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Abstract: Nineteenth-century seamen were subject to exploitation by boardinghouse
keepers who recouped seamen’s debt by pocketing their advance wages from a future
voyage. New York’s 1866 Act for the Better Protection of Seamen, the U.S. Shipping
Commissioners Act of 1872, and the 1884 Dingley Act all purported to respond to this
practice of “crimping,” but each of these acts simply allowed for new arrangements that
continued to exact money from seamen. Even when corruption or collusion operated
and were publicly known, such practices were tolerated because they continued to
provide a steady supply of maritime labor, which promoted maritime commerce. This
article considers the misleading political development of this legislation in the context
of the early years of spoils reform.
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A nineteenth-century ship arriving at port could expect to be greeted by
boardinghouse runners, rowing out to ships to lure seamen to their establish-
ment. Once there, the boardinghouse keeper would ply the seaman with food,
lodging, liquor, gambling, and/or prostitutes, put on credit once the sailor
ran out of money. He would then bring the seaman to the dock, make
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arrangements for his next voyage with a captain, put the sailor on a ship, and,
finally, pocket the seaman’s advance wage as payment of his debt. Seamen on
shore were left to the mercy of such “crimps.”1

Stories of such exploitation circulated in tracts and songs, but seamen
were largely left to the mercy of crimps. The years after the Civil War saw
sudden, innovative protective legislation at both the state and federal levels.
New York’s 1866 Act for the Better Protection of Seamen in the Port and
Harbor of New York required that boardinghouse keepers secure a license
from a newly instituted Board of License Commissioners. The 1872

U.S. Shipping Commissioners Act established federal officers in U.S. ports
to oversee the shipping and discharge of seamen. Although the stated purpose
of these acts was to protect vulnerable sailors on shore, neither act lived up to
its promises. New York City boardinghouse licenses lapsed without penalty.
Boardinghouse keepers in major port cities combined to form associations to
intimidate the new federal shipping commissioners and resist the law. Under
both the state and federal laws, boardinghouse keepers resumed their old
practices.

However, these laws did provide new opportunities for spoils. This is
particularly illustrated in C. C. Duncan, who enjoyed a long career as a ship
captain and ship broker before he became a member of the Board of License
Commissioners of New York. He teamed up with a charitable society, the
Seamen’s Friends Society, to make New York’s law the basis for the 1872

U.S. Shipping Commissioners Act. With that he landed himself the appoint-
ment as New York’s first federal shipping commissioner. Commissioner
Duncan set up an office near the waterfront and hired deputies and clerks.
Seamen received their wages at the shipping office and were welcome to cash
or deposit their check at the in-house Seamen’s Savings Bank. Duncan was
president of that bank. All services provided in the shipping office were fee
based. Those fees generated the revenue that funded the administration of the
office, with any remaining revenue to go to a federal fund for shipwrecked and
destitute seamen. However, very little money evermade it to that fund because
the office produced little surplus. The deputies and clerks included Charles
Duncan, Henry Duncan, and George Duncan—all Captain Duncan’s sons. A
fourth son was added to the payroll when he turned 19. They were paid more
than clerks who were actually experienced in private shipping offices. In years
that the office brought in more fees, the salaries of staff—namely Duncan’s
sons—increased until expenses matched revenue. Commissioner Duncan
required the other staff members to buy tickets to performances put on by
his sons.2
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Commissioner Duncan’s activities were known to the public. His early
dealings on the New York State Board of License Commissioners were under
investigation by state and federal officials while he served as U.S. Shipping
Commissioner. Duncan even came under the scrutiny of Mark Twain, who
had been a passenger onDuncan’s cruise to theHoly Land in 1867. Lambasting
this experience in Innocents Abroad, Twain mocked Duncan’s moralism and
fraudulence, leading to years of sporadic public feuding between the two in
rival NewYork newspapers. Twain became forthright in 1883, as a new inquiry
looked into his office, calling Duncan:

a canting hypocrite, filled to the chin with sham godliness and forever
oozing and dripping false piety and pharasaical prayers. I know his
word to be worthless. It is a shame and a disgrace to the civil service
that such a man was permitted to work himself into an office of trust
and responsibility… . The act creating the ‘Shipping Commission,’
concocted by himself for his own profit, was simply and purely an act
to creat[e] a pirate—a pirate that has flourished and still flourishes.3

Duncan’s well-publicized activities in New York were mirrored to lesser
extents by shipping commissioners in other major port cities—namely, San
Francisco. The Shipping Commissioner’s office was a post ripe for nepotism
and spoils and collusion in any port. Seamen who were supposed to be
protected by the federal law continued to be exploited, by parties old and new.

