. In 1648 the council governing the small colony ruled that
“tradesmen will not be permitted to carry on any business . .. unless they
take up fire and light in New Amsterdam for three consecutive years.”® De-
signed to protect local tradesmen from incursions by sailors visiting from
the Netherlands, the act was part of the overall monopolistic nature of
Dutch law in the new colony.

Nine years later the municipal government of New Amsterdam’ offi-
cially established the burgher right. The ostensible reason was to protect the
citizens against “‘pedlars travelling up and down the coast,” but the danger
of competition from sailors and traders from Holland was mentioned. The
burgher right was also a reward to local inhabitants for their service in the
“late wars against the English and the Indians” and in anticipation of future
service.® Thus it was a recognition of the privileges and responsibilities of
citizenship.

The Dutch divided the burgher right into great and small according to
the wealth of the applicant. Fees were initially set at fifty guilders for the
“great burghers” and twenty for the small, but were soon lowered in order
to encourage universal participation. All burghers were required to live in

New Amsterdam and to take an oath of allegiance. City laws required con-
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stant residence. A return to the Netherlands for a lengthy period of time
made a citizen of New Amsterdam vulnerable to loss of the burgher right.
Anyone expecting to work in the city had to make an application for the
burgher right within six weeks of arrival. These provisions were generally
taken directly from civic law in Holland though frequent allusions to the
English custom of the freemanship were mentioned in the initial laws.

Between 1657 and 1661 more than 260 persons stepped forward to
claim their burgher right at town meetings. This list of burghers was the
most complete enumeration of the heads of households in the tiny city.
Handicraftsmen, including carpenters, cordwainers and tailors, had the larg-
est representation. Political office seekers also made up a large contingent.’
Total participation indicates that the early Dutch government took the
burgher right very seriously. In order to attract skilled and unskilled work-
ers to the young colony the Dutch were willing to grant monopolies to
many trades.

As part of a general drive to impose stricter controls on local work-
ers, the New Amsterdam town government clearly saw need to regulate
the cartmen. Early violations included riding on the cart and, more omi-
nously, the death of a child killed by a poorly tended carter’s horse inspired
laws. The cartmen were not particularly apologetic about problems. When
William Kock’s cart horse kicked the son of Sherriff Allard Anthony, Kock
blandly explained that it was the animal’s custom to do so and many people
had complained about such behavior. More important was the need to fix
the cartmen’s prices to avoid rate-gouging and to extract necessary labor
helping clean the streets, fight fires and repair the roads."

Government negotiation with the cartmen set them apart from other
workers in the small city. The cartmen joined the city’s artisans in seeking
the protection of the Dutch small burgher right, and then, after the English
takeover, the freemanship. Cartmen also shared the city streets and, likely,
taverns and other public spaces with artisans, but the intensity of their rela-
tionship with the city government created separate occupational and politi-
cal patterns from handicraft workers. Simon Middleton, in his rich study
of workers in colonial New York City, errs, I argue, by mixing the history
of the cartmen and other licensed trades, such as tavern keepers, butchers
and porters, with the city’s artisans. This is not a small point. As Christo-

pher Tomlins has argued, early America law was highly variable by time and
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place. Beginning with small, early measures intended to extract labor and to
form a bond of attachment with the cartmen, the city government increas-
ingly tightened its embrace with them. In return, the cartmen demanded
and gained additional protection and patronage far beyond what artisans
wanted or expected. The close bonds between officials and the cartmen
evolved into structures and histories different from those of free laborers."

In 1667, the English granted the request of the Dutch carters that they
“be affixed in a fellowship in the manner of the weigh-house porters.”’'?
The city government allowed the eight “karmen” to form the fellowship
but demanded that in return for the privilege the carters “attend all fires”
as a responsibility. The porters, the model for organization, were formed as
a fellowship in 1657. A primary difference between the two fellowships lay
in the porters’ mutual assistance fund. By requiring that each porter put
aside a small portion of his wages into the benevolent fund, the govern-
ment and the trade created an early form of workman’s compensation in-
surance. This policy was akin to methods used by the various fellowships of
porters in London and Amsterdam where benevolent societies accumulated
vast amounts of capital.

