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Prologue



NIGHT, IN ITS PERPETUAL journey around the earth, speeds over the East River and reaches the foot of 42nd Street at 73 degrees, 58 minutes, and 4 seconds west longitude. It then pursues the sunset across midtown—and the 74th meridian—to where 42nd meets the Hudson, at 74 degrees, 7 seconds. On the evening of March 31, 2005, night dropped on the FDR Drive shortly after pedestrians’ cell phone clocks blinked 5:19 p.m. Then it hurtled across the island roughly one and a half times faster than the speed of sound—just over 1,100 miles an hour—taking about eight seconds, swallowing one east-west block every half second.

Collaborating with land, water, and buildings, this astronomic nightfall, every day different and striking no other place on earth at just the same angle, dictates the look and feel of the oncoming dark hours. New York daylight is cold and hard-edged; at sunset it disappears almost without warning into fluid shadow. Office buildings empty. Fluorescent cubicles blaze on, and in the early darkness of late fall and winter afternoons the towers become geometric clouds of imprisoned light, winking off as the hours pass, as if lonely for their occupants, gone home to their apartments, suburbs, and exurbs.

Such is the classic evening rush hour scenario, still enacted in New York as it has been since the beginning of the 20th century and before. Yet it’s no longer a universal rite, if it ever was: the city’s nightfall harmonies are and always have been rich, with notes of day suspended into evening. Office hours flow into nightshifts; arriving crowds whirlpool into outbound multitudes as reverse commuters return from the suburbs to Penn and Grand Central Stations. Many of New York’s largest industries—theater, restaurants, newspapers, and broadcasting—begin a crescendo of activity with each dusk. Seen through their vast windows, lofts may bask in expensive residential lighting or cringe beneath the harsh bluish tubes of a sweatshop. The lamp in an apartment building window may be illuminating an architect on charette or a writer on a deadline. The silky forms laughing and chattering behind the tinted glass of a club or restaurant are probably cutthroats engaged in the first skirmishes of the evening, when a hundred thousand gang wars for love and success are waged at their fiercest.

Stores close, the smaller ones with a crash of steel security gates, and the quieter stretches of commercial avenues turn into rows of illuminated grill-work. Behind the red crosses that mark the hospitals and the green globes of the police stations, shifts change. Radio traffic reports and local TV news arc into frenzy. The acrid fumes of diesel combustion, the flash of wheel sparks, and the chemical-industrial reek of brakes follow the commuter trains out into the suburbs. The later the hour the swanker the passengers: the loud workers peak at four or five, to be followed by the sweet-voiced bourgeois at six, seven, and eight.

Workdays repeat themselves; night reinvents itself with every sunset. After the commute, and as full darkness is accomplished, first restaurants come to life, then theaters, bars, and clubs, then after-hours dives—all of them venues for drama, rewritten every second it plays. Glamour, lust, license, and crime emerge from the shadows and parade under the lights, high life and low life, polished veneer and sweaty beastliness. Toward dawn, as if released at the rasp of iron hinges, succubae and incubi fly out: nightmare thoughts, in check during the day, point with skeletal fingers to remorse, death, and vanity, their victims everywhere—tossing alone in bed, staring at the ceiling beside a snoring stranger, or plodding home after the bartender jerks on the lights and watches the deflated customers file out.

Approached at night by air, road, or water, Manhattan is a spectacle, fireworks that rocketed up and froze in place. Towers rise in black masonry or glass and metal against the sooty satinness of the New York sky, an effect immortalized in the black-and-white prints favored by urban photographers of the 1940s and 1950s. As you walk or ride, the towers seem to change places, dipping and gliding in a formal dance, moving before and behind each other. As they rise they dissolve, columns of windows stacked in thousands, bursting aloft against the black East and Hudson Rivers—a liquid, invisibly mobile frame to countless pinpoints of light.

Empty side streets give way to avenues where crowds sweep like squalls, then blow away into nothingness. Yet Manhattan’s dominant north-south axis makes even random movement seem purposeful. No other city is so polar, with uptown and downtown its lodestars, apparently fixed yet always shifting according to where you are, and eclectic in connotations as diverse as the city’s demographics. “Downtown” somehow captures the clashing atmospheres of Wall Street and Greenwich Village, while Harlem and Carnegie Hill, mutually skittish neighbors, nonetheless share a distinctive uptown building style and sense of street space.

All the world’s celebrated night cities have their own ways of rearing up from earth to illuminate the sky. Chicago’s skyline is as vertical as New York’s, architecturally stronger, and seen from aloft even more dramatic. But its character is entirely different—a jagged knife edge of light bolting up between the black vacancy of Lake Michigan and the level panorama of road lights stretching away into the Midwest. Paris, first to hang lanterns above its streets on moonless nights, first to set off fireworks for public display, remains unique in the warm brilliance flowing along its boulevards at night, bathing its public buildings and bridges, and shimmering along the Seine. In London, the Thames at night urges itself on, a cold void in the city’s midst; light ranges from garish Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square to serene neighborhoods of knitted, sibilant greenery and thick-curtained windows.

But New York’s verticality exerts power everywhere. Even a stranger senses the interplay of levels: subways below the street, audible and smellable through their ventilation grids, more subways and conduits below the subways, communications racing invisibly through cables and between antennae and cell towers making spidery appearances on rooftops. A New Yorker, self-conscious about not looking upward, nonetheless feels the vertical pull almost as instinct. Aviation and photography have together created an archive of skyline images that, absorbed into consciousness, project the grandeur of an aerial view onto every corner and street, burnishing even the most desolate neighborhoods into ebullience.

A percussive clash between light and dark is what Henry James might have called the “note” of the contemporary New York night (though he lived to see Manhattan’s earliest skyscrapers and detested them). In Manhattan, darkness rests at eye level, refreshed by the downglow from illuminated signs ten to 100 feet above the sidewalk. Streetlights, from stanchions that range from stark masts to neo-retro filigreed posts, discharge blasts of pink, blue, and yellow. Windows pile up to skyscraper crowns, some brooding, others floodlit and alive with fantastic traceries of mercantile Gothic exuberance. Whether clear or overcast, the Manhattan night sky behind them looks preoccupied, physically near the rooftops and pinnacles, yet also infinitely remote. Romantic moonlight is a rural thing. The city moon is aloof, hung far away in self-contemplation.

From a plane at 30,000 feet, passing on the way to somewhere else, New York looks like an organism too huge to survive, a Portuguese man-o’-war with tentacles and a tangle of semitransparent organs seeming to cost more in hugeness than they deliver in function. But we survive in spite of our gigantism thanks to the technology of connection: tunnels, cables, and tubes carry water, information, people, electric current, voices, steam, gas, sewage, images, shutting down only for repair, spelled by backups that usually somehow hold us together even though no human fully controls them. Policing, garbage collection, entertainment, medical emergencies, even lawbreaking: all demand transit, from trains and subways to police cruisers, trucks, fire engines, ambulances, and getaway cars. No one escapes: through wire, pipe, and wave, the city, the nation, and the world snake in and entangle everyone.

 

In the uncannily perfect fall weather of early September 2001, New York balanced on a pinnacle never so tall, rich, or cosmopolitan, so domineering as a global talisman. The city’s euphoria, like the investment boom that stoked it, was a product both of substance and fantasy. The World Trade Center had dominated the sky over New York for almost exactly a generation, just long enough that a million or so New Yorkers had never known our skyline without the twin towers. When the planes struck and they toppled, gouging out chasms in both the earth of lower Manhattan and the consciousness of the city, they left us, at first, at a loss to cope. When they collapsed they diminished—for the first time in more than three centuries—a skyline forced relentlessly upward since 1697, when Trinity Church raised its first steeple above Wall Street. It was a hammer blow against a keystone of the city’s pride. But in the 21st century any town that wants to make a statement can throw up a record-breaking tower; and the catastrophe presents an opportunity to reevaluate the urban texture.

And indeed new possibilities suggest themselves if one traces the urban spine backward through time. Strangely, as each new year slides offstage, revealing the city of the year before, and postwar skyscrapers disappear, the skyline seems to soar higher and higher in appearance. The twin towers, no matter how sobering their loss, were uninspiring boxes, popping up as if from a gigantic industrial extruder in the basement. They looked best at night, when they seemed to dematerialize, leaving two columnar stacks of light. And as one goes back, few towers, however remarkable in themselves, diminish Manhattan’s urgent verticality as they vanish one by one, restoring the skyline to the appearance of its past. The bulky Worldwide Plaza evaporates from its bastion on Eighth Avenue in 1989, the refrigerator-like shoulders of the Morgan Bank Building sink back among the 17th-century artifacts still buried under Wall Street in 1988, and the Chippendale AT&T (now Sony) building on Madison Avenue is gone by 1983. Accelerating backward, the Pan Am (now MetLife) tower flips below ground in 1963, and then the skyline loses the Chase Manhattan headquarters on the Battery (1960), followed by Mies van der Rohe’s fabled Seagram Building (1958), Lever House (1952), and the UN Secretariat (1947).

Yet what’s left in the 1940s, with the products of a postwar building frenzy gone, looks startlingly leaner, bolder, stronger, and taller than ever afterward. In a mid-1940s night photo taken from the Municipal Building on Centre Street (just after the World War II dimout had been lifted), lower Manhattan is breathtaking—a bold, stark, and brave exertion of force against the sky. Three brutally handsome towers, all still standing today, dominated the skyscape: the slim Cities Services (now AIG) Tower at 70 Pine Street, spinning upward to a floodlit spire; then the massive Bank of the Manhattan Company at 40 Wall Street, with its huge pyramidal crown; lastly, the Farmers Trust Tower at 20 Exchange Place, a powerful square column with beveled corners and topped by three arches and a stepped pediment.

Together, surrounded by lesser but similar structures, they make the night city of the 1940s look boundless, their eccentric forms assured, inevitable, rocketing upward beyond the columns and church spires that once defined urban tallness. The walls are stone, the windows carved into their facades. In 1940 their lights would have been warm, incandescent rather than cold, gaseous fluorescent. As one circled the Battery by water, the towers in the foreground stood up, aloof, threatening, then seemed to deflate and sink into their streets as they receded. They posed a bold backdrop against the postwar crowds packed further north into the Stork Club, El Morocco, and their rivals, and to the wide-flung skyscrapers of midtown: the Metropolitan Life tower at 23rd Street, with its Light That Never Fails, the Empire State at 34th, Chrysler at 42nd, General Electric at 51st, the RCA Building at Rockefeller Center. Nearer the street elevated railways, soon to vanish, still grated north and southward along Second, Third, Sixth, and Ninth Avenues. By day they cast deep shadows on the streets below. At night their tracks, stanchions, and stairways, visible embodiments of the darkness passing over the city, raised a roof of black noise over loiterers and revelers. Crowds streamed on and off the trains and down to the sidewalks. It was no accident that the ground-floor storefronts along Third Avenue became a favored site for gay bars; the Sixth and Ninth Avenue lines, passing just to the east and west of Times Square, disgorged and reabsorbed the crowds that thronged it.

