LESSON PLAN TITLE: Major Coastal Industries in 18th Century New Jersey

NJCCS:

OBJECTIVE (S): 

1. Students will be able to identify at least three natural resources of the Jersey Shore and their relationship to local industry in the 18th century

2. Students will be able to list and describe at least three occupations of the Jersey Shore in the 18th century

ANTICIPATORY SET:

The last time we met we discussed settlement along the Jersey Shore. Today, we’ll explore just how those early settlers managed to earn a living.

MATERIALS:  Salt hay (Spartina  patens only), clam and oyster shells, early map with waterways, access to Internet

PREPARATION: Share the following introduction with the class.

BACKGROUND: 

Until the early 20th century, the area around Little Egg Harbor consisted of dense woodlands. Early settlers to this region found the sandy, acidic soil of the Pine Barrens unable to support traditional crops, hence the name ‘barrens’. Fortunately, other opportunities presented themselves. The resources of the bay, the marsh and the pines provided ample living for countless families along the coast. A few of those occupations are presented here.

Salt Haying

Tidal marshes, or meadows produced four species of grass that were harvested for varied purposes, though they were all collectively known as ‘salt hay’. Salt Hay (Spartina patens), Salt Marsh Cordgrass (Spartina alternaflora), Black Grass (Juncus gerardii) and Three Square (Scirpus olneyi) are rot resistant, do not require cultivation and can be harvested twice a year. In addition, they were available at the right price. They were free for the taking in acres of wetlands along the bayshore.

‘Salt hay’ was harvested with scythes and forks just like hay on a mainland farm. After drying for about a week, it was baled and shipped by wagon for use as fodder and bedding for livestock, garden mulch, as packing material for NJ’s glass and pottery industries and as traction on a muddy road under a wagon wheel. 

Because tidal marshes are flooded twice a day with the changing tides, access to these muddy, mucky places with a wagon was difficult at best. To better access the meadows, settlers cleverly created roadways from young cedar tree trunks that they placed right over the mud. The cedar, like the salt hay was also rot resistant and could withstand being underwater twice a day. Because the cedar saplings were placed closely together, they reminded someone of the fabric corduroy. As a result, these bridges became known as corduroy roads. Some corduroy roads, such as the one at Tuckerton Seaport have been around for hundreds of years.

Salt hay continued to be harvested for several centuries. Later uses included papermaking. In fact, the lost town of Harrisville was founded in the 19th century with a large paper factory that used salt hay to make brown paper for butchers and shopkeepers. In the 20th century, Henry Ford stuffed his new automobiles’ upholstery with salt hay. Duck hunters have long appreciated the grasses as camouflage for their Barnegat Bay sneakboxes. Today, there isn’t much of a market for salt hay. Fortunately, most of our wetlands are protected by the state and federal government, so they can’t be developed or harvested. It is still possible to get small amounts of salt hay from Egg Harbor City. 

Salt Works

Today, we take salt for granted. It is in almost all the prepared food we eat and when we add it ourselves, we use it primarily as a seasoning. We are much less concerned about its use as a preservative or as a necessary ingredient in making gunpowder. These two factors however, led to the development of salt works along the Jersey Shore despite the labor intensiveness of such an operation.

Early colonists in New Jersey originally made salt for home use only. Prior to the Revolution, salt was readily available in Virginia and Massachusetts as well as New Jersey. With the outbreak of the war however, salt production along the Jersey Shore boomed. Salt was no longer available from other colonies due to transportation difficulties. 

The Continental Congress and the Province of Pennsylvania subsidized salt production along the Jersey Shore. Pennsylvania in particular subsidized salt works in Forked River, Waretown, Barnegat, and Little Egg Harbor (Tuckerton). So important was the production of salt that Governor Livingston granted militia exemption to one man for every 500 gallons found at each works. 

Some NJ salt works boiled seawater and recovered the salt the remained. Usually however, the water flowed into reservoirs through sluice gates at high tide and evaporated naturally in saltpans that varied in size from 170-840 gallons. By 1800, the availability of mined salt from abroad forced the Jersey Shore salt works into decline until they were eventually abandoned. 

Clamming and Oystering

The bay provided a wealth of opportunities to feed ones family with excess left over to sell. Fishing, crabbing, clamming, waterfowling, oystering-all these natural resources and more were there for the taking. Clams in particular were so prolific that Tuckerton was once known as Clamtown. The clams were easily harvested from mud flats in the bay with the feet or rakes. They were so abundant in Tuckerton that a written statement reassured indentured servants that clams could not be served to them daily.