The porters never gained the importance in the New World that they
held in, London and Amsterdam. Rather, they remained a small occupation
with regulated fees of less value than the cartmen’s. Two reasons seem plau-
sible. First, the narrow streets of the Old World were more conducive to
portering than New Amsterdam’s broader streets which provided easy ac-
cess to carts. Secondly, portering required enormous numbers of laborers to
be effective. Both London and Amsterdam had great surpluses of labor and
local authorities were happy to regulate them into a trade which benefited
the city and provided some sort of social control. Such labor surpluses sim-
ply did not exist in New York. Carting served the needs of the city more
effectively. Accordingly, the number of carters in New York increased ten-
fold over the next century while the porters remained few.

Contemporary observers often remarked on the favorable wage climate
in seventeenth-century coastal cities. Daniel Denton described New York
as a place “where a cartman may do as well as a coachman” in London. Cit-
ies were vitally interested in attracting a class of permanent laborers who
would remain in the city rather than leave during hard times. Addition-

ally, the corporate philosophy of government embraced by local officials in
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New York respected the vested interests of the cartmen and protected them
against encroachers.”

After the initial contract with the carters in 1667 the city government
continued to extract concessions from them. After agreeing to “confirm
the eight carters in their places” the government gained other duties from
them. The carters promised to give satisfactory labor to whoever employed
them and to do public work as required. They agreed to take turns on Sat-
urday afternoons carting the “dirt” of householders away to a public dump-
ing ground. For each load citizens paid the cartmen “ten stivers seawant
(wampum)” and no more. This remained the fee for the standard load until
1696. This early method of garbage collection was a departure from earlier
requirements that citizens bring their own “dirt” to several local dump-
ing grounds.' It meant the establishment of the carters as semiofficial city
workers and bound the trade and city government closer together. This ac-
tion by the city to “confirm” the carters became, as a result of law, an an-
nual affair. Each year the carters sought renewal of licenses at the court of
burghomasters and shepens, and, later, under English rule, the Common
Council and mayor. This renewal was not necessarily automatic and each
carter understood that his employment as a city carter was dependent on
the good will of city magistrates. Political favor became vitally important.
Eventually annual renewals became a major weapon used by politicians to
enforce political loyalty.

The agreement to do “public work as desired” was an open-ended
clause which soon created animosity between city officials and the cart-
ers. Within two years the city ordered the carters to make major repairs
on the local fort. Initially it asked that this work be done without com-
pensation as part of an agreement by which the cartmen would provide
two days a week for public labor. After strong protest by the trade, the
city relented and agreed to pay standard rates.” Laws requiring that the
carters perform the often unpleasant task of garbage detail were estab-
lished at this time; the city agreed that the carters be paid standard wages
for “dirt” collection.

At the same time the city declared that the carters could not refuse a re-
quest for labor from any citizen. This was to avoid monopoly of their labor
by the merchants and to insure that the city itself would be able to employ

them when needed.®
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Despite these early laws the cartmen’s conduct was often uncivil. After
several incidents of reckless driving in 1667, the court of burghomasters
ordered that in the future accidents which harmed citizens would “cost a
horse and cart.” If a cartman caused someone else’s death, his own life “shall
be under the lapse of law.” To bolster this the city began to demand bonds
and references from the trade. The abusive behavior of the carters also came
under criticism from city officials. Cartmen “do many times use ill and Bad
language to the Burghers” complained the court in 1667.The court set dis-
missal from service as the penalty for not behaving “civilly”’"”

Some municipal work harnessed incivility. The trade was employed
at celebrations, funerals and executions. The execution of Angel Hen-
drickson, a child murderer, is an example. Before being hanged, she was
“carted” through the streets and jeered at by the citizens. While one drove
the lady through the city, other cartmen hauled the lumber used by car-
penters to build the gallows. While Mrs. Hendrickson suffered her last
worldly agonies, carters and other workers gathered by her feet to drink
the “wine and brandies” served by local government in partial payment
for their services.'®

Ethnic tensions, combined with discontent over the required city labor,
made relations between city and cartmen uneasy in the 1670s. In 1671 a
number of complaints were made about rude behavior and refusal to work.
After the Common Council summoned them the cartmen “made their ex-
cuses and promised in the future to be verry delligent and preforme said
orders.”" The court accepted this excuse and reaffirmed the entire force
at the same meeting. This was the first of many such meetings over the
next century in which city government, responding to complaints, would
interrogate the carters and then send them away without severe penalties.
In some ways the carters were more necessary to city goals than the com-
plaining citizens.