And the Times Square of the early 1940s and late 1930s, despite lingering depression and the shadow of war, looked more alive and quicker-pulsed than the doggedly restored, upbeat spectacle of the present. This “old” Times Square gloried in its circus savor, its pasteboard, hand lettering, poster-cluttered theater entrances, its daubed-on paint, the popping electric bulbs of its frenetic, herky-jerky animated signs. During the World War II dimout unlit signs appeared, made of quarter-sized sequins stitched onto painted block letters (these made their debut and survived into the 1980s, reaching their tawdry best when the sequins began falling off). Even the paper and cardboard litter of the wartime and early postwar square was more pleasing than today’s Styrofoam and wind-dizzied plastic bags.

Even back in the mortal poverty of the 1930s, a reaction against despair generated glorious extravagances like the Rainbow Room atop Rockefeller Center, Radio City Music Hall, and the vast, scintillating Art Deco International Casino north of Times Square. But during the 1920s, nighttime New York was at its zenith, more various and unpredictable than ever before or since. Prohibition-ridden New Yorkers were mad to squander at night the money they were raking in by day, and they parted with it in thousands of speakeasies, nightclubs, supper clubs, movie palaces, and legitimate theaters that offered an array of plays and musicals never equaled since. It was a cityscape without the RCA, Empire State, or Chrysler Buildings, yet New York still seemed towering and crowded, muscular and aspiring.

Past World War I, the city begins to resemble often sentimentalized Old New York, year by year shedding height, phones, radios, electric light, subways, railways, and streetcars. Movies drop away first, then nightclubs and restaurants catering to evening and late-night diners, leaving the theater as the 19th-century linchpin of respectable after-dark entertainment. Before 1900 there were proto-skyscrapers, many still standing now, but not nearly so high. The 30-story Park Row Building with its twin cupolas, and its 309-foot-high neighbor, the Pulitzer World Building (1890), modest-looking in photographs, nonetheless dwarfed the 284-foot steeple of Trinity Church, completed in 1846.

By 1880 the skyscrapers have sunk below the Trinity steeple, to ten or twelve stories, with windows lit by gas. In 1875 the Western Union headquarters at the corner of Broadway and Dey Streets was Trinity’s nearest competitor, and was the tallest commercial structure in New York, boldly engineered to showcase the company’s prestige and its place in the vanguard of technology. It was massive, and with an intricate, even frilly gray granite and red brick exterior and a great 23-foot-high hall on the seventh floor where 290 operators pattered out messages by the million 24 hours every day. A clocktower, slapped offhandedly on top, seems to have been intended as a respectful echo of the nearby St. Paul’s and Trinity steeples.

Toward the Civil War, New York lowers its spine yet further and begins a two-century-long southward retreat from Inwood Hill, at the northern tip of Manhattan, to Harlem. By 1800 the developed area has shrunk back to Greenwich Village, then to present-day City Hall by the Revolution. Theaters are gone by 1730, leaving coffeehouses and a few public assembly rooms for exhibitions and dances. By 1695 all three successive Trinity Church buildings and their steeples are nowhere to be found, and by the 1660s the developed town has withdrawn downtown to Wall Street.

Below it, the settlers’ Manhattan of the 1640s and 50s stretched for about 1,700 feet to the tip of the island, in a Dutch-looking village of perhaps 500 settlers, windmills, and gable-roofed houses. Yet the rivers were already beginning to thrum with shipping and trade, ferries plying back and forth from Brooklyn. A market drew shoppers and tradespeople to the open space at the foot of today’s Broadway, outside the gates of Fort Amsterdam. Nobly named, the Fort was in truth a crumbling pile of dirt and wood. Nonetheless, it was the biggest structure in the new town, its flagpole the tallest thing in view, flying the orange, white, and blue colors of the Dutch West India Company. The sole nighttime gathering places were taverns, but they were numerous and filled with people socializing, exchanging news, and cutting deals.

Heat came from a hearth, light from a candle, a lamp, or sometimes a burning rush soaked in grease. Water had to be hauled up from a well as, a few yards away, excrement trickled and plopped into an earthen pit so close by it would have angered our current, yet-to-be-imagined department of health. For sweet water, untainted by the buildup of household waste, one walked north to the Fresh Water pond, fed by springs bubbling up out of Manhattan’s angular bedrock and draining itself in two streams, one emptying into the Hudson and the other into the East River. In New Amsterdam and early New York it was pristine, a favorite source for drinking water, and fed the Tea Water Pump, which survived into the 1800s (the pump is long gone, but the pond is still there, buried under the Criminal Courts complex on Centre Street, its waters seeping ignominiously through the municipal sewers). Indeed 17th-century town life, not just in New York but in all save the very greatest European cities, was little more than rural life agglomerated. Trees for firewood stood within view of the front door. Cattle spent the night in town, and every morning a drover led them along the East River out to pasture near today’s City Hall. Their return home each evening was one of the rituals, along with the ringing of the bell in Fort Amsterdam, that marked the onset of night.

A European ship passenger approaching Manhattan from Lower New York Bay in the 1600s at first saw little sign of human occupation. The earliest landmark to appear was the Navesink Highlands, rising helmetlike over the water. As the ship rounded it, Sandy Hook appeared, jutting into the bay from the west. But even here Manhattan still lay seventeen miles north, invisible, with no bridges or towers to herald it. Eleven miles past Sandy Hook, you came upon the Narrows, and found yourself nowhere in particular among a confusion of waterways, islets, and headlands. An occasional group of curious Indians might set out in a canoe to visit the ship and down a bumper of brandy with the crew, but nothing appeared that would strike a European as townlike. Six miles beyond the Narrows, you reached Manhattan; Brooklyn Heights rose up, not yet obscured by elevated roads or tall buildings and thus still meriting its name. Manhattan was a rocky headland, rising into a few undulating hills.

A late 17th-century Dutch visitor, Jasper Danckaerts, remarked that “as soon as you begin to approach the land, you see not only woods, hills, dales, green fields and plantations, but also the houses and dwellings of the inhabitants, which afford a cheerful and sweet prospect after having been so long upon the sea.” He marveled at “how this bay swarms with fish, both large and small, whales, tunnies and porpoises, whole schools of innumerable other fish, which the eagles and other birds of prey swiftly seize in their talons when the fish come up to the surface, and hauling them out of the water, fly with them to the nearest woods or beach.”

By the 1640s, the houses shrink and the taverns become darker and smaller, until they’re few and humble—like the Wooden Horse, a minute barroom built in 1641 next to the Fort. No wall or city gate, closed and locked, guarded the village after dark. By 1624 the Fort and settlers are gone, leaving a wilderness of bay, river, tree, rock, and swamp. But not a vacant wilderness at all, and not in truth a wilderness; rather, a different kind of town. Manhattan was well populated before it was New York or New Amsterdam, a forest city, home to perhaps 15,000 Indians, all branches of the Algonquin tribe, whose ancestors had roamed the area for millennia. The Lenape were the most numerous (though not the only) group, and they weren’t nomads, but moved seasonally among regular encampments as food supplies increased or waned.

Thus their settlement had all the essential social features of a city, lacking only the products of the fateful European belief that land could be owned and that owners should be planted on it. At night they kept fire and light, in Quonset-hut-shaped longhouses framed by bent saplings, covered with bark and ventilated by smokeholes. Trees grew everywhere, of course, as they do in present-day Manhattan. But the species were more various—the black locusts and sycamores New Yorkers began planting in the 1700s eventually took over and still dominate the streets today. And trees were the beginning of the city night. Pines still clustered thickly in the soil and rocks of lower Manhattan when the Dutch arrived. Their wood burned with a hot and bright (though smoky) light. Pine pitch, a highly flammable resin, made a peerless fuel for torches (probably the earliest human refinement of fire into a technology for artificial light, and thus perhaps the beginning of a night fit for activity rather than forced hibernation).

Long before Manhattan was Manhattan, long before it had a name at all, its trees made social life possible after dark, just as its land and water supplied food. An old Lenape legend of the origin of the world (first recorded by Europeans in the late 1600s) invokes these primal features in relation to the millennia of humans who would live on the island. In the beginning, the legend says, was only water, from horizon to horizon. A turtle rose from this sea. Its domed back, drying in the sun, became the earth. A tree grew in the midst. The first man sprang up from its roots; then the treetop bent toward the ground, and the first woman sprouted from its crest as the treetop touched the earth.

It’s difficult to see in the Manhattan of today any trace of that primeval island. But not impossible. Perhaps the place to start is with a pair of trees: two gaunt pines growing close together, just west of Broadway, in the south graveyard of Trinity Church. Almost hidden in the corner between the walls of the church and the sacristy, they’re nearly always in shadow. But at the right time, seen from the right vantage point, they make it possible to imagine the island of the Lenape and the earliest Dutch, surviving spectrally amidst four centuries of development.

Stand at the corner of Broadway and Rector Street on a clear late winter afternoon, and these pines loom starkly against the brown stones of the church. The steeple rises above, and above that an expanse of sky. When darkness falls, the pines sink gradually into the shadows between the church and attached chapel, the spire and the buttresses in sharp relief behind. Ignore the skyscrapers (easily done from here) and you see something like what would have been there in 1700. In darkness the brownstone church loses its shape; imagine it gone (the original church opened in 1697), multiply the pines in your imagination, and you see it as it was even in 1650—a graveyard, among the earliest in New Amsterdam.

Then, back still further, to the spring of 1643, the graves are empty, and the land is a garden belonging to the Dutch West India Company, bordering Broadway’s ancestor, the Heerewegh, a dirt road whose name meant “Highway” in Dutch. The garden, once a community resource, was gradually being carved up, and part of it was in the process of falling into the grip of an obscure, ambitious, and none-too-scrupulous Dutch immigrant, Jan Jansen Damen. He would, by the mid-1640s, own all the land behind you, from Broadway to the East River. We will soon hear more of him.

Daylight in the New Amsterdam of the 1640s, when his story begins, was recognizably what it is now—allowing only for the cycling seasonal angles of the sun, the changing composition and density of whatever hung suspended in the air, and the buildings that carve New York’s unsparing northern New World sunlight into angles of cold shadow and frigid glare. Daylight differed back then only insofar as it fell not on development but on an expanse of woods, hills, rock outcroppings, and moving water. But night light was very different, and the feel of it is probably beyond recovery. The fixed stars, now mostly invisible in the ambient glow of artificial light, have shifted their positions. First gas, then electric light, powered by alien machines throbbing all night in grim bastions at the city’s edge and beyond, cut deep into night and transformed it.

