Cedar Bridge Tavern (c. 1750)

Cedar Bridge Tavern is an unexpected opportunity for Ocean County and, indeed, New Jersey.  The Cultural & Heritage Commission proposes that it be used to build stewardship and provide education to conserve and enrich the culture, history, and natural resources of the Pinelands region of the state and county.  

Like other colonial taverns that have been preserved, this tavern was an important element in the life of early America:

“Taverns, referred to as ordinaries, became a standard feature of New Jersey towns shortly after the colonial settlement began.  As early as 1664, licenses were required to operate taverns and needed to be renewed each ear.  In 1688, the government required [that] every town have an ordinary or pay a fine for each month they continued without one.  New Jersey strictly regulated its taverns, enacting laws regarding licensing, regulation of prices, extension of credit, and serving liquor to apprentices, servants, and slaves.  To become a tavern keeper, a number of citizens had to sign attesting to the tavern keeper’s reputable character. 

 As early as 1739, though established as places for accommodating travelers and for business meetings and entertainment, taverns had acquired a disreputable image and an act was past concerning gambling, drunkenness and other vices.” Surviving tavern account books often reveal that they served as a second home for some regulars.  These patrons typically visited a tavern at least four days a week, including Sundays, and consumed several drams of rum each visit.  

“Before the temperance movement, liquor was not viewed as a threat to society or the well-being of drinkers.  During the first half of the eighteenth century, Americans believed that rum, gin, and brandy actually contributed to good health.  New Jersey farmers pressed large amounts of apples each fall, producing cider to be consumed by the family throughout the winter.  

Next to drinking, lodging was the function most associated with colonial taverns.  In order to be licensed, a New Jersey tavern keeper had to have at least two spare beds stabling, and pasture.  Out of town travelers made up a large percentage of patronage at taverns located on stage routes.  

Travelers who did stay over could be assured a bed (or mattress) to sleep on and a stable for their horse, but accommodations came with few amenities.  Clean sheets and insect-free beds were an unusual occurrence.  Tavern rates reflected the relatively high cost of feeding and lodging a horse versus a human.  In 1744, lodging for a person cost 4 pence a night while hay and stabling cost 6 pence.  Tavern visitors paid 1 shilling for dinner and 6 pence for breakfast or supper.  Travelers’ descriptions of meals they received at New Jersey taverns range from the elegant to the inedible.  

Taverns were an integral part of the daily lives of colonial people.  Taverns served as a clearinghouse for information, a meeting place for courts, and a place of retreat for locals.  Without telephones, televisions, and efficient mail, taverns served as the hub for receiving and spreading information.  They also served as post offices, holding mail until residents [of the

area] came in to pick up their letters.  Taverns were often the only location in town with a newspaper.  Notices tacked on the walls provided information about local meetings, sessions of the county court, runaway apprentices or slaves, or sheriff’s sales.  Taverns were undoubtedly the scene of many interchanges of opinions and also debates.  At the time of the Revolution, there were, no doubt, many debates on rebellion versus loyalty to the Crown.”

Some tavern account books also reveal that tobacco was sold along with alcohol.  In addition to drinking and smoking, “men would play cards, backgammon, chess, checkers, ninepins, and even horse racing.  Dancing also played an important role in the cultural life of colonial Americans, and taverns were the most common venue for dances and balls.  Traveling musicians, performers, and exotic animals also served as tavern entertainment.”    [from “The Village Inn, Englishtown, New Jersey,” Battleground Historical Society, pamphlet, 2003]

Besides, its significance in colonial times as a tavern, Cedar Bridge Tavern was the scene of what may have been the last battle of the American Revolution in New Jersey and perhaps, even in the country.

The battle that took place there was precipitated by a series of events involving the infamous “outlaw” John Bacon.   When the American Revolution broke out, those who were still loyal to the crown were called ''loyalists'' in most places, but in this neck of the woods, they were called "pine robbers'' or ''refugees.''  Whether "refugee'' John Bacon was a loyal British patriot and an enemy of the American Revolution or merely a scoundrel and opportunist depends upon one's point of view. However, according to all accounts, he was daring and fearless.

It is not known if he was commissioned as a “captain” or he just gave the title 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 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.  There they could hide until some trustworthy spy informed them that it was safe to venture out on what, according to Salter, was then termed a "picarooning expedition.''   

One of Bacon’s unfortunate victims was Lt. Joshua Studson of Toms River who, late in1780, captured the schooner John and sloop Catherine in Raritan Bay. The vessels were advertised for sale at Monmouth Courthouse on January 1, 1781.  Before that could take place, however, Bacon shot Studson just inside Cranberry Inlet on December 1.

A year later, on December 30, 1781, the Manahawkin Militia, under the command of Capt. Reuben F. Randolph, owner of a local tavern, heard that Bacon and his band were on another raiding expedition and would probably try to plunder homes of some of the patriots in Manahawkin. The militia assembled at Randolph's tavern, hoping to catch Bacon and his refugees as they came into town. They waited until around 2 or 3 a.m., then, deciding it was a false alarm, posted four sentinels along the road, including Captain Randolph.  

The refugees came down the road from the north, unwittingly warning the sentries of their approach with the sound of their bayonets clanging as they marched. Seeing that Bacon's contingent had about 30 or 40 men, the guards ran across the fields to the public house and sounded the alarm. By the time a few militiamen were awakened, the refugees were abreast of the house and firing before the militia could form ranks. Lyons Pangburn and Sylvester Tilton, both members of Randolph's company, were hit. Pangburn was killed and Tilton severely wounded. Seeing themselves well outnumbered, the militia was compelled to retreat down the lane. The refugees halted for a short time, but, after realizing they were in no danger from the militia, continued their march down to West Creek.

The massacre at Long Beach took place about a mile south of the Barnegat Lighthouse. According to the account in a Tory paper, a British cutter from Ostend, bound for St. Thomas, ran aground on Barnegat Shoals, October 25, 1782. The American galley Alligator, with 25 men under the command of Captain Steelman from Cape May, plundered the cutter, taking a quantity of Hyson tea and other valuable articles. That night, as the Alligator’s crew 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.

By late in December 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 twenty infantry, left Burlington and headed toward Manahawkin. 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, his nephew, 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 in the battle. Shreve's men had to stop their attack on Bacon to beat back the locals, thus giving Bacon the opportunity to retreat into the woods.  The locals surrendered to the militia and, according to various accounts, several were captured and brought to Burlington County to be tried.

After the skirmish at Cedar Bridge, during which Bacon and his band had wounded and killed several troops, some survivors resolved to capture Bacon.  A bounty of 50 pound sterling was on Bacon’s head, giving them ample monetary incentive as well as revenge.  

Eventually, he was cornered in a public house somewhere between West Creek and Clamtown (now Tuckerton), probably in the area known today as Parkertown.  There he was stabbed with a bayonet and then shot while trying to escape.  His body was taken to Mount Misery and then to Jacobstown, both in Burlington County. 
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