To gain greater control over the carters, the government appointed an
Englishman to become the first foreman of the Dutch carters. While his
installation had little effect on the immediate problems, for there were con-
tinued complaints that the trade refused to “ride timber, stone, and other
materials for the city and public service,” the foreman became an important
link in the ties between city government and the cartmen. The foreman

represented the trade in negotiations with the mayor and alderman, grew
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into leadership among his fellow workers and helped foster attitudes of in-
dependence.®

The city government moved to protect them from unwanted competi-
tion. Farmers from Long Island and New Jersey were forbidden to take
temporary residence in the city in the summer months in order to drive a
cart. In a move partly inspired by reports of reckless driving, the aldermen
enacted a law barring ““youths under twenty-one years of age” from driving
carts.?! Exceptions could be made for sons of carters helping their fathers.
The law, however, effectively foreclosed the institution of apprenticeship
from the occupation, separating it from the experience of English carters
and limiting capitalist development.

A similar law of even greater impact was legislation enacted in 1684
barring black New Yorkers, whether slave or free, from carting and porter-
ing. The council acted on a petition from the cartmen and declared that
“noe Negroe or other slave doe drive any Carte within this Citty under
the Penalty of Tweenty Shillings, to be payd by the Owner of such Slave
for Each Offense (Brewers Dayes or Carriages for Beer, Only Excepted).”
While the law was ambiguous about the status to the tiny number of free
blacks in New York, future magistrates and the white carters concluded that
no blacks should drive a cart in the city.

This was a reversal of Dutch practice which had few barriers to black
entrance into any occupation.Closing the carting trade to blacks, who con-
stituted nearly 20 percent of the city’s population, had a devastating effect,
for it denied access to a potentially lucrative, entry-level occupation requir-
ing only general skills. Several reasons motivated this action. Cartmen, as
did other tradesmen, feared the use of slaves by merchants, who owned
most of them, for tasks reserved for white carters. Secondly, the negropho-
bia of the carters, like most white workers of the time, was undeniable.
Racial attitudes, somewhat fluid up to this point, congealed into the bit-
ter prejudice which henceforth characterized the white laborers’ position
toward blacks. Carting licenses in New York became permanently segre-
gated. Last, the law permitted exploitation of blacks in the city. Though
blacks could not gain carting licenses, nothing prevented cartmen from
hiring them by the day. Before long a three-tiered system of employment
emerged. White carters would contract for a job. Their wages, around three

shillings per day, were the highest. Next came white laborers working on
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the job and earning about one shilling and six pence, or half the cartman’s
wage. Black laborers, both slave and free, also worked for the cartmen, but
were paid but six pence a day, or in alcohol.” Within the protection of a
monopolistic license the cartmen were able to control the wage climate
for laborers; although the expenses of feeding the horse and maintaining
a cart accounted for some of the difference, they were able to accumulate
much higher wages beyond the costs of their hired help. While white labor-
ers could possibly save enough to obtain a cart and horse, little such hope
existed for the blacks. The cartmen were vigilant about protecting against
the employment of enslaved people in carting. In 1684, Elsie Leisler, the
wife of Jacob, the future revolutionary and a slave trader himself, petitioned
the Mayor’s Court on behalf of her husband for permission to employ her
slave. The Leislers owned a mill and experienced hardship getting cartmen
to “carry Wheat and other Corne.” She sought permission to use her slave,
“who is a Christian, being Baptized and Instructed in the Christian reli-
gion. The Court ruled that only white men could drive carts. This early
example of what David Roediger has termed the “wages of whiteness,
created a preferential status for white cartmen in this critical occupation. %

Such protection characterized English efforts to forge strong ties with
its Dutch carters. New York’s merchants were themselves quite oriented
toward monopoly. During the early years of English occupation city mer-
chants appropriated monopolistic control over several segments of the
colony’s economy to benefit urban growth. Extension of this philosophy
toward laborers such as the cartmen was not only a good means of control
but also reflected the city government’s corporate philosophy.

Nonetheless, serious breaches occurred. In 1677 the city council dis-
missed all twelve Dutch carters for “not obeyeing the Command and do-
ing their Dutyes as becomes them in their places.” As the record indicates,
the carters were fined either three shillings or required to cart fifteen loads
of dirt to the city wharf. Each cartman submitted to these conditions and
“prayed to be re-admitted as cartmen.’?