Geophysically the night of the planet—sunset, darkness, circling moon, and more slowly turning stars—is much the same now as it was in the 17th century, or as it was a hundred or a thousand years before that. But the complex of thoughts, feelings, and sensations aroused by it has changed. When the sun set in the early spring of 1643, lights flickered up behind locked doors and shuttered windows. Taverns uncorked their wines and tapped their kegs. Customers began straggling in, taking down and packing their clay pipes, and settling in for a social or solitary evening.

Men, like Damen, were probably wearing the standard Dutch costume of the period: a coat, and beneath it a waistcoat and baggy, button-studded knee breeches, closing over stockings usually made of the same cloth and held up by garters. Details of styling varied, but the breeches and waistcoat were usually of one color (officials wore black, but otherwise tints varied). Shirts, often linen, had elaborate collars, ruffs, and cuffs; shoes and boots usually rose on high heels of layered black or brown leather. But the footfalls these boots sounded in the unlit and unpaved streets of New Amsterdam weren’t those of the contented, plodding burghers with big paunches and small imaginations so comfortably dreamed up by Washington Irving. Some of them were setting out for places and experiences we can barely imagine, even in a newborn century that’s supposedly seen everything.

Among these was Damen. Sometime after dusk fell on the evening of Monday, April 6, 1643, he could be seen sitting near Fort Amsterdam in the Wooden Horse tavern, probably smoking a pipe, and certainly drinking. He was brooding over a dark secret. It hadn’t yet become a public sensation, but his fellow citizens were already whispering rumors of its full horror among themselves. As the hours ticked on, Damen’s mood grew first grim, then sulfurous, and finally dangerous. It would, as the evening ripened, trigger an explosion that struck all the notes of urban night myth: pleasure and violence, intrigue, the furtive meeting of rock-solid burgher with roaming exile, and—in the upshot—the bursting out of horrific secrets concealed by the sun. The New York night was underway.









Chapter One

New Amsterdam Noir



The Dark Nights of Dutch Manhattan


FOUR HUNDRED YEARS AGO the sun, sinking into the water meadows west of the Hudson, left Manhattan a dark outpost in the wilderness, lit only by candle and lamp flames, here and there feebly visible through shutters clapped to at dusk. Stranded and lonely New Amsterdam was, 3,000 miles from grandmother Europe and mother Amsterdam, and preternaturally silent it often was. But calm, peaceful, sunk in torpid sleep—never. Early Manhattan’s nights were from the beginning a drama of outsized characters. Insider bearded outsider, neighbor crossed paths with neighbor, and meetings might end in farce, melodrama, love, tragedy, or all at once. The triangle of narrowing island was tiny, but its life immense, striking the spark that has illuminated the New York night ever since—bringing, as day often forbids, stranger into the company of stranger and transforming, into love or hatred, the relations between friend and friend.

In 17th-century New Amsterdam the European settlers strove to dominate a borderless territory whose scale they didn’t realize and wouldn’t have been able to comprehend if they were aware of it. Outside their makeshift village, the Indians—the rightful occupants by any fair measure—still gathered in seasonal encampments in the woods and along the shores, surrounding the presumptuous little Dutch fort with its straggle of houses. European and native had, in the colony’s earliest decades, locked into an expedient but also distrustful interdependence. They daily needed, sometimes loved, often resented, fought, or murdered, and almost always misunderstood each other.

But during the winter and early spring of 1643 their relations spilled across the brink of catastrophe. Everyone was feeling the strain—particularly the two men who, late on the evening of Monday, April 6, 1643, sat in the pocket-sized Wooden Horse tavern, a warm beacon in an ocean of darkness. The muddy village lanes were unlit, and would remain so for half a century more, when feeble candle lanterns appeared, by city ordinance, to be hung from every seventh house on moonless nights. There would be no formally designated Town Hall until 1653, ten years in the future. Apart from the Schout Fischal—part sheriff, part prosecutor—and his minions, often as riotous as the drunks and thieves they hounded, no organized force patrolled the streets overnight until the first official night watch went on duty in 1658. There were no hospitals until 1660.

It was well past ten o’clock, the town’s widely flouted bar closing hour. But alcohol was New Amsterdam’s fuel, the volatile elixir that alternately glued it together and blew it apart. It was the colony’s steadiest source of income, and trade in it was so profitable that it had early on become a nuisance: a 1648 ordinance complained that “one full fourth of the City of New Amsterdam has been turned into taverns for the sale of brandy, tobacco and beer.” Any night, all night, even if the bars were shut, you could buy bootleg liquor from boats that quietly plied the rivers, selling to settlers and Indians alike: a 1656 law decried the rampant trade in alcohol along the riverbanks by “yachts, barks, scows, ships and canoes, going up and down.”

Philip Geraerdy, the tavernkeeper, looked on uneasily as Jan Jansen Damen got drunker and drunker. The Wooden Horse, set in its own small yard, was eighteen feet by 25, with a single door, one window, and a thatched roof. Probably, like most Dutch taverns of the era, it had a locking cabinet for the drinks, and a rack of the clay pipes that were constant companions, both in business and pleasure.* By the 1640s the Wooden Horse had established itself as a rendezvous for soldiers from the garrison, but also attracted officials of the Dutch West India Company and prosperous landholders who owned the bouweries, or farms (perhaps Damen favored the place because his wife, Adrienne Cuville, was, like Geraerdy, French by birth).

Modest though his establishment was, Geraerdy was a forefather of New York nightlife. Born Philippe Gérard in France, he had come to the colony with his wife, Marie, sometime before 1639. In 1641 he built his tavern on the northeast corner of today’s Stone and Whitehall Streets. The name seems to have been a wry joke: as a soldier with the garrison Geraerdy had been sentenced to ride the wooden horse—a painful punishment in which the victim straddled two boards nailed together to form a sharp wedge that rested on four legs. A wooden horse’s head adorned the front, and a tail the rear. Geraerdy rode with a pitcher in one hand and a sword in the other, probably to signify that he’d been shirking military duty by running a bar as a sideline.

Geraerdy’s customer, Jan Jansen Damen, was 38 years old. Born in 1605, he’d emigrated from Holland to Albany around 1631, then resettled in New Amsterdam, where he quickly ingratiated himself with the colony’s mercurial governor, Willem Kieft. By the late 1630s Damen was wheeling and dealing to combine several parcels of land just north of today’s Wall Street into a farmstead that eventually stretched from the Hudson to the East River and included the ground on which Trinity Church now stands. Damen appears often in town records as a precipitator of both business deals and brawls, a quarrelsome and forbidding personage, respected for his business acumen (or at least his money) but held at arm’s length because of his bad temper, drunkenness, and occasional violence.

In one imbroglio over money at his house he once struck his stepdaughter, Christina, threw her outdoors, whipped out a knife, raked it down her skirt, tore off her cap, and began pummeling her with his fists. Her husband, Dirck Holgerson, threw a pewter can at Damen’s head to defend her. Damen lunged at him with the knife, and Holgerson prevailed over this berserk father-in-law only by stunning him with a blow on the head from a post picked up in the yard.

Such was the not-to-be-trifled-with figure who now sat in the Wooden Horse. He had stayed on long past closing time and drunk hard before he rose to leave. By then Geraerdy was alarmed enough to quietly slip his customer’s sword out of its scabbard, and—sometime between midnight and one o’clock in the early morning of Tuesday, April 7, 1643—to escort him home. The neighborhood was, as always, awash in the sound of Manhattan’s two great rivers, restlessly sweeping and eddying with their tides and currents. The Heerewegh was the main thoroughfare, up which Damen and Geraerdy were about to take perhaps the first midnight walk recorded in the history of the street later renamed Broadway by the English. In 1643 it was unpaved but began near where it does today, in a wide space before the Fort—roughly today’s Bowling Green. In the 1640s, before a long-running series of landfill projects shouldered the rivers back, there was no Battery; the East River was 600 feet and the Hudson 1,200 feet closer to today’s Bowling Green. Nothing in New Amsterdam could compete with the night sky or the water ceaselessly lapping at the land. Within a few hundred feet north of the Fort buildings began to thin, giving way to a cemetery along the Hudson, then gardens and vacant land, then another cemetery. The countryside, dotted with swamps and a refuge for hostile Indians, was beautiful by day but frightening at night.

Once Geraerdy and Damen had left the tavern, they probably walked toward the Fort—a wooden paling protected by a much trodden and deteriorating earthen berm, which the town was only now beginning to face with stone. Inside, along with the flagpole, there was a new stone church, just visible over the battlements. Then they turned right on today’s Whitehall Street, heading north; the West India Company’s windmill came into view, standing motionless at night, alongside the Hudson and just beyond the northwest bastion of the Fort. Taking a second right onto the Heerewegh, they now passed two more taverns on the left, the soldier-friendly establishments of Peter Cock and Martin Crugier. Then houses—mere cottages, most of them, at this hour, shuttered, dark, dead to the world, and surrounded by sizable gardens, even small orchards.

Damen lived just a quarter mile’s up-island walk from the White Horse, but at night the muddy Heerewegh was frightening, haunted by drunks, the occasional insomniac pig, and Indians, whom Damen had good and very personal reasons to fear. The town was quiet, but not without hints of threat, even before the current tension between the Dutch and the Indians. Whoring sailors were not supposed to be abroad, but a 1638 law ordering them to return to their ships by sundown had been widely ignored. Town dwellers, seeking firewood or building materials, were known to steal out after nightfall to tear down the wooden fences that guarded outlying pastures and farm plots.

Damen and Geraerdy passed the West India Company’s gardens, today the south graveyard of Trinity Church. Just beyond Wall Street—not yet laid out and still without the wall it was named for—they came to Damen’s farm. At today’s Pine Street, where the ground rose slightly, they turned right down a dirt lane. On their right was Damen’s house* with its orchard and kitchen gardens. The land was still leased and much of it remained uncultivated, but Damen would own it outright the following year. Retracing their steps today, from the Transit Authority office building, 2 Broadway (whose saturnine bulk hunkers over any remaining buried traces of the Wooden Horse), the walk takes only fifteen minutes.

Then as now the after hours were, as Geraerdy seems to have sensed, the time for passions to flare out. As they approached Damen’s house, they found it dark, locked, silent. Prolonged pounding, however, finally roused Dirck, Damen’s servant (the records aren’t clear as to whether this was the same man as his son-in-law), who suddenly jerked open the door and, pistol in hand, announced that he meant to kill Damen on the spot. A scuffle ensued, with Dirck brandishing the gun and the soused Damen lunging at him with his empty scabbard. Geraerdy held Dirck off with Damen’s sword, while the enraged burgher stormed inside and emerged with a knife, which—in the pitch darkness—he sliced by mistake down Geraerdy’s back, carving a gash underneath his right shoulder blade.