In 1884, Duncan was removed from office and the Shipping Commis-
sioners Act was replaced by the Dingley Act, which provided for closer
oversight and reorganized the office into the Treasury Department.
New York’s law to protect seamen in 1866, the U.S. Shipping Commissioners
Act of 1872, and the Dingley Act of 1884 seem to follow a classic pattern of
political development. Reformers invoked a vulnerable sailor to legitimize the
use of protective statutory authority, much like the use of gender as an
“entering wedge” for labor legislation in the Progressive Era.4 In an apparent
transition from courts to parties, protection of seamen transitioned from
admiralty law to state regulation to federal administration.5 Administrative
capacity developed, with a state government first setting up a licensing
commission as an early innovation. That was replaced by a new federal
position that took in revenue, applied standards, and eventually provided
more centralized administrative oversight over the far-flung shipping com-
missioners to keep in line with rules.6 Passed soon after the Pendleton Act, the
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Dingley Act signaled a reform of Duncan-style spoils, but, like its predeces-
sors, it did not protect seamen from crimps.

This series of laws is better understood within the relationship between
charitable societies and nascent reformof the spoils system. Protecting seamen
was a chance for commercial interests to join benevolent reformers to try to
remove patronage appointments from maritime affairs in port. Commercial,
and later, shipowning, interests had their own frustrations with the spoils
system but were not themselves reformers; they relied on the authority to
protect seamen to bypass the typical patronage system and establish practices
that served their own interests. Despite mimicking the patterns of political
development, the uses of legislative and administrative authority and innova-
tion did not fulfill their purposes and were never really intended to. Congress
established a new federal office to protect seamen, but the impetus arose from
commercial interests in an era of spoils and operated as such.

The federal government always had the authority to protect sailors under
its authority over maritime affairs, unlike other occupations, which would not
achieve workers’ protection until the Progressive Era and New Deal. The
federal government regulated and protected seamen from the start. The First
Congress passed the “fugitive seaman law” to enable masters to retrieve sailors
who deserted a ship.7 Maritime labor was regulated under admiralty law.8

Protection certificates provided proof of citizenship to prevent American
sailors from being impressed into the British navy.9 Federal law required that
a medicine chest be kept on ships.10 Sailors paid into the fund for relief of sick
and disabled seamen to receive health care on shore. Excess funds funded the
construction of Marine Hospitals.11

There were no federal efforts to protect seamen from predatory board-
inghouse keepers until 1872. Maritime historians have suggested that crimping
was tolerated because it provided a supply of labor for outgoing ships. Crimps
played an instrumental role in the labor market, saving masters the work of
rounding up crews.12 The use of federal authority in matters pertaining to
seamen—returning fugitive seamen, admiralty law, protection certificates,
medicine chests, and marine hospitals—served the purpose of promoting
maritime commerce.13 Maritime commerce was a significant source of federal
revenue, and promoting its smooth flow benefited the nation’s economy.14 In
the case of crimping, the government’s inaction allowed the boardinghouse
keeper to operate as a nonstate actor to provide labor, and the need to protect
sailors was moot. Seamen’s welfare was incidental to promoting maritime
commerce, and if crimps got sailors on board ships, then there was no need to
protect sailors from them.
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The puzzle, then, is not why the federal government was slow to protect
sailors from crimping but, rather, why it suddenly did in the years after the
Civil War. Legislators took an interest in seamen in a time of changing labor
conditions. The Golden Age of Sail was waning, and the Yankee Sailor was
becoming a thing of the past.15 Young men could now find work in growing
industries on land rather than the harsh conditions on board ships. The
shipping industry found itself with a labor shortage, particularly for the
growing timber trade and deep water voyages out of Pacific ports. This
situation led to increases in crimping, and its iteration, “Shanghaiing.”16