Despite this initial settlement a second dispute occurred in 1684. Master
boatmen supplying firewood to the city petitioned the Common Council to
complain about cartmen who were engrossing firewood. The petition was
supported by numerous city merchants. The council sympathized with the

petitioners and ordered that cartmen no longer be permitted to purchase
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firewood. It also reaffirmed Dutch regulations about the length and quality
of firewood and ordered that cartmen bring all firewood to two inspection
points in the city where the firewood could be “coarded.” Measurers were
appointed and fees were collected from the cartmen for this service. This
meant that not only would the cartmen be responsible for inspection fees but
would also have to make an extra trip without compensation to the inspec-
tion site. It also foreclosed the possibility of the cartmen capitalizing on the
city’s constant need for firewood. A second new regulation brought further
discontent when the Common Council ordered that carters drop whatever
work they were doing to attend to the unloading of any shipment of grain,
corn, or other perishable goods protected under the Bolting Act of 1680
which gave New York City a monopoly over milling grain in the colony.?

The cartmen immediately went on strike in protest. Just as quickly the
Common Council “suspended and Discharged them from being any lon-
ger Carrmen.” Public notice was given that any and all persons “within
this citty have the free Lyberty and Lycense to Serve for Hyre or Wages as
Carmen (The said Carmen and Slaves excepted) till further ordered.” Sig-
nificantly, there were no takers. A week later the strikers returned after pay-
ment of a nominal fine of six shillings and agreed to conform to the “Lawes
and Orders Establisht.”?

What these incidents demonstrate was not a clear victory for the city
government, as a previous historian has perceived, but the increasing in-
terdependence of city government and cartmen.”® By continuing to define
and enlarge the carters’ responsibilities, city officials now viewed the carters
as quasi-civic employees. By suspending the entire force, city government
served notice that the form of organization was going to work even if an
entirely new membership was required in the fellowship. The inability of
the cartmen to find work or to act as carters outside the city system meant
that they would at least have to pay lip service to municipal ordinances.
The scarcity of labor and the strength of the carters’ organization prevented
wholesale firings.

The strikers were not transient employees. Rather, they were long-term,
closely-knit workers whose service to city government extended beyond
carting. Analysis of tax lists of 1677 reveals that cartmen lived in a small
community on Smith’s Street Lane, a back alley containing some of the

poorest housing in the city. There, Peter Wessels, John Bosh, Ambrosius War-
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ren, Thomas Vardon, Barrent Gerritse, John Langstraet and John Coursen,
nicknamed “Cherry Tree,” lived in shabby dwellings evaluated by tax as-
sessors as among the poorest in the city. The average tax of the seven was
five shillings, just above the lowest recorded rate of four shillings.® Other
cartmen around the city had similar holdings. John Myenderrsse’s home on
the Bever’s Gracht was taxed for four shillings as was John Teunis’ on the
Water Side. Sigmundus Lucas’ tax payment of four shillings was dwarfed by
those of his wealthier neighbors on High Street whose rates were triple his.
One cartman, William Cooke, owned two houses on the water Side and
rented one of them. Despite this landlord status his two homes together
were taxed for only ten shillings.*

As was often the case in New York, Smith Street Lane became known
by the occupation of its residents. Soon it was known colloquially as the
“Carmen’s Street,” just as nearby streets were known as the Brewer’s Street
and the Marketfield Street by the work of their inhabitants. The Dutch
carters living on Smith Street Lane went to the nearby Niew Straat Dutch
Reform Church.?

Most of the strikers continued their careers as carters. Many received
government appointments over the years. Conradus Van Der Beake was
first appointed a carter in 1680. He was fired but then reappointed in 1684.
In 1697 he was elected to be Constable of the West Ward, a position he held
through 1702. That year he was appointed Corn Measurer. As did many of
his fellows, he continued as a cartman while holding this low-level govern-
ment job. Teunis Quick became Constable of the North Ward after nine
years as a cartman. He continued in his position for a number of years and
later was elected Collector and then, in 1724, after over thirty years as a
carter, was given the post of Overseer of the Public Drain.*?