What Happened at Midnight:

February 25, 1643

Geraerdy survived (though his wound required attention from Dr. Hans Kierstede, New Amsterdam’s leading surgeon). Geraerdy insisted he bore Damen no grudge. But this goodwill put him in a minority: Damen had become a pariah, one of the most hated men in the colony, and Dirck’s sudden assault on his master was not anomalous. For all New Amsterdam was on edge in the aftermath of a far more harrowing night a few weeks earlier, in which Damen had been deeply involved. Now neighbor was snarling at neighbor, and the leading clergyman, Dominie (i.e., pastor) Everardus Bogardus, was denouncing Kieft, the increasingly hated governor. The tension broke out everywhere: by day in the restrained but still palpable agitation of the colony’s official records, and by night in tavern brawls.

New York’s reputation both for lawlessness, and for its clash of races, ethnicities, languages, and classes, is often traced back to the 1800s. But the colony had been contentious from the beginning, founded by the Dutch West India Company not as a utopian experiment but as pure business, unsoftened by sentiment. The settlers were as polyglot and combative as the New Yorkers of later eras: Governor Kieft told the Jesuit missionary Isaac Jogues, visiting in 1643, that among them they spoke eighteen different languages. The company was authoritarian in spirit, but the three months’ arduous sail across the Atlantic put it out of touch with day-to-day events. Also, while the fur trade was still in its infancy, the company had kept New Amsterdam afloat by selling wine, beer, and distilled liquor, and the colony acquired a reputation for dissoluteness: one agent wrote back to Amsterdam in September 1626 complaining that the inhabitants, from Peter Minuit down to the farmers and laborers, “draw their rations and pay in return for doing almost nothing, without examining their conscience or considering their bounden duty and what they promised to do upon their engagement.”

But the darkest episodes of these early years rose not from tensions within the immigrant populace, but from the tense bond, half dependence and half suspicion, that had formed between the settlers and the much larger native population of Indians—a primordial instance of the uneasy dance of insider and outsider that would give the city night its rhythm. The tension could be rich and productive, but in Dutch Manhattan, it exploded in one of the most violent and macabre nights in New York history. Damen, up to his neck in the catastrophe, tried to dissociate himself from it but fooled no one.

Wednesday evening, February 25, 1643, began with a seemingly innocent supper party hosted by Kieft at his mansion in the Fort. As described by a later visitor, its large wood-paneled hall was decorated by 300 polished blunderbusses. In the study a collection of books vied with still more weaponry: “pistolls set in Rondellos,…also sundry Indian weapons, an Indian Stone hatchette, an ax, a Buckler, a poleax,” and “some Scimitars very pretty to behold.”* Among Kieft’s guests in these gloomy chambers, two were worth remarking. One was Adrienne Cuville, Damen’s wife (New Amsterdam women often kept their maiden names). The other was David de Vries, the governor’s advisor, who, despite misgivings about his employer, seems not to have known what was afoot. Perhaps it was some sinister edge in Kieft’s or Cuville’s manner that unsettled him. “I remained that night at the Governor’s sitting up,” de Vries later remembered.

I went and sat by the kitchen fire, when about midnight I heard a great shrieking, and I ran to the ramparts of the fort, and looked over to Pavonia [across the Hudson in New Jersey]. Saw nothing but firing, and heard the shrieks of the savages murdered in their sleep. I returned again to the house by the fire. Having sat there awhile, there came an Indian with his squaw, whom I knew well, and who lived about an hour’s walk from my house, and told me that they two had fled in a small skiff, which they had taken from the shore at Pavonia; that the Indians from Fort Orange had surprised them; and that they had come to conceal themselves in the fort. I told them that they must go away immediately; that this was no time for them to come to the fort to conceal themselves; that they who had killed their people at Pavonia were not Indians, but the Swannekens, as they call the Dutch, had done it.


Indeed it was a night of atrocities, far worse than de Vries probably imagined at the time because it was no impulsive outburst but a cold-blooded plot, first laid in January or February, when Kieft and his co-conspirators had secretly authorized a massacre of Wiechquaesgeck and Tappan Indians. By the time the butchery was over, about 120 Indian men, women, and children had been slaughtered, about 40 at Corlaer’s Hook (two miles beyond Damen’s house), and 80 at Pavonia, across the Hudson in New Jersey. After midnight, the raiders began returning to the Fort flaunting their trophies: wounded, sometimes atrociously mutilated captives and a cargo of severed heads. De Vries may have been struck to the quick by this spectacle. But Adrienne Cuville was delighted—as became clear when, after the seven years it took for news of the slaughter to reach Amsterdam and be acted on, the Dutch West India Company dispatched a sternly worded interrogatory to Cuville, insisting that she respond under oath. Was it true, the dispatch demanded, that “when the heads of certain slain Indians were brought to the Manhattans,” Cuville rushed out to “exult over the circumstance, and with her feet kick the heads which were brought in?”

Other records differ as to whether she kicked just one head or many, but even hers was not the direst of the night’s atrocities. “Infants,” de Vries reported, “were torn from their mother’s breasts, and hacked to pieces in the presence of the parents, and the pieces were thrown into the fire and in the water, and other sucklings, being bound to small boards were cut, stuck, and pierced and miserably massacred in a manner to move a heart of stone.” The next morning “some came to our people in the country with their hands, some with their legs cut off and some holding their entrails in their arms, and others had such horrible cuts and gashes that worse than they were could never happen.”

Many if not most of the settlers had no inkling of the Kieft conspiracy and were appalled by the next morning’s grisly news. Kieft took the brunt of their anger: people began remembering his mysterious behavior in the weeks leading up to the incident. De Vries noted that on Tuesday, February 24, the day before the massacre, “the Governor…began to state his intentions, that he had a mind to wipe the mouths of the savages.” But, as Adrienne Cuville’s behavior at the Fort hints, Damen too was part of the conspiracy. So were several other owners of outlying farms, notably including Cornelis Van Tienhoven, who was both Damen’s neighbor to the northeast and a relative: Van Tienhoven’s wife, Rachel, was Adrienne Cuville’s daughter by an earlier marriage.

Kieft had been spoiling for an attack, and apparently found a ready ear in landholders, like Damen and Van Tienhoven, who felt particularly vulnerable to Indian raids. This is suggested by another pointed question among the Dutch West India Company’s written interrogatories, this one directed to Van Tienhoven, and asking about an entertainment given at Damen’s house shortly before the February massacre. “Was not a mysterious toast dr[u]nk at an entertainment at the house of Jan Damen, by some few, though not by all then present, without the major part having been aware what it meant?…What was this mysterious toast and what was its purport?” Kieft proposed the toast, and while its exact words have been lost it seems to have been a coded permission to proceed to those in the know—including Damen and Van Tienhoven. The company further demanded, “what relationship exists between him, [Van] Tienhoven, and Jan Damen?” Evidently, this and follow-up questions imply Damen and several other plotters, having heard the toast, had then asked Van Tienhoven to draw up a petition to Kieft, seeking his permission to attack the Indians.

Nobody else at the gathering was to know exactly what was afoot until the early morning hours of Thursday, February 26, and when the plotters began hauling trunks and heads and body parts into the Fort. Outrage was the common response. The Eight Men, an elected board of advisors to Kieft, had included Damen. But his seven fellow councilors were so outraged by his involvement in the massacre that they refused to sit with him at a meeting (he protested that he’d signed the petition only at Kieft’s urging). Enmities festered for years, rupturing friendships and alliances, flashing out in violent brawls. When the servant Dirck attacked Damen a few weeks after the massacre, it was surely a spillover from the general reservoir of poison still brimming, and mild under the circumstances.

Damen was a hated man, Adrienne Cuville a despised woman, and her daughter Rachel not much better thought of than her mother and stepfather. In 1641 she’d been publicly called “a woman in or about the fort” (a prostitute, in other words) “who pays money to boot”—apparently so ravenous for sex that if a prospect turned her down, she’d offer cash just for the pleasure of the tumble. This didn’t, however, raise any impediment to Cornelis Van Tienhoven, who married her and in whom she more than met her match. As described by contemporaries, he was repellent: pale-haired and obese, with a bloated red face and a wen bulbing out from the side of one cheek. One complaint about him to the Dutch government called him “shrewd, false, deceitful and given to lying, promising every one, and when it comes to perform, at home to no one.” He was a troublemaker, an adulterer, a drunkard, prone “to come out of the Tavern so full that he cannot walk.”

Van Tienhoven was a scoundrel—loathed even more cordially than Damen. Though he was among the most dogged instigators of the massacre, he courted the Indians; when among them, he often waddled about clad only in a loincloth, “from lust after the prostitutes to whom he has always been mightily inclined” (to the Dutch, Indian women were synonymous with whores). But he was impervious to shame or to detraction; he and an abundance of similarly ungovernable men kept the passions of 1643 alive and boiling for months, even years; aftershocks of trouble kept breaking out. Drink was the usual trigger, and it tripped most readily at night.

One such incident happened in 1644 at the Stadts Herbergh, or City Tavern. Built in 1642 on the bank of the East River, it was much bigger than the Wooden Horse and made of solid stone (the brick-marked outlines of its foundation can be seen today in the Goldman Sachs plaza, near the corner of Pearl and Broad Streets). Like the city-run hostelry in Amsterdam on which it was modeled, the Stadts Herbergh offered reliable accommodations to travelers and entertainment to citizens. It also served both as a shelter for refugees from Indian raids and intermittently as a jail.

Philip Gerritsen was the Stadts Herbergh’s innkeeper, and on the evening of March 15, 1644, he and his wife threw a party for friends in one of the tavern’s private parlors. The six guests at first might seem a solid but unremarkable collection of influential citizens: Everardus Bogardus, dominie of the church in the Fort, St. Nicholas, Dr. Hans Kierstede (the surgeon who had treated Geraerdy when Damen sliced him in 1643), and Gysbert Op Dyck, an associate of Kieft. All three had brought their wives, and the evening progressed congenially until a formidable trio materialized outside the door, which fronted Pearl Street and the East River.

They were all very drunk, but not drunks to treat lightly, and must have thrown an immediate chill on the party inside. The leader was Captain John Underhill (1597–1672), an English soldier and another crony of Kieft, Damen, and Van Tienhoven. He had been making trouble in New Amsterdam for years, mainly as a ruthless and violent Indian fighter (though he was also a Puritan who had served in the army of William of Orange and the author of a florid 1638 booklet, Newes from America, full of praise for the natural allure of New Amsterdam). Accompanied by two friends, Underhill clambered up the front steps, burst inside, and demanded to join the party. Gerritsen managed to decoy him into another room for a while. But after a brief parley, Underhill sent out a provocation: a request that Op Dyck come out of the parlor and join him.

When Op Dyck declined, Underhill and his henchmen went suddenly berserk, sweeping crockery off the shelves with their swords, then battering the door of the Gerritsens’ parlor in an effort to rip it off its hinges. Mrs. Gerritsen kept them at bay with a lead bolt, and Gerritsen threw himself against the door, but the intruders overpowered him and burst in, Underhill bellowing, “Clear out of here for I shall strike at random.” Somebody summoned Cornelis Van der Huygens, the Schout Fischal, from the Fort (a five-minute walk down Pearl Street). When he and a guard threatened to haul the rioters before Kieft, Underhill announced he’d happily talk to the governor—a sensible man, Underhill sneered—rather than the group now assembled at the Stadts Herbergh. In the upshot, the Gerritsens and their guests fled, leaving the tavern to the victorious rioters.