Crimping was generally known as a boardinghouse keeper pocketing the
advance wages of a sailor. Stories of Shanghaiing involved a sailor getting
drunk and waking to find himself on a long, deep sea voyage, which was
essentially kidnapping. In west coast ports, boarding masters who procured
sailors would expect to be paid blood money, a bonus for each sailor that they
brought before a captain, the cost of which was passed along to sailors and
taken from their advance wages.17

Crimpingmade for a really good story, told and sung by both seamen and
by those who took on the task of coming to their aid.18 Seamen set themselves
apart from land-based workers, peripatetic, with distinctive patois and pecu-
liar clothing, perhaps tarred so as to waterproof them, earning the moniker,
“Jack Tar.”19 He disembarked, with wages in his pocket, ready to make merry
to escape the harsh labor aboard ship.20 These colorful depictions of seamen
on shoremade them ripe for caricature. Combined with stories of crimps, they
could be further cast as vulnerable rubes, taken advantage of. It is quite likely
that crimping took on a life of its own in stories. Nevertheless, crimping did
actually happen.21 At the heart of the lore of crimps lay the actual power that
they wielded, not just over the fate of vulnerable seamen but as an organized
network of boardinghouse keepers, owners of bars and dance halls, tailors,
bought-off officials, and the numerous runners and such they employed.22 The
crimps controlled an organized syndicate in the insular landscape of the
waterfront.23

Christian benevolent societies tried to crack that monopoly. Associations
coming to the spiritual and material aid of seamen sprung up early in the
nineteenth century, during the Second Great Awakening.24 The American
Seamen’s Friend Society was organized in 1828. Local chapters established
outreach efforts in port cities across the country and around the globe. Society
members distributed thousands of ecumenical tracts and offered schooling for
sea apprentices, sea boys, and adult seamen and their families. They opened
register offices and savings banks in port cities. They provided reading rooms
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in boardinghouses where alcohol was prohibited and wages could be safe.25

They erected buildings near the waterfront as an alternative to sailors’
boardinghouses. They promised a meal, bed, and literature—religious and
otherwise—for any sailor who was willing to give up drink during his stay and
enjoy a safe harbor from the depravity of drink, prostitution, and gambling
that pervaded the waterfront.

Seamen’s Friends Societies routinely lamented that they did not host as
many sailors as theywould like.26 Sailors liked the sailors’ boardinghouses, and
they kept returning to them. The boardinghouse keeper–sailor relationship
was both exploitative and comradely; the boardinghouse keeper and his
runners may well have been former sailors who knew how to cajole the sailor
and take him into his confidence. He entertained the sailor even as he stripped
him of his wages. He could be counted on to hide a sailor who needed it or set
him up with fake papers.27 The charitable societies knew they were in
competition with the revelry of the sailors’ boardinghouse. They circulated
narratives about the beleaguered seaman, which was reinforced in popular
literature, where crimps were notorious for swindling vulnerable seamen and
become known as one of the many dangers of the big city.28 In these accounts,
newly arrived seamen were “inveigled” into the boarding master’s den, where
they would be “victimized in every way,”29 in a Sodom and Gomorrah, with
“wretched” seamen subject to “vile women” and the “irresistible bait of liquor
and good cheer” set on robbing him of his wages and leaving him ruined and
with nothing to do but subject himself to the travails of the hard conditions
aboard ship once again.30

Reformers had long circulated these cautionary tales and were largely
ignored, but with a labor shortage and quality issue emerging, their stories
could be taken up by others. Sailors were just not the sort of sailors they used to
be. In 1855, the New York Seamen’s Friend Society noted the decline in the
number of seamen, who were turning to jobs on land, or to the gold rush, or if
they were Scandinavian, joining the Eastern War. Nevertheless, tonnage had
increased and ships were manned by “incompetent, worthless” men.31 This
scarcity of seamen presented a stark visibility of sailors who had “deteriorated
in character,”with a “forecastle now often filled with rascals and runaways.”32