John Langstraet was the earliest leader among the cartmen. A long-term
member of the city watch, he first joined the trade in the early 1670s. He
was dismissed during the strikes but was reinstated both times. He, his wife
and four children lived in 2 modest home on Smith Street Lane and at-
tended the nearby Niew Straat Dutch Reformed Church. Later he moved
to the West Ward.*

At the same time the cartmen were battling the city government, New
Yorkers were granted a new charter which greatly broadened their liberties.

An assembly was created, along with voting qualifications. Freemanship sta-
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tus was granted to all English newcomers and continued for Dutch citizens.
Despite these gains, tensions remained strong. Dutch merchants resented
Governor Andros’ favoritism of Englishmen. The Common Council was
a battleground throughout the 1680s as factions vied for power. Animosi-
ties in New York provoked a rebellion in 1689. That year Jacob Leisler, a
prosperous German merchant, seized power in New York in the aftermath
of the Glorious Revolution in England. The confusion over legitimate au-
thority in America after the Glorious Revolution allowed Leisler to re-
tain power for two years. During that time Leisler led reform movements
which attempted to break up land and trade monopolies held by wealthy
Anglo-New Yorkers, reform the tax system and improve the lot of the
common man. Leisler’s leadership became the symbol of resistance for ag-
grieved New Yorkers.

The Leisler Rebellion of 1689—91 was perhaps the most significant
event of late seventeenth-century New York. Historians are still undecided
whether it was caused by ethnic tensions between Dutch and English, by
fear of Papist plots, by class tensions, by rivalries between merchants, or
by anger over the elimination of the representative assembly by Governor
Andros. Whatever the cause, the rebellion heightened political awareness of
the common man and increased the need for stabilizing forces within New
York society. Leisler’s Rebellion persuaded royal governors and leaders to
employ Whig paternalism to pacify restless colonials.*

During the rebellion, John Langstraet had an opportunity to display the
loyalty felt by many Dutch laborers toward the self-appointed governor, Ja-
cob Leisler. One day, as Leisler was walking in the street near Fort George,
he was set upon by over a dozen merchants. Wielding sharply edged coo-
pers’ adzes, the band attacked Leisler, shouting “Kill him, kill him!!” Langs-
traet, sitting on the tail of his cart along the curb, immediately jumped into
the fray, pushed aside the mob and commanded, “I will not suffer this to
happen.” Langstraet’s quick defense allowed Leisler to draw his sword and
then carefully back away from the would-be assassins.*

Although Leisler’s Rebellion ended the following Spring with his ex-
ecution, the new leaders, wishing to conciliate the Dutch carters, made
Langstraet the new foreman. Whether this was in recognition of his hero-
ism, which earned him great fame, or long service as a cartman, we do not

know. Langstraet remained the leader of the trade until his death in 1703.%
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Leisler’s Rebellion continued to seethe long after his death in 1691 and
the outnumbered English government took pains to alleviate tensions.
The same year the city government agreed to a number of changes in the
cartmen’s laws. The government increased the number of cartmen to 24
and appointed Obadiah Hietselbie, a 20-year veteran of the streets, as co-
captain. The cartmen agreed to pay six shillings annually to the mayor for
licensing, which initiated a practice that would bring lucrative profits to
His Honor and deep resentment from the trade. Each cartman agreed to
drive only his cart; leasing of carts was forbidden. This law reaffirmed in-
dividual ownership and removed the possibility of capitalistic exploitation.
For example, this law prevented the merchants from purchasing a number
of carts and hiring local cartmen to work on a wage basis. Carters were also
required to rotate the duties of “dirt” removal and were paid three pence
for each load. The carters were ordered to alternate their daily activities
between the docks and the commercial districts.

In an important victory for the cartmen, the city authorities voted to
cease suspensions for petty infractions. Although the mayor retained power
to remove the entire force for cause, small violations were now to be pun-
ished by nominal fines. This greatly relieved the constant anxiety over dis-
placement and attested to the city’s increased reliance on the cartmen as its
laborers. It also reflected the government’ inability to replace striking cart-
ers in 1684. All of these laws came directly from English regulations.

Despite the death of Leisler, his followers remained politically active and
were successful in winning control of the Common Council in 1692 and
1693.To counter this the English government began to politicize the free-
manship and enfranchise more pliable voters. Just before the hotly con-
tested council election of 1695, a rumor spread that a press of sailors and
cartmen was imminent. The night before the election John Langstraet led
his band of cartmen down to the City Hall to receive the freemanship.*

Soon New Yorkers universally adopted the freemanship. The mayor-
alty of William Merritt from 1695 to 1698 saw the greatest number of new
freemen since the institution of the small burgher right forty years before.
Three hundred sixty-five New Yorkers, representing 28 trades ranging from
merchants and gentlemen at the apex of society down to the cartmen,
blacksmiths and laborers, gained the rights of freemen. Cordwainers and

carpenters were the largest groups, showing the popularity of the small-
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scale crafts in the city. Large numbers of workers, however, came from the
mercantile sector. Coopers, blockmasters, sailmakers and mariners formed
increasing percentages of the freemanship rolls. Only the blacks of the city
were denied representation.®

The status of the freemanship not only protected the company of cart-
men but served as an ideology. As a freeman, the cartman could proudly
identify himself as a citizen of the city, capable of resisting change harm-
ful to his interests. The freemanship protected him from impressment. As
a freeman he could vote in municipal and assembly elections regardless of
the value of his freehold. His pride also encompassed his belief in his racial
superiority as blacks were never allowed the freedom of the city. In short,
the freemanship elevated him above potential competition and placed him
on an equal footing, politically, with higher ranks in society.

As a result of the Leisler Rebellion and the increased number of free-
men, local politics took on a more competitive cast. In the next few years
seminal political parties formed around the tensions arising from the re-
volt. Contested elections, signs of fraud and voter coercion demonstrated a
stronger political struggle within the city.*

In order to counteract the political strengths of the pro-Leisler laboring
classes, the English authorities again used the freemanship to pack the elec-
torate with more pliable voters. In 1702 Lord Cornbury registered nineteen
of his “gentlemen and servants” as freemen. At the same time 203 members
of the officers and soldiers of His Majesty’s Garrison were given the right
to work and vote in the city.*' This tactic, which would later give rise to
much resentment during the prerevolutionary days, allowed idle soldiers
to work in the streets at reduced rates and to vote according to their com-
manders’ pleasure. The freemanship was thus directly tied to the political
battles of the day. Rather than abandon it, however, and lose the social sta-
bility it provided, the English authorities diluted the freemanship by award-
ing grants to transient soldiers.

The privileges of a freeman provided for legal equality before the May-
or’s Court. Presided over by the mayor and aldermen, this court decided
small disputes. The suit by John Coursen, alias “Cherry Tree,” a cartman
from 1676 until 1697, demonstrates use of the court to satisfy grievances
by laborers against merchants. In August 1688 Coursen carted 83 loads of
chipped stone for merchant Hendrick Dominick. His bill for six pounds
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went unanswered. By October Coursen initiated a suit to gain his wages.
The court determined that Dominick “did craftily and evilly deceive the
said carter of the sum” and ordered the merchant to pay or face imprison-
ment. Before the law, carters and merchants were equals.*

Patronage became an effective means of pacifying the rebelious cartmen.
The establishment by the Church of England of Trinity Church in 1696
caused great apprehension among Dutch carters and artisans. Yet Trinity
also became a steady source of employment during and after construction
of the church. The annual bookkeeping of the church reveals large sums
paid to cartmen for riding timber, stone, sand and other materials.*

By the close of the seventeenth century, major elements in the rela-
tionship between cartmen and city government were in place. Laws were
codified which would last for the next century and a half. Patronage pat-
terns were established to reward loyal carters. The freemanship became a
mark of status accessible and profitable to cartmen as well as merchants.
City government showed its determination to protect the white cartmen
from the competition of black New Yorkers or of farmers coming in from
New Jersey.

The cartmen’s grip on local transportation became firm in the latter part
of the seventeenth century. They were able to exclude blacks and farm-
ers, and secured a virtual monopoly of local transportation. Meanwhile the
cartmen secured unchallenged hegemony over municipal labor for cart-
age required by the merchants and at the marketplaces which developed
around the city. All these victories were part of traditions which would

dominate local transportation for the next 150 years.

32



CHAPTER THREE

&

Affirmation of the Bond, 1700—-1745

The economic interests of New York City at the onset of the eighteenth
century lay mostly in commerce and trade rather than in land and manu-
facture. Commerce formed the basis for wealth and political control in the
city.! Occupations involved in trade, such as porters and cartmen and the
inspectors and measurers of commodities, continued to hold the exclusive
monopolies designed in the seventeenth century by city government to
retain their loyalty. Local government of the eighteenth century tended to
look with favor toward trades in proportion to their contribution to the
economic health of the city.?

The cartmen had been given exclusive protection by the mayor and
Common Council and in order to ease the stress exhibited in the late sev-
enteenth century, city officials used patronage to find a common ground
with the cartmen. This use of patronage coincided with the carters’ goal of
continued monopoly. The relative stability of politics in the first half of the
century lent itself to the attainment of these goals. The government used its
powers to ease tensions in a number of ways. It granted the freemanship to
each carter by making it a virtually automatic part of licensing. Of the 101
carters licensed between 1700 and 1745, 90 were freemen. Of the fifteen
carters whose careers extended from the seventeenth to the eighteenth
century, all were freemen. Nonfreemen had very short careers as carters.’

New York City liberalized access to the freemanships in 1701. Under
new legislation artisans and laborers who qualified as legal residents work-

ing in the city became freemen after paying a six shilling fee. The six shil-
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ling price of a license included the freeman fee. The Common Council
awarded the freemanship without charge to poorer workers. To avoid undue
political influence, however, the New York Common Council instituted a
three-month waiting period before suffrage eligibility could take effect.*

Although historians view the first half of the eighteenth century as a time
of movement toward laissez—faire, the freemanship and its exclusive privileges
remained paramount in New York City’> Over 2000 New Yorkers received
the right between 1700 and 1745, a substantial portion of white male adults.
As many as 91 different trades were represented on the freemanship rolls.®

Politically the freemen remained strong. Although the Montgomerie
Charter of 1731 allowed freeholders to be elected to public office without
need of the freemanship, politicians still paid heed to freemen. At the height
of the Cosby Crisis of 1734—1735s, the governor regularly invited freemen
“from all ranks of society” to the fort and mansion for drinks. Patronage
was readily available to freemen.’

During their relatively prosperous second decade of the eighteenth cen-
tury, 36 carters registered as freemen. Of these, 13 received it gratis as “poor
men.” From 1720 to 1746 nineteen of fifty-five “free” cartmen thus became
citizens. Few of these were of Dutch ancestry; indeed only six of the 55 new
carters were Dutch. While the expanding economy required more carters,
city government discriminated in favor of Anglo-Americans, and, in its de-
sire to provide a means to work for even the poorest of English citizens,
offered monopolistic trade protection and political suffrage. As New York
City embraced slavery in the early eighteenth century, prohibitions against
the enslaved and the dwindling number of free blacks from carting contin-
ued. While no law specifically mandated the gender of carters, no female
New Yorkers tried to break into the trade. As Serena Zabin has shown, fe-
male New Yorkers did engage in a variety of informal, often illicit trades in
the early eighteenth century, ranging from tavern keeping to hawking fruits
and vegetables in the streets, pawning used clothing and fencing goods. All
of these jobs required some physical labor. Poorer women, especially those
with rural backgrounds, could handle a cart and horse. White male carters
were always vigilant about excluding enslaved black men. Women driving
carts was apparently unthinkable. 8

The government also showed its concern for the economic well-being

of its carters by raising the maximum fees for common loads during reces-
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sions. In 1729, in the midst of the worst depression before the collapse of the
mid-1760s, the Common Council raised this fee to four and a half pence per
load. A previous raise occurred during the slump of 1717-1718. The city also
expanded its regulation and protection. of the cartmen. The “Lawes Govern-
ing Carts and Cartmen,” were issued and distributed among the public. These
codes, issued in 1729, entailed eleven provisions which carefully established the
rights and responsibilities of carters. Penalties for disobeying the statutes were
also listed. Following the laws were long lists of over 100 commodities and
respective maximum fees for carting with differentials for weight and distance.

Several of the eleven provisions are noteworthy. The first noted that
the mayor “has undoubted right by charter to appoint and license cart-
ers and also to remove and displace . . . carters.” While, heretofore, council
and mayor had divided this duty, the exclusive powers of the new charter
gave him additional rights of patronage and potential income. For the next
eight decades New York’s mayors enriched themselves on the excise taxes
received from the license renewals of cartmen and tavernkeepers. The right
to “displace” carters gave ample political powers to the mayor which future
magistrates would use to enforce political loyalty.

In a second provision the council described what would be the standard
cart for the next century. In order to insure a fair load, the council ordered
that each cart be at least two feet eight inches wide and to have rungs at
least three feet high. There was no stipulation of length. By requiring mini-
mum sizes the council sought to insure that New Yorkers received equi-
table loads, particularly of firewood. A cord of wood was determined to be
four cartloads.

A third provision required that each cart display the license number of
the driver in bold red paint on a white background, repeating an important
London regulation. The majority of other laws were repetitions of earlier
codes restricting night driving, riding on carts and requirements of service.
Black and minors were again forbidden to drive carts for hire.’

The strongest language in the laws was reserved for firewood and hay
carting. Elaborate weights and measures were established to protect New
Yorkers against forestalling, encroaching, or short-weighing. The Common
Council set up several places for measurement and announced fees, payable
by the carters, for inspection. Cartmen faced a whopping forty shilling fine

for violations. The severity of this law demonstrated the council’s concerns
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over the desperate firewood situation. Although freemen still had the right
to cut wood from the common lands on Manhattan Island beyond the city,
the island was rapidly becoming denuded of trees. In harsh winters cartmen
who gained control of firewood were in a position to make unconscionable
profits. The council enumerated fair price laws to prohibit such profiteer-
ing. The severity of the council’s laws and the exorbitant fines indicates the
great local concern over potential abuses.'

The lengthy list of fees indicates, however, that the council clearly con-
sidered the carters to be the primary carriers of commodities in the city.
Fees were calculated in a variety of ways in addition to weight and dis-
tance. The “common load,” which included grain, firewood and any other
unlisted “goods, wares and merchandizes,” was listed first. Cartage for the
common load in 1731 was four and a half pence per half mile. Items of local
commerce, including lime, bricks, staves, hoops, beef, port, pitch, beer, flour
and any “other goods in tite Barrels allowing four Barrels to each load,”
were six pence for cartage. Cartmen fortunate enough to carry gunpowder
to or from the powder house received eighteen pence per load. Commer-
cial imported goods, such as hogsheads of rum, pipes of wine and molasses,
cost the same. Large loads of sugar, rum, molasses and wine could cost up to
two shillings for cartage. By far the most lucrative fees involved the trans-
portation of trade merchandise. Cartmen who secured favor with import-
ers could count on good profits when shipping was prosperous. The lesser
fees for carting dirt and for delivering firewood may have been to alleviate
poor sanitation and to prevent rate-gouging in the winter time. Haycarting,
on the other hand, paid quite well; cartage of a load of loose hay provided a
fee of eighteen pence."

At this time cartmen had complete freedom of the streets and could
wander in search of work where they pleased. Most preferred to await
work near the markets, like the Oswego on Broadway or the Fly Market in
the Dock Ward. Carters who specialized in wood or hay delivery would be
found near the ferry landings in the North Ward or along the docks of the
Montgomerie Ward. The commercial streets of the South Ward attracted
carters. In the compact “walking city” a citizen who wished to find a fa-
vored carter would not have to look far. If the customer was not particular
he merely had to walk into the street and cry “Cartman, Cartman,” to find

service.'?
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A sense of the wages paid cartmen in the first half of the eighteenth
century may be gained from the financial records of Trinity Church. Work-
ing in the land known as the Church’s Farm, cartmen performed numer-
ous jobs for Trinity including hauling sand and oyster shells for landfill and
“ryding” bricks, nails and timber for construction of wharves and streets.
The records of payments made by Trinity Church indicate frequent em-
ployment of carters at wages around three shillings per day. Two cartmen
were together paid six shillings on September 12, 1721. A few weeks later
the church groundskeeper paid a cartman three shillings six pence for “ryd-
ing seven loads of boards and two of timber.” Single jobs for carting “a load
of boards” paid the standard rate of nine pence per load.

The Trinity Church records indicate use by cartmen of black help. In
1721 the Church paid a cartman “one shilling six pence and rum for the
negroes.” Another account noted payment of one shilling one pence for
a cartman and “a Negro from Smith Street’s Lane.” By themselves blacks
earned one shilling six pence per day; payment “for a Whiteman” for three
days’ labor was nine shillings."

At this time a loaf of “the finest flour to weigh two pounds thirteen
ounces” sold for four pence halfpenny. A cheaper loaf was available for
“three halfe pence.” Although carters were not getting rich working for
Trinity Church, even one load was more than enough for daily bread.’
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