Underhill’s drunkenness may have precipitated this incident, but its cast of characters suggests that post-massacre enmities lay behind it, because the party brought a fierce Kieft crony face-to-face with the governor’s most vocal detractor. Dominie Bogardus, whose church stood beside Kieft’s mansion inside the Fort, had become an uncompromising critic of the policies that led to the 1643 massacre. By 1644 Bogardus was roaring denunciations of Kieft from the pulpit of St. Nicholas, and Kieft ordering his soldiers to pound their drums and bellow outside the church windows in the hope of drowning out Bogardus’s diatribes. Kierstede, whatever his political affinities, had just wed Bogardus’s stepdaughter Sara Roelofs, and thus the party in Gerritsen’s parlor bore an anti-Kieft tinge, and this may well be what riled Underhill. Since Op Dyck seems not to have been strongly identified with either the Kieft or anti-Kieft factions, Underhill’s invitation may have been a pointed effort to make him declare his true allegiance. And Van der Huygens, the Schout Fischal, was an ally of Van Tienhoven; the two had sat with Kieft in a secretive meeting that may have plotted the 1643 massacre.

From the very beginning, New York was a city built on business, whether in fur, liquor, or real estate; and business depends both on the convivial exchange of favors and information and on murderous competition. Both governed the city’s earliest days, and flamed out during its nights, as they always would, but with a raw nakedness not often repeated in later history. Night here has really never been a time of stolid rest after labor, but a release of energy too powerful for full play during the daylight. New Amsterdam was also, like New York after it, a city of strangers, of natives and aliens, veering between fascination and hostility—even more the bedrock truth beneath the later history of nightlife.

Next to the relative homogeneousness and imposed sobriety of Massachusetts Bay Colony, New Amsterdam had a multinational character that tended to render it tolerant, even uninhibited. In 1638 two visitors just arrived from Massachusetts went to Claes Corneliszen’s house for a party and encountered a trio highly untypical of Governor Winthrop’s colony: Maryn Adriaensen (another irascible Damen crony), Thomas Beeche, and Beeche’s wife, Nanne. Once the wine had circulated, Nanne started in on the men, and “notwithstanding her husband’s presence, fumbled at the front of the breeches of most all of those who were present.” Beeche tried to stop her, but succeeded only in provoking a brawl, in which the participants began cutting off and rummaging through each others’ purses (both men and women used them in the 1600s). It ended with Nanne Beeche fetching Maryn Adriaensen, a formidable figure in the colony at large, a smart slap in the face.

Women generally seem to have benefited by Dutch law, which granted them considerably more status than its English counterpart. They seem also to have inhaled the air of personal liberty that permeated New Amsterdam. When Kieft became governor in 1637, the colony already had a public prostitute, Griet Reyners, and when he tried to shut her enterprise down, she moved her headquarters to Brooklyn’s Gravesend and thumbed her nose at him. In 1658, a woman, the wife of Christiaen Anthony, showed up at Hilletje Jans’s house in a painted-on beard, wearing men’s clothes, and demanding a pint of beer. Mrs. Hendrick Janzen Sluyter got into a 1659 dispute over money with a group of people who haled her into court because, they said, she had “hoisted her petticoats up to her back and showed them her arse” in the heat of the moment (she countered that she’d actually shown it only to her husband).

Misbehavior of this sort was most often taken in stride; there were few New Amsterdam Hester Prynnes. Dutch legal custom put settling disputes and resolving troublesome situations above meting out punishments, and even during its precarious early years the colony, despite its ferocity with the Indians, maintained a rough but real forbearance in handling citizens and a distaste for moralistic witch hunts—a trait still potent 300 years later when New York thumbed its nose at Prohibition. As the massacre attests, the city could turn murderous, but in this era disturbances were driven by personality rather than ideas, whether moral or political.

When rivalries ended, they tended to do so in the fatal casualties that typified the Renaissance drama of human ambition rearing against a hostile nature. Jan Damen died on June 21, 1651, on shipboard, returning from a trip to the Netherlands, leaving Adrienne Cuville a widow. Sea deaths—or rather a single sea death—also awaited Kieft, his Schout Fischal, and Dominie Everardus Bogardus, their sworn enemy. All three were aboard the Princess Amelia in 1647 when, on its way to Amsterdam, where Kieft and Bogardus were scheduled for a showdown before the authorities, the ship struck a reef in the Bristol Channel and sank. Some passengers survived, but Kieft, his Schout Fischal Cornelis Van der Huygens, and Bogardus all drowned together.

Van Tienhoven clung to public office for years. He became Schout Fischal of the colony in 1652, turning instantly into a sanctimonious scourge of the vices of others. On the evening of Sunday, October 18, 1654, he stormed into court, denouncing a tavernkeeper for permitting “drinking clubs,…with dancing and jumping and entertainment.” He hauled one of the customers, apparently a prostitute, off to jail in a cart, and piously pronounced the whole thing “a most scandalous affair.” Only in 1656 did the Dutch West India Company finally catch up with him, when he was dismissed as Schout Fischal. Then he vanished. He seems to have drowned himself: late that fall, on the morning of November 19, his hat and cane were found floating in the river—though a rumor circulated that this was a ruse, and that he and his brother had lit out into the bush, perhaps to the fur-trading lands up the Hudson.

Gysbert Op Dyck filled a few low-profile civic offices, and in 1656 secured permission to open a bar of his own in his house, next door to the Stadts Herbergh (which in 1653 had been turned into the Stadts Huis, or town hall). He served too as a messenger for the city court, witnessing an agreement for a transfer of lands to the colony from Indians living along the Delaware River. Ultimately, he secured a patent for Coney Island—a substantial grant. Hans Kierstede, the surgeon who patched up Philip Geraerdy after Damen’s attack and attended the Bogardus party, evolved into a sharp critic of the Dutch West India Company’s rule: in 1664 he signed the protest that helped precipitate the changeover to British control. He died in 1666, having invented a secret-formula ointment that was, as late as the 1890s, still on sale in his great-great-grandson’s Broadway drugstore.

Geraerdy became a much respected figure. He was one of the few tavernkeepers who in 1648 appeared before the town council and swore to uphold the otherwise universally flouted tavern regulations. In 1653, after Peter Stuyvesant had replaced Kieft, the council named Geraerdy as among the town’s “principal citizens and inhabitants,” to be assessed for the honor of paying for the wooden and stone fortification about to be built on the north side of (and ultimately to give its name to) Wall Street.

Indoors, New Amsterdam’s nightlife was still confined entirely to taverns or private homes. There were no ballrooms. There would be no theaters in New York until around 1732, no museums or formal exhibition spaces until nearly a century after that. Restaurants, at least in the form of establishments chiefly dedicated to the serving of food, didn’t exist. The day’s main meal was served in the afternoon, and in any case there seem to have been few full-fledged eating establishments as we know them: archaeological excavations at the site of the Stadts Herbergh have unearthed plenty of pipes and drinking vessels but few dining utensils (though it must have offered food, if only to the inmates sometimes jailed there).

Outdoors, under the sky, commercial sex was available, as frequent though often fragmentary court records show: the open ground outside the Fort’s main gate, near today’s Bowling Green, was a known gathering place for prostitutes, a reputation it was to keep for generations. And besides sex, the New Amsterdam night offered a natural atmosphere surely richer, vaster, and more fragrant than ever after—brilliant and serene when the moon was full, black and dusted with stars when it was gone. The town’s whispering artificial light came from reddish or greenish or liverish flames of candles, oil lamps, and rushlights. Sound and aroma came from the two great waterways moving restlessly around it (both the East and Hudson Rivers flow sometimes south, sometimes north, depending on the tides). The woods and open country, though dark and quiet, were alive with animal and human life, Indians and settlers coexisting uneasily on their outlying camps and farms. The creation of a night world as we know it, with businesses, pleasures, and terrors uniquely its own, lay in the future, a product of economic growth, more people, more business, and new technologies that made life in the dark easier to lead.

From Stadts Huis to City Hall:

The Dutch Night Englished

On December 12, 1658, as the nine o’clock evening bell began clanging atop St. Nicholas Church, Lodowyck Pos waited in front of the Stadts Huis—atop the same steps up which John Underhill had drunkenly charged fourteen years before, when it was still the Stadts Herbergh. Tonight Pos was taking up duty as, in effect, New York’s first chief of police. Peter Stuyvesant, Kieft’s successor, had been planning a night watch for years. But the first attempt to gather applicants failed in 1654, because nobody showed up at an enlistment meeting held by the town council, whose members waited glumly for a while in the deserted hall, then adjourned.

Now, four years later, Pos and eight subordinates had finally been hired. As per orders, they gathered a few minutes before the bell, just as the taverns were pretending to close, then fanned out on patrols until daybreak. Every night, in rotation, four of the eight watchmen served, each receiving a payment of a little over a guilder for the night’s work. Over the ensuing decades their numbers and appearance varied, but they were never less than conspicuous, wearing orange and blue uniforms, each burdened with a sword, musket, pistol, and lantern.

Each man also carried a rattlestick, the noise alarm that gave the force its name, the Rattle Watch. The rattlestick was a cucumber-sized hardwood contraption consisting of a handle, a cogwheel, and a clapper. Flailing the handle spun the cogs against the clapper, producing a noise like a playing card against bicycle spokes or a New-Year’s-Eve rattle. The Watch’s cumbersome freight of weapons, uniforms, and equipment anticipated the guns, nightsticks, walkie-talkies, and cell phones New York cops still haul about with them today; like their successors, the Watch plodded their beats, swinging the rattlestick to summon help in an emergency, from nine at night until the Fort Amsterdam drum sounded the arrival of morning.

At first, they worked alone, but eventually—as much because of their own erratic behavior as the challenges of the job—they patrolled in pairs, changing partners every two weeks. On clear nights, they were supposed to venture up the island as far north as Thomas Hal’s farm, near the present-day City Hall Park. In bad weather they turned back south at Maiden Lane, near the farm where Jan Jansen Damen’s widow, Adrienne, still dwelt. They cried out the hours at every corner (not as monotonous a duty as it might seem, especially when divided among four men: there were only about a dozen street intersections in the New Amsterdam of 1658). They were also required to arrest anybody making noise or caught fighting, and to keep the detainees under control until morning, when the court opened.