The Baltimore Chamber of Commerce had sent a resolution to Congress in
1854 for a federal apprenticeship program, but it was considered to impede
states’ rights.33 The National Board of Trade petitioned Congress for an
apprenticeship program in 1870, noting foreigners “coming from the lowest
and most degraded classes in Europe.”34 They blamed the boardinghouse
keepers for corrupting seamen.35 The narrative of exploited sailors long
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circulated by Seamen’s Friends was now taken up by others who wanted to
clean up crews and ensure a steady supply of reliable labor for the shipping
industry. With a wider interest in the quality and the shape of seamen, at last
there was a reason for legislatures to provide for the protection of seamen from
boardinghouse keepers.

early civil service reform

The concern for the quality of seamen coincided with the early days of civil
service reform. New York was a center of the spoils system, with the Demo-
cratic Tweed Ring running New York City politics until 1871. A faction of the
Republican Party, led by Roscoe Conkling, controlled federal appointments in
the city, particularly the U.S. Custom House and Post Office, with the level of
patronage in the custom house approaching that of Tammany Hall.36 In the
1869–70 fiscal year, customs accounted for $194.5million of the $411.2million
in federal revenue, and New York’s was the largest.37 The custom house
included hundreds of salaried positions, from Collector to clerks to inspectors
to porters, all of those positions ready to be filled with party loyalists.38 As Civil
Service Reform Association member Dorman Eaton described, “Henchmen,
personal favorites of every grade, political wire pullers and partisan manipu-
lators of every hue and character rushed into the Custom-House and took the
salaries.”Official business was neglected, with shipments delayed. “Bribes and
extortions were made conditions of doing the public business.”39 The use of
spoils was open to any party. The party in power could award its loyalists, and
the out-party could promise jobs if elected.40

Major reform would finally come with the Pendleton Act of 1883, but that
arrived after years of repeated attempts and setbacks. During this period,
members of any party were quite capable of simultaneously engaging in
reform and delivering spoils.41 President Grant’s short-lived Civil Service
Commission was an early measure, but he aligned his political power with
the Conkling faction and continued to enjoy the benefits of patronage.42 In
1871 a newly created Committee on Investigation and Retrenchment looked
into rumored collusion and bribery in the New York Custom House. The
process seemed rigged from the start. The Senate used an unconventional
method of selecting committeemembers, choosing them by resolution, result-
ing in six of the seven committee members being those who were explicitly
hostile to a rigorous investigation of the civil service and the custom house.43

Chaired by Senator William Buckingham of Connecticut, the committee
decamped to New York City to hear the testimony of 150witnesses, producing
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2,200 pages of testimony. The majority report recounted plenty of stories but
found no “monstrous abuse.”44 The committee admitted that all of the
testimony was “partial and partisan,” and this investigation could not serve
as the basis of major reform of custom houses.45 The minority Senate Report
noted its surprise that the majority submitted its report before all the hearings
were done.46

Although the committee report was inconclusive about actual proof of
corruption, the thousands of pages of testimony did expose some of the
standard operations of the custom house. First was the use of political
assessment. Once they got a position, clerks needed to return the favor by
paying the party out of their salary. They made up for the cost by exacting
bribes from those whose goods passed through the custom house. 47 Second,
the moiety system invited custom house officials to find goods to be fraudu-
lent. The person who identified fraud was awarded one-third of the confis-
cated goods, the top officials of the custom house another third.48 This
incentive system sent custom house staff actively looking for fraud. Third
and most notoriously, the investigation revealed the dealing behind the
general-order business. Goods that passed through customs remaining
unclaimed after 48 hours were sent to warehouses by the Collector of the
Port. Those warehouses were a source of spoils.49 The testimony revealed the
extent to which George Leet and his partner Wilbur Stocking were granted a
monopoly on the custom house’s use of warehouses.50 The cost of all these
practices was passed along to the merchants whose goods passed through the
custom house. Spoils were bad for business.51