Oystering too provided settlers with a ready source of revenue. Sir George Carteret, one of the owners of the colony of New Jersey wrote of “naturally seeded oyster beds in the mouths of rivers and creeks emptying into salt water bays and inlets.” The most prolific beds were found in Raritan Bay, Barnegat Bay, Little Egg Harbor Bay and near Cape May.

It was a common sight to see wagons hauling oysters, clams and fish from Little Egg Harbor or Barnegat to West Jersey villages along the Delaware River or Philadelphia. Because the center of this industry was Little Egg Harbor, the wagons were known as 

In 1719, the General Assembly passed the first oyster conservation laws that made it illegal to harvest the shellfish from May 10th to September 1st. This led to the cliché about not eating oysters in any month without an ‘R’ in it. But this was not an old wives tale. Due to high summer temperatures, the oysters spoiled before they reached the market. In addition, the warmer months are oyster breeding season, so the law made sense from both a health and preservation perspective. 

Privateering

The Continental Congress under the leadership of John Hancock issued Letters of Marque and Reprisal to a ship, privately owned and equipped, to interfere with British shipping. Any prizes captured were to be sold at public auction with the proceeds divided between the owners, officers and the crew. Thus was born the privateer. It is important to note that the word ‘privateer’ refers to both the ship and the sailors on her. Despite the risks, the rewards of privateering were great with low ranking sailors earning as much as $1000 per voyage in addition to their basic wages. 

American privateers made a great contribution to the war effort. By 1780, over 450 privateers interfered with British shipping. Some prominent local names such as Ebenezer Tucker were among the list of privateers, leading one to believe that such activity was widely accepted by many shore residents.

The British however, were not pleased with the privateers and tried as much as possible to shut down their operations. They were not successful. So great a concern were the privateers that at one point every American ship leaving an inlet was subject to attack. 

Channels, coves and inlets were well known to local men who could easily escape a large British man of war that was unable to follow them into shallow water. It helped that the Americans used relatively small boats, rarely over 70 feet in length. Those used in back bays were often open boats equipped with swivel guns mounted on the bow.

Little Egg Harbor and Toms River were the chief centers of privateering, with Little Egg taking the lead. At one point in 1778, Little Egg Harbor was said to have approximately 30 armed sloops operating from the port. The British referred to the Little Egg Harbor area as a ‘nest of rebel pirates’. 

Farming

While the Pine Barrens themselves could not support traditional crops, the land around them could and did. Like the rest of the ‘Garden State’, coastal New Jersey proved ideal for raising a variety of crops, including Indian corn and rye. Wheat would not be planted until later in the colonial period as settlers mistakenly believed that it would not survive in this region. Orchards of peaches, apples and cherries were also planted. In the early 1800’s, many people including the Bartletts of Little Egg Harbor (Tuckerton Seaport historic complex) became caught up in ‘Mulberry Mania’. As with many people of the time, the Bartletts planted mulberry trees in the hopes of profiting from the silk worm industry. Skeletons of these trees can still be found along the Tuckerton Seaport Coastal Forest Trail.

Warm Up:                            

1. Break students into previously determined heterogeneous groups and make salt through evaporation. Experiment with boiling salt water vs. natural evaporation. Chart results. Be sure to use real bay water for this experiment.

2. Make a list of natural resources of the area on the board. Instruct students to brainstorm other occupations that could have utilized these resources. Instruct students to research other early industries and create a poster presentation. Students living in other regions should make a list of local resources.

3. Break students into previously determined heterogeneous groups and discuss the concept of relativity with the class with regards to privateers. To patriots, they were heroes, while the British saw them as ‘rebel pirates’. Which is correct? Can they think of other examples where the outcome of an historic event flavors our perception of it?

4. Using the aforementioned occupations, instruct students to compare and contrast how these occupations were done in the past compared to the present. Instruct students to share their thoughts regarding the ease or difficulty of living in the 18th century.

5. Research heirloom variety seeds and antique breeds of livestock. Try to discover why they are no longer or only rarely used today. Research and discuss pros and cons of using them again today (i.e., cultural significance, disease resistance, etc.)

Wrap Up:
Think about what life would have been like if you settled along the Jersey Shore in the colonial period. As we have learned, the natural resources of the area provided early settlers with a number of ways to support themselves and their families. Who can provide me with examples of some of the resources we discussed in the lesson and the industries they created? Do you think it would have been easy living here in those early years? Why/Why not? Discuss reasons using information gleaned from the lesson.
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