Easy in principle, this seems to have been hard in practice: the Rattle Watch was the butt of constant complaints while it was operating, and it stumbled in and out of existence for most of the next century and a half. Sometimes the watchmen were paid, sometimes they were volunteers; on occasion they were, like juries, coerced into service. At least in the early 1700s, women were included on the draft rolls, as evidenced by a 1734 court case in which a woman named Deborah Careful claimed she’d been assessed an exorbitant sum to hire a substitute when her name came up for duty. But whatever their composition, the patrols had a reputation for outdoing the criminals they stalked in lawlessness. Over the years people reviled the watchmen for noise, drunkenness, peeing on the steps of City Hall, sleeping in the streets, failing to call out the hours, mischievously bellowing “Rise up from bed!” long before the morning drum, or deliberately shunning neighborhoods, like Pearl Street, where fed-up residents had refused to pay their Watch tax.

When the Rattle Watch resumed in 1661 after a lapse, Pos reapplied for his old post as captain, and the council reluctantly reengaged him, noting that his previous service had provoked rampant complaint. But the service stubbornly resisted improvement, and its dubious repute endured for generations. In a 1757 letter to the New-York Gazette a reader vented a widely shared opinion of the Rattle Watch and its various successors as a “parcel of idle, drinking, vigilant Snorers, who never quell’d any nocturnal tumult in their Lives; (Nor as we can learn, were ever the Discoverers of a Fire breaking out,) but would, perhaps, be as ready to join in a Burglary as any Thief in Christendom. A happy Set indeed, to defend the rich and populous City against the Terrors of the Night.” When the outcry got loud enough, or in times of emergency, military or citizen guards replaced the Watch. In 1663 a new Indian war broke out upriver, and a large contingent of soldiers from the Fort left the city to fight up the Hudson near Kingston. Nervous about security, the council disbanded the Rattle Watch and replaced it with a military guard of armed citizens. The watch was divided into three companies of burghers, called “trainbands,” but still under the command of the unsinkable Pos. Four of the old Rattle Watch men joined this new militia. Four others quit.

By the time the 17th century drew to a close, New York had taken on its permanent name from James Stuart, the Duke of York, who took possession of it in the name of the king. The frontier ambience of the 1640s had begun to dissipate, and the colony began a slow metamorphosis from a Dutch to an English style of town life. Yet an apprehension of danger and calls for public order continued. Frustration over nighttime policing endured from the first night watch in 1658 through the 19th century and into the present. But colonial New York seems to have been better policed than either Boston, Philadelphia, or Charleston, South Carolina, its early American rivals for the title of New World metropolis. As a matter of fact, no city in the West, not even London or Paris, had a well-organized police system much before 1800. Crime was beginning to become a popular bogeyman, though in America, at least judged by later standards, much of it was little more than village rowdiness. The fabled long, dark alleys and back tenements of the 1800s still lay in the future.

1679:

Jasper Danckaerts’s New York

In early New York, life after dark didn’t change rapidly at first, centering itself in the taverns, as it had since the founding of the colony. As yet music and drama had no formal existence; commercial sex remained an ad hoc business carried on mainly outside the Fort (now renamed Fort James) or in disorderly taverns. Yet despite early inklings of the big city’s later fear of street crime, the combination of growth and a more peaceful climate of relations between Indians and colonists made nighttime activity less dangerous, and made for a more harmonious interchange between the city and the countryside.

Visitors now began to report not only the still new town’s frontier rigors but the civilized pleasures of both it and its environs. Even Jasper Danckaerts, who arrived in 1679 on a mission to save New World souls, putting aside some of his suspicion of pleasure and its snares, confessed himself charmed in the diary he kept during his stay. His first impressions, naturally enough, came by daylight. Just past noon on Thursday, September 21, standing on the deck of the ship Charles, Danckaerts could see nothing: Manhattan and the headlands defending it from the Atlantic lay invisible, shrouded in a dense fog. But the ship’s cat, frantic after its three-month voyage from the Netherlands, had scented the land before anybody else, scrambled high up into the rigging, and was sniffing eagerly in the direction of the shore.

Once the fog lifted, the Charles commenced its two days’ sail up the bay, dropping anchor in the East River, at three o’clock Saturday afternoon, just off the foot of Broad Street. After a prayer of thanksgiving for safe arrival, Danckaerts and his companions disembarked. New York had taken on bulk since the days of Kieft, Damen, and Van Tienhoven; it was well on its way from outpost to self-important colonial town. The few dozen settlers who huddled in crude wooden houses near the fort back in 1624 had multiplied into thousands and dwelt in settlements that reached as far up the island as Wall Street. Despite its fifteen years in British hands, even in 1679 New York still looked and sounded like home to a visitor from the Netherlands, from the buildings and streets, to the people and customs, to the Dutch heard everywhere.

Danckaerts took lodgings at the house of Jacob Helleker and his wife, slept soundly, and, when he woke Sunday morning, perhaps because the townscape felt homey, Danckaerts showed less interest in buildings or thoroughfares than in Manhattan’s natural gifts. He gloried in the city’s “fine, pure morning air, along the margin of the clear running water of the sea, which is driven up this river at every side.” In the late summer orchards and farmsteads, he praised the extraordinary size and quality of the peaches, pears, and mulberries abounding in this harvest month.

Sunday church services brought a less refreshing impression, however, in the sermon preached at St. Nicholas in Fort James by Dominie Nieuwenhuysen, fat, red-faced, and liable, in the heat of a tirade, to launch gobs of spit into the pews. The fastidious Danckaerts, disgusted, mopped himself up and embarked on his first evening out. He found the town roomy yet compact (less than 1,500 feet from the Fort to Wall Street), yet the possibilities were limited. Brothels were to be an 18th-century specialty, and if he saw them the fastidious Danckaerts never acknowledged the whores on parade outside the Fort: in any case he was, as a missionary, not the man to seek them out.

Rather he followed local custom and did what everyone with free time did for entertainment on Sunday evenings after the service: he headed for one of the taverns, still the universal resort of both sexes and everybody from clergy and civic leaders to the dregs, and still often open all night in defiance of ordinances. Some, though, offered more elaborate fare than the old Wooden Horse; a few had in effect become conference centers for business and government affairs, places to entertain guests, stopovers for travelers upstate or ferry passengers crossing between Manhattan and Brooklyn. They were also halls for the impromptu entertainments that hadn’t yet found homes of their own: games, dancing, music, playacting, gambling, prostitution, and recreational rat-killing contests. Practically every nocturnal pursuit not conducted at home or in the bushes took place within the view of a bartender.

Early New Yorkers navigated by a mental compass different from ours: to them, the East River ran along the southern shore of Manhattan, the Hudson along the north; the Battery marked the western tip of the island, and what we now call uptown lay to the east (this made some sense: the axis of Manhattan in fact runs from southwest to northeast, and even now if you stand at the corner of Broad and Pearl Streets and look toward Brooklyn, you’re looking almost due south, not east). Danckaerts’s evening stroll led him north by modern reckoning. Most likely he took the same route Damen had in 1643, up Broadway to Wall Street; Damen’s large farm, still owned by his heirs, had once seemed like an isolated frontier, but now it was part of a suburb that extended from Wall Street all the way to the Common (today’s City Hall Park). There Danckaerts walked down a gentle bluff, then headed northward along a dirt road that led him up to the Fresh Water,* in 1679 still a bracing sight, a further illustration of Manhattan’s still surviving rural character.

From the pond Danckaerts probably followed today’s Bowery until he reached Adrian and Rebecca Corneliszen’s tavern and brewery, about two miles outside town, at the corner of what’s now Fourth Avenue and Astor Place, and hard by the farm Peter Stuyvesant had established for himself in 1651. Rebecca was the daughter of Jacob Helleker, with whom Danckaerts was boarding, and the establishment, though new, was already becoming a general resort. Danckaerts found the walk diverting and the tavern’s setting “delightful.” But he was disappointed by his first taste of the Corneliszens’ New Netherland beer, which he found insipid; the company, which he thought dull (though it was headed by a placid old brewer, the first European born in New Amsterdam); and the tavern itself, “resorted to on Sundays by all sorts of revelers,…a low pot house.” But Rebecca Corneliszen, ever amiable, took them out into her orchard and showed them a mulberry tree with leaves big as dinner plates, then the fist-sized pears she’d grown over the summer. They ambled the countryside in the dark until a cloudburst drove them back to the tavern. Then they headed downtown, teetering over a log thrown as a makeshift bridge across a salt marsh; there were a few night constables manning the Rattle Watch, and Danckaerts probably encountered them on his way back from the Fresh Water. Safe at the Hellekers’ house, Danckaerts treated Rebecca’s mother to a blunt lecture about the sinfulness of her daughter’s way of life.

Over the remainder of September and October, he visited the longhouses of the Indians who had first greeted the Charles in the Narrows, the squatter settlement of freed slaves and poor whites along Broadway in the low-lying land west of the Fresh Water, and across the East River to the house of Simon De Hart, near the Gowanus Creek where it empties into the Upper Bay (today it’s the site of the Bush terminal). They sat before De Hart’s roaring fire and devoured foot-long oysters, fished out of the creek, which today flows gloomily and sluggishly between the walls of abandoned factories.

On November 14, voicing no particular regret, Danckaerts left the city on a continuation of his missionary tour to New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland. In 1679 it had been sixty-five years since the first ship of the Dutch West India Company arrived with its contingent of thirty settler families. Though economic conditions were shaky, relations between the Indians and the colonists, once so tense and violent, had eased.

New York was sailing a calm stretch in its turbulent history, and to people living there it must have seemed as if life after dark would forever be lived in the bar and taproom or by the domestic hearth. The town was full of life at night: as they do today, shelved, hidden, or forgotten selves took a deep breath and foraged out, in flight from or pursuit of whatever drove them. But there was no nightlife in the later sense. No transit system speeded one away from a family member’s or neighbor’s eye peering between the shutters, no sprawl of neighborhoods offered the lure of anonymity and a variety of diversions. There were no newspapers to list upcoming evening events and declare last night’s mysteries and sensations; there were, mostly, no events to list and no halls to accommodate them. One chose between a quiet hearth at home or the company of a tavern.

Night would, in the 18th century, begin a long evolution from the mere twelve lightless hours of the circadian cycle into a world of its own, a dark mirror that obscured what daytime spotlighted and showed monsters and miracles to which morning and afternoon were blind. By the turn of the 19th century, an upstart economy of night began to take shape, a market of wide-open and hidden activities that echoed, parodied, and subverted day the way the alleys and carnival attractions of an amusement park imitate and distort the streets and stores of a city. But colonial 17th-century Manhattanites, Dutch, Anglo-Dutch, and English, still noticed the moon when they looked up; saw treetops closing in where the moon’s luminescence ended; and above all they heard, felt, and scented the all-powerful bay and estuaries into which their island still jutted as an isolated promontory, sinking back into their embrace every night when darkness fell.

*Clay pipes were the smoke of choice in New Amsterdam, among men, women, and small children (the puffing toddlers were a consequence of a 17th-century Dutch belief in the medicinal value of tobacco). Cigars were common in the Caribbean, but didn’t become standard in New York until the 1840s.