Spoils led to negligence of duty, delays, bribery, warehousing decisions,
and other practices that held up goods arriving at port. New York bankers and
financiers, in competition with the banks of Tammany Hall, ended the Ring
and its banks as well, securing dominance over banking again.52 The spoils
system meted out jobs of unqualified and uninterested rank-and-file party
members, who did not deliver government services.53 In New York, the
Chamber of Commerce protected business interests from patronage, and it
was enlisted in the investigation of the customhouse.While hearing testimony
in New York, Senator Buckingham asked the Chamber for any suggestions
that would ensure the “faithful collection of revenue without fraud and the
least possible embarrassment to commerce.”54 The Chamber formed a special
committee and forwarded recommendations.55

The New York Chamber of Commerce had a long interest in port affairs.
It monitored the use of quarantine to be sure that public health measures did
not exceed their authority and hold up ships and crews in harbor.56 It
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promoted liberal compensation for mail service by ship. It sided with business
interests in the local coopers strike.57 It urged Congress to protect American
shipping interests.58 Given that maritime goods had to pass through the
custom house, the New York Chamber of Commerce was closely interested
in the New York custom house. In 1857 the Chamber assisted the New York
custom house with a schedule of fees and storage rates.59 The Chamber was
concerned about rates charged to move goods through the New York harbor
and through payment of duties, particularly when these tasks required pay-
ment to officials. It fostered an opposition to bribery, joining the Produce
Exchange, Grocers Board of Trade, Shipowners Association, and Vessel
Owners Association to demand an end to harbormasters passing along their
party costs to the merchants who used their services. A committee comprised
of these groups recommended that movement and management of the docks
be placed under Dock Commissioners, providing free services to shipping.60

The recognized but unprovable practices of the custom house revealed in the
investigation passed costs along to merchants. The Chamber of Commerce
was supportive of measures that secured public officials from political influ-
ence in getting the job or in its operation. The Shipping Commissioners Act,
erecting a federal official to oversee shipping of sailors through appointment
by federal circuit court judges, offered a possible alternative to the familiar
spoils system.

new york 1866 act for the better protection of seamen

NewYorkwas one of the first states to protect seamenwith the 1866Act for the
Better Protection of Seamen in the Port and Harbor of New York. The
Seaman’s Friends Society claimed it had long been interested in obtaining
this “humane and beneficent” law.61 The inclusion of maritime labor in
admiralty law preserved it from state interference, but if localities wanted to
act on maritime affairs that affected their city and did not actively contradict
admiralty law they could act.62 There was a precedent for it, with antebellum
Supreme Court decisions, such as Cooley v. Board of Wardens and Mayor of
New York v. Miln, recognizing that local governments could regulate local
piloting and surety bonds for immigrants, respectively, if they did not interfere
with a congressional exercise of the commerce clause.63 The use of pauper
bonds, which was upheld inMiln, requiredmasters of immigrant ships to post
bonds for the passengers to guard against the city having to care for them
under the poor laws, putting an inconvenience upon shipowners.64 This
practice gave rise to shipbrokers, who assumed responsibility in place of the
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shipowners and took advantage of immigrants.65 Reformers urged the state to
pass a law in 1847, erecting a Commissioner to oversee the arrival of emigrants
in New York. The Commission established itself at Castle Garden, warding off
immigrant boardinghouse keepers and their runners.66 That commission
lasted from 1847 until 1860, years before the act to protect seamen, providing
the state with the authority and capacity to prevent boardinghouse runners
from interfering in arriving ships.

Under the 1866 act, the only person who could board a ship before it was
fixed to the wharf was a pilot or a public official. Runners were prohibited from
rowing out to greet incoming ships. Boardinghouse keepers could only board
the ship once it was docked, and they had to be licensed. The law created a
Board of Commissioners in New York and Brooklyn that would license
sailors’ boardinghouses and maintain a system of inspections. The board
would be comprised of members of The Chamber of Commerce of the State
of New York, the American Seamen’s Friend Society in New York, the
New York Board of Underwriters, the Marine Society of New York, and the
Society for Promoting the Gospel among Seamen in the Port of New York.
After paying expenses of the Board, any additional revenue would be directed
toward the fund for shipwrecked and destitute seamen.67

Reformers were optimistic, as the Board was expected to crack down on
unlicensed boardinghouses.68 Within just a few years, however, The Seamen’s
Friend noted that licensing was honored in the breach. A license might be
displayed at a boardinghouse, