The Infamous John Bacon


When the war of the American Revolution broke out, those who were still loyal to the crown were called “Loyalists” in most places.  In this neck of the woods, they were often called “Pine Robbers” or “Refugees”.  Whether “Refugee” John Bacon was a loyal English patriot, an enemy of the American Revolution or merely a scoundrel or opportunist, depends upon one’s point of view, but according to all accounts, he was daring and fearless.


It is not known whether he was given his title of “Captain” as a commission, or whether he just gave it to himself.  Edwin Salter, in his History of Monmouth and Ocean Counties, speculates that refugee leaders in New Jersey, including John Bacon, held commissions from the Board of Associated Loyalists, the president of which was William Franklin, the last British governor of New Jersey.


Bacon appears to have confined his operations primarily to the lower part of old Monmouth County between Cedar Creek and Tuckerton.  His efforts were mainly directed to plundering the dwellings of all well known active members of the old Monmouth Militia.  He and his men were all well acquainted with the roads and paths through the forests, and had numerous hiding places, including cabins, caves, and such in the woods and swamps, where they could hide until some trustworthy spy informed them of a safe chance to venture out on what, according to Salter, was then termed a “picarooning expedition”.

Studson Killed


Late in 1780, Lt. Joshua Studson of Toms River captured the schooner John and sloop Catherine in Raritan Bay.  The vessels were advertised to be sold at Monmouth Court house on January 1, 1781, but before that could take place, Bacon shot Studson just inside Cranberry Inlet on December 1st.

The Skirmish at Manahawkin

December 30, 1781, the Manahawkin Militia, under the command of Capt. Reuben F. Randolph, who owned the local tavern, heard that Bacon and his band were on a raiding expedition and would probably try to plunder homes of some of the Patriots in Manahawkin.  The militia assembled at Randolph’s tavern and waited, hoping to catch Bacon and friends as they came into town.  They waited until 2 or 3 am, then deciding it was false alarm, went to sleep.  But first they stationed sentinels along the road.  Jeremiah Bennett and Job Randolph took one post and Seth Crane and Samuel Bennett took the other.  Capt. Randolph himself also kept lookout.


The refugees came down the road from the north.  The first notice the sentinels had that they were coming was the sound of their bayonets striking each other as they marched.  Once they saw that Bacon’s contingent had about 30 or 40 men in it, they ran across the fields to the public house to sound the alarm.  By the time a few militiamen were aroused, the refugees were abreast of the house and firing on them before they could form ranks.  Lyons Pangburn and Sylvester Tilton, both members of Randolph’s company, were hit.  Pangburn was killed and Tilton severely wounded.  Seeing they well outnumbered, the militia were compelled to retreat down the lane.  The refugees made a short halt, and after realizing they were in no danger from the militia, continued their march down to West Creek.

The Massacre at Long Beach


The massacre at Long Beach took place about a mile south of the Barnegat Lighthouse.  According to the account in a Loyalist paper, a British cutter ran aground on Barnegat Shoals, October 25, 1782.  The American galley “Alligator,” under the command of Capt. Steelman from Cape May, with 25 men, plundered the cutter, taking a quantity of Hyson tea and other valuable articles.


That night, as the men lay sleeping on the beach, John Bacon and his men attacked them, killing Steelman, wounding the first lieutenant and killing or wounding all except four or five.

The Skirmish at Cedar Bridge


By late December of 1782, the word was out about Bacon’s hideout in Cedar Creek.


On Christmas Day, Capt. Richard Shreve, with a force of six light horse and 20 infantry, left Burlington and headed towards Manahawkin in search of Bacon.  After a couple of days with no luck, they turned around to head back to Burlington.  As they marched west from Manahawkin, they decided to rest at the Cedar Bridge Tavern.


While doing so, Bacon and his men arrived and barricaded the bridge.  Heavy fire from Bacon’s men killed one man and wounded several horses.  The troops were driven back, and Shreve’s uncle, Benjamin Shreve, who had led the fight, managed to escape into the woods in a hail of musket fire.


Meanwhile, Capt. Richard Shreve had gathered his infantry and began a full-scale attack on the bridge.


The Patriots were winning the battle, when some of the local residents of Cedar Bridge, loyal to Bacon, joined the battle.  Shreve’s men had to stop their attack on Bacon to beat back the locals, giving Bacon the opportunity to run into the woods.


The locals surrendered to the militia, and according to accounts, several of them were taken prisoner and brought back to Burlington to be tried. 