*I have been able to find no definitive record as to where Damen was living in the spring of 1643. He had leased the tract near present-day Pine Street in 1638. While he didn’t own it outright until 1644, Dutch land tenure practice encouraged a leaseholder to build. The owner was obligated to compensate the renter for any improvements made to the property, and such improvements often gave the lessee de facto ownership of the tract. Damen built a large new manor house on this land in 1648, but it’s probable that he had earlier put up at least a small temporary dwelling soon after renting it. This would also account for his enmity with and apparent fear of Indians as described later.

*This description dates from 1697. The mansion had been rebuilt in the 1670s, but at least some of its 1643 furnishings and its general character may have survived the overhaul.

*Until it disappeared under landfill in the early 1800s, the Fresh Water was also known as Collect Pond (“kolk” is the Dutch word for “pond”).









Chapter Two

Rattle Watch Nights



City Streets After Sundown,

from Peter Stuyvesant to the Early Republic


BY THE DAWN OF the 18th century, a generation after Jasper Danckaerts left Manhattan, the brand-new, unmistakably English-looking Anglican Trinity Church dominated the horizon with its 180-foot steeple, just across Broadway from Jan Jansen Damen’s old Dutch farmhouse. One could still walk from the site of the old Wooden Horse tavern to the outer limits of urban settlement in a half hour or less. But construction had raced past Wall Street, and now reached north as far as present-day City Hall: the population had risen to nearly 5,000 by 1700. The new century was to be an era of change, in which distinct neighborhoods began to shape themselves, gradually acquiring characters and reputations—for wealth or poverty, virtue or vice, business or pleasure, for followers of a particular trade or adherents of a particular religion.

As the town grew, rich professionals and businessmen clustered together in a teardrop-shaped district, its globe surrounding the Fort and tapering upward east by northeast—along the East River but well back from the wharves. Hanover Square and the Fort became neighborhood hubs for a critical mass of people with money, leisure, and transatlantic connections. Knowledgeable about the latest diversions enlivening the evenings of the great European capitals, they would soon begin importing pleasure gardens, coffeehouses, concerts, new plays, traveling exhibitions, restaurants, even night schools. Carriages with teams of purebred horses began appearing in an evening parade of showy equipages up Broadway, out into the country lanes, and back again.

Yet as wealth and its sparkle grew, so did poverty and its miseries, industry and its raw-boned ugliness. The citizenry was more sharply divided by class than had been true under the Dutch. Artisans and tradesmen, who lived and worked north and west of Hanover Square, formed a buffer zone around the merchants, but further northeast a manufacturing area had grown up between the Fresh Water and the East River. In whatever was left over—the far outskirts of the settled area, for example, and the East River docks and wharves—slums appeared. The swelling population and crowded harbors meant more trade and therefore more money, but also more strangers in the taverns, more sailors loose and drunk in the streets.

Public anxiety about crime mounted, and decades before the vogue of mystery novels and lurid tales of death in the alleyways, a new perception of night as nightmare began to exert a hold on the popular imagination. Drinking, gambling, and commercial sex thrived, expanding from freelance vice and lawbreaking into what citizens began to think of not as random nuisance but an underworld, brazenly commanding the streets and menacing anyone who didn’t avert his or her eyes. The Rattle Watch, still the city’s shaky first line of defense against mayhem, was little better than the erratic presence it had been when the Dogberry-like Lodowyck Pos led it in the 1650s.

And so, even as early as 1712, decades before the onset of Revolutionary jitters, it took little to jar New Yorkers into fright, and into the belief that alien others were prowling among them after sunset with murder in their hearts. In 1643 it had been the Indians. Now it was the Africans.*

John Crooke’s Orchard and John Hughson’s Tavern:

Race and Violence in Pre-Revolutionary New York

Black men and women had been a significant part of the population since New Amsterdam days. By the turn of the 18th century nearly twelve percent of New York’s population was African in origin, and included the largest cohort of slaves outside the South. Nor did their lot improve under the English, who were hard masters. New Amsterdam had hardly amounted to utopia: black slaves and freedmen often suffered from bad relations with white settlers and Dutch colonial officialdom. But under Dutch law whites and blacks (whether free or enslaved) stood equal in the eyes of the courts. Records show that even slaves were, particularly compared with the ferocity exercised against them in other colonies, treated humanely. They could, significantly, own property and make wills, leaving possessions to family and friends.

Well into the 1700s one was legally deemed a slave only if one’s mother carried slave blood. This meant that in New Amsterdam and early New York there were white-skinned slaves living alongside black-skinned men and women who were free. In this inherently delicate atmosphere, the ascent of English law and custom, both harsher on matters of race than their Dutch predecessors, spelled trouble. A full year before Trinity Church held its first Anglican service in 1698, its officials had forbidden Negro burials in the churchyard, and later granted them the now-famed African Burial Ground—a damp, low-lying plot of unused terrain east of Broadway along the bank of the Fresh Water, between present-day Duane and Reade Streets. This location was an insult and meant to be: by now the Fresh Water had come to bear its name only as a mockery. Polluted by the area’s new industries, notably tanneries, it was no longer the scenic rest stop Jasper Danckaerts passed on his 1679 walk to Corneliszen’s tavern. The land around it had turned into a site for executions and a storage dump for weaponry and gunpowder.

While no detailed accounts survive of New York’s early black funerals, they seem to have resembled rituals imported from Africa (all the graves thus far excavated in the African Burial Ground, for example, lie along the east-west axis common in Africa and in the American South). Mourners gathered near midnight, and carried the wood coffin of the deceased by torchlight to the grave, in a procession accompanied by music and the distraught wailing of the grief-stricken. In New York the late hour, the flaming torches, the strange music, and the ululation unnerved the nearby white population—to the point that in 1722 they enacted a law commanding that all slave burials be carried out by daylight and attended by no more than a dozen mourners.

Fear and superstition no doubt made white citizens read a subtext of rebellion into African funerals, and perhaps they weren’t wholly mistaken. Blacks, more oppressed and deprived the more numerous they became and the more their labor augmented white wealth while adding nothing to their own, had become increasingly resentful. They’d been subjected to ever harsher laws and more savage punishments, banned from the city’s chief Christian cemetery, scorned for their paganism yet often denied religious instruction, even when they wanted it. Elias Neau, a Huguenot refugee who saw it as his mission to convert the slaves to Christianity and teach them how to read and write, had set up a night school for them in 1703. This quickly stirred white ire, however, because it gave blacks a reason to be abroad after dark, and that reaction surely infuriated Africans for whom this was an only chance to master the language and adopt the dominant religion of the colony.

Shortly after midnight on Sunday, April 6, 1712, the pent-up resentments of the African population exploded. One by one, somewhere between 25 and 30 Africans (along with a few Indians), slipped into the moonlit orchard of John Crooke, armed with guns, swords, knives, and hatchets. Crooke’s property was inconspicuous, lying almost in the middle of the town, off Maiden Lane in a neighborhood of law-abiding coopers. The conspirators waited until two o’clock, when the moon set, steeping the streets in darkness. Two of the Africans, John and Cuffee, then made their way to Peter Vantilbourough’s house, near the East River quays in a community of well-off merchants and shipmasters. The raiders set Vantilbourough’s outhouse on fire and waited until the commotion roused the neighbors, whom the rebels attacked as they showed up to help quench the blaze.

Robin, a slave, allegedly stuck a dagger into the back of his merchant master, Adrian Hoghlandt. Other whites fell from gunshots, an ax in the neck, a knife in the breast. There were a few survivors, but in the end eight whites lay dead. Hearing guns, the governor, Robert Hunter, ordered a cannon fired in the Fort, which woke the rest of the town. The conspirators fled north into the woods, pursued by militia. Six, knowing what surely lay ahead for them, committed suicide as the soldiers closed in. By the next day all the surviving plotters had been arrested.

Hunter tried to keep the city calm, but the rebels’ aim seems to have been to kill as many whites as they could, then—in the resulting panic—to seize the governorship. This news provoked a fury against both actual and suspected conspirators: 21 were executed. Most died by hanging. Several were burned to death. But by far the most barbarous punishments fell upon those who either confessed to murder, or who were, whether truly or falsely, accused of it. Tom, who had shot Adrian Beekman in the chest with a handgun, was condemned to burn “with a slow fire that he may Continue in Torment for eight or Ten hours & continue burning in the said fire until he be dead and Consumed to Ashes.”

Robin met with the worst cruelty, probably because he had killed his own master. He was hung up in chains near the African Burial Ground, and left to starve, staring helplessly out over the bleak landscape for three days and nights—the graves, the execution field, Catiemuts Hill, which rose above the Fresh Water, the flat scrub-covered pastureland that covered the site of the present-day City Hall, and the rutted High Road to Boston. When, toward the end, the Reverend John Sharpe of Trinity Church came on a pastoral visit and, as the clergyman later recalled, “exhorted him to confession,” Robin—near death and with no reason to lie—protested his innocence. “He said he knew of the Conspiracy but was not guilty of any bloodshed in that tumult.” Governor Hunter, stricken by such carefully pondered atrocities, wrote back to England that the cruelty of the punishments carried out against the slaves seemed disgustingly proportionate to friendship between their masters and the sentencing judges. Hunter’s remonstrations to London, of course, were of little effect in dampening white vengefulness: the city began clamping down on slaves, and a new law forbade Negroes to appear in the streets after sundown unless they were carrying a lit lantern.

In 1712 New York had as yet no newspapers to spread either truth or falsehood, fact or rumor: the earliest reports of the rebellion appeared in the April 14 issue of the Boston News-Letter. Even without the goading of an aroused press, however, New Yorkers and country dwellers had begun to nurse a race-tinged picture of the city night as a coverer of anarchy and violence. And yet, despite persistent tension and small-scale eruptions, no further major outbreak of racial hatred happened for almost thirty years, until the winter of 1740 and 1741—one of the century’s harshest. The Hudson froze solid. Six-foot snowdrifts clogged the streets; the normally arduous task of hauling fuel into the city for warmth became backbreaking. Thus in John Hughson’s tavern, overlooking the arctic icescape on the Hudson, life was even harder than usual. Hughson and his sixteen-year-old indentured maid, Mary Burton, donning boots and men’s work clothes, drove a sleigh up Broadway to gather firewood on the Commons, near the icebound Fresh Water.

It was almost their last taste of normalcy before a fateful disruption that began quietly, on the afternoon of Thursday, February 26, 1741. Down at the corner of Broad Street and Jews’ Alley (near present-day South William), Rebecca Hogg was on duty in the shop and boardinghouse she ran with her husband, Robert. The store was respectable, but Jews’ Alley—named for a synagogue built toward the end of the 1600s—harbored several low sailors’ dives. According to Rebecca Hogg’s later recollection, just as she was readying herself to shut up shop for the day, a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old ship’s boy named Wilson walked in, accompanied by a fellow sailor from the man-o’-war Flamborough, at present in port.

They said they needed checkered linen, and paid in Spanish coin for a bolt she showed them. But as she made change Hogg saw Wilson peer intently at the pieces of eight cramming her open till. She knew him already—he was friendly with a pair of servants attached to her boarders. What most aroused her suspicion, however, was Wilson’s link with people whom a city official later called “some Negroes of very suspicious characters.” Later, she named three in particular: Caesar, Prince, and Cuffee.* A few years earlier they’d broken into a tavern at night and stolen a supply of gin, which they then sold off, defiantly dubbing themselves “The Geneva Club.” They remained uncowed even when lashed for their crime at the public whipping post.

Hogg smelled a looming robbery plot; hoping to ward it off, she made a show of sending the drawerful of coin off to a neighbor for weighing. The next two days passed without incident, but on the night of Saturday, February 28, someone broke into the shop through a loosely bolted side door that opened into Jews’ Alley and made off with £60 worth of silver and dry goods. Suspicion, spurred by Mrs. Hogg’s dislike of Wilson, quickly settled on Caesar, Prince, and Cuffee. That led the town’s flared nostrils up to John Hughson’s tavern, on the banks of the Hudson near Trinity Church.

Hughson had been keeping a low profile, living quietly with his wife, Sarah, his daughter (also Sarah), and Mary Burton. The Hughsons had also recently taken in a lodger. Her real name remains a mystery, though she was variously known as Newfoundland Peggy, or Margaret Carey, or Kerry, or Salingburgh, or Sorubiero. About 21 years old, Irish, beautiful, and apparently a recent immigrant from Newfoundland, she made her living by sex. Her room at the Hughsons’ had a window through which clients and lovers climbed in for assignations and out when they were over.

Her string of aliases alone suggests a hard life, but Daniel Horsmanden, who became the city’s prosecutorial voice in the bloodbath soon to occur, and who was more inquisitive about vice than suffering, branded her as “a person of infamous character, a notorious prostitute,” and, more loathsome still, “the worst sort, a prostitute to Negroes.” Hughson’s tavern, like several others in town, catered to slaves; that alone made it a target for suspicion. And in fact Peggy and Caesar were lovers: he was a frequent visitor, paid her rent, and according to rumor had fathered her mixed-race baby, born around Christmas in 1740. In the days immediately following the robbery, rumors flew. Some of the stolen goods were found stashed in a crawl space beneath the floor of John Vaarck’s bakery near the Fort—suggestive, because Caesar belonged to Vaarck, and though the cache couldn’t be reached from within Vaarck’s house, it was easily accessible from the yard of his next-door neighbor John Romme—a shoemaker, tavernkeeper, and suspected fence, whose bar was also a known haunt for slaves.

Next Tuesday Mary Burton showed up at the shop of James Kannady, constable and candle-seller. Along with measuring her out a pound of candles, Kannady’s busybody wife, Ann, knowing Burton lived at the Hughsons’, instantly set to work, proffering what Horsmanden called “motherly good advice” and a promise to get Burton freed from her indenture to Hughson if she talked. Kannady succeeded in prying a statement out of her, and dragged her before the mayor the next day to confirm it. At two o’clock in the morning on the night of the theft, Burton testified, John Gwin (an alias sometimes used by Caesar), appeared at Peggy’s window, climbed in, and then spent the rest of the night with her. When Burton entered their room the next morning she noticed, apart from Peggy and Caesar, a quantity of silver and new speckled linen. They gave her two pieces of the silver and an apron-sized length of the cloth. Shortly afterward Caesar ordered two mugs of punch and bought a pair of white stockings, paying with yet another piece of silver.

Burton’s deposition sent the constables straight to the Hughsons: did they know anything about the robbery? They swore they didn’t. But the talkative Burton later said that as soon as the constables left, Mrs. Hughson hid the new linen first in the attic, then thought better of this and stashed it under the stairs. Finally, Burton added, on Tuesday morning, just before her candle-buying errand, Hughson’s fellow tavernkeeper John Romme had shown up. Burton had, she said, accidentally overheard this exchange between Romme and her master:

“If you will be true to me, I will be true to you,” Romme said.

“I will,” Hughson replied, “and will never betray you.”

This, to the suspicious, suggested that the Hogg robbery had been plotted by Caesar, carried out by the all-black Geneva Club, and abetted by two tavernkeepers long suspected of dealing in stolen goods and offering illegal havens to Africans.

For several weeks the investigation percolated. Then—at first an apparently unrelated event—a fire broke out in the Fort. John Peter Zenger’s New-York Weekly Journal (which had been appearing since 1733) reported that on Wednesday, March 23,

about one of the Clock, after noon, a Plumber being at work, in stopping a leak in one of the Gutters, in Fort George, the Roof of the House took fire, and the wind blowing very fresh at South East the Governors House, the Barracks, and Secretaryes Office, were in less than two Hours consumed.


Fire was not the obsession it was to become later, in early 19th-century mercantile New York. So this particular incident, clearly attributable to the roof repairer’s soldering kit, produced only shock at the loss of a few important buildings. But then, over the next two weeks, five more unexplained blazes erupted at houses and businesses in odd corners of the city. None were serious, but in a town without running water and only primitive firefighting equipment, worry began to mount, nag, and revert to predictable obsessions. Soon the city was in full cry about gatherings of blacks in the dark of night at houses like Romme’s and Hughson’s.

In the upshot public opinion writhed itself into the lethal weapon everybody had been hungering for. Caesar, Prince, and Cuffee, whisperers sibilated, were the vanguard of a ring of slaves, whipped up by Hughson and Romme and bent on vengeance against the city: a massacre of citizens to be followed by a coup d’état. The mayor, John Cruger, fell under the influence of Horsmanden, the most aroused city council member, who hammered away without a thought for scruples. Newfoundland Peggy was arrested and thrown into the filthy prison occupying the basement of the new City Hall at Broad and Wall Streets. Authorities bribed a fellow inmate, Arthur Price, to spy on her, but this proved a dead end: he managed to extract from her only a passionate affirmation that Caesar, Prince, and Cuffee “were all true-hearted fellows,” and a hissed warning to Price himself: “For your life and soul of you, you son of a bitch, don’t speak a word of what I have told you.”

But other witnesses were falling all over themselves to talk. Young Sarah Hughson rushed in panic to a fortune-teller, who assured her that her father would escape execution and suffer only banishment for his role in the plot. This evidently induced her to gush forth a flood of damning testimony. The suspected, the accused, and the threatened now turned on one another, and Peggy eventually admitted that an insurrection had in fact begun in the fall of 1740 at Romme’s, where she often dropped in to drink, sing, play dice, and linger till two or three in the morning. Around Christmas, she said, Romme had advised a group of ten or eleven Africans, gathered at his tavern, to incinerate the houses of the rich, murder the occupants, and make off with their money. She named those who seemed willing to pursue the conspiracy: Cuffee, Caesar, Cato, and Curaçao Dick. Mary Burton added that the intriguers continued to meet over the following weeks at Hughson’s, and that they’d decided that once the rebellion had been mounted, Caesar would be declared governor and Hughson anointed as king.

Historians still disagree as to whether the events of 1741 were a true black rebellion or merely a white witch hunt. Threats and promises made to witnesses weaken confidence in their testimony. Supposedly the plot called for fires to be set at night, but they’d all happened in broad daylight. A few slaves confessed to setting particular fires, but these seemed random outbursts of discontent rather than parts of a blueprint for a coup. All the evidence was thin, and much of it contradictory. Nevertheless, an accusatory mania seized the town, playing out into a denouement even crueler and bloodier than the horrors of 1712. By the summer of 1741, 29 blacks, including Caesar, had been hanged or burned alive, and more than twice that number deported. Four whites were executed as well. One was a Catholic priest, John Ury, an innocent sucked into the maelstrom when racism merged easily with New York’s already pronounced anti-Catholic bent.

The other white victims were John Hughson, his wife, Sarah, and Peggy, all brought together on June 12 to the execution ground near the Fresh Water, within view of Caesar’s rotting corpse, displayed on a nearby platform. According to Horsmanden, John Hughson, believing that a band of angels would waft him off the scaffold, lifted one hand high, finger pointing heavenward, as if to identify himself to celestial rescuers. Sarah Hughson, Horsmanden reported, “stood like a lifeless trunk, with the rope about her neck;…she said not a word, and had scarce any visible motion.” Peggy seemed determined to speak, until Sarah, according to some observers, reached over and gave her a sharp push. In the end Newfoundland Peggy died silent, and the child she’d borne with Caesar passed into the care of young Sarah Hughson.

Before the Revolution:

Evenings with the Yankee Aristocracy

After 1741, New York’s murderous fear of its slaves ebbed, overshadowed by the colonial wars, the Revolution, and the British military occupation of New York—though it no doubt added to the accumulating sense of threat that was now part of the urban night. Of course as the city grew, and began to immerse itself in the current of world events, it developed not only a secret nightlife but a public, purposefully civilized one meant to rise above the tensions and broils of the streets. Taverns quickly adapted to this new demand for sophistication, with a few proprietors lifting their establishments above the beer, wine, and grog of the common pothouse.

Nonetheless social drinking retained its prominence in mid-18th-century New York. Dr. Alexander Hamilton,* a Baltimorean who visited during the summer of 1744, wrote, “I was tired of nothing here but their excessive drinking,” and this was a common sentiment among tourists and newcomers. There were nearly 1,100 taverns by 1800, but they’d begun to diversify. Hamilton boarded with Robert and Rebecca Hogg, who were still keeping shop at the corner of Broad Street and Jews’ Alley. Hamilton liked Rebecca, who served the breakfast and tea, but branded Robert a lout: once, within his wife’s hearing, Hogg had announced to the table that the best cure for female hysteria was “a good mowing.” So, in search of better company, Hamilton took a short walk down Broad Street toward the river, and went to Robert Todd’s tavern.

Todd’s had become a favorite among the well-off and well-spoken. It served as the departure point for the Boston mail, which drew merchants and men of affairs, who made it the headquarters of a nightly gathering called the Hungarian Club, which convened a little after six and broke up around eleven, with Todd, a garrulous Scot, intermittently dropping in to deliver an impromptu lecture. The evening Hamilton attended, his topic was cooking. “Praised be God,” Todd began, “as to cuikery, I defaa ony French cuik to ding [i.e., outdo] me, bot a haggis is a dish I wadna tak the trouble to mak.” He was later heard upstairs, bellowing at a maid, “Dam ye bitch, wharefor winna ye bring a canle?”

Evening tavern clubs had become common, opening with a mock-solemn ceremony, followed by a discussion and a string of toasts. In theory it was to be a civilized forum, convivial but serious, for men of linked interests and sensibilities. Hamilton said, though, that for the Hungarian Club drinking was the featured event: “two or three toapers…seemed to be of opinion that a man could not have a more social quality or enduement than to be able to pour down seas of liquor and remain unconquered while others sunk under the table.” He left the gathering at ten o’clock, and walked back up to the Hoggs’ “pritty well flushed with my three bumpers.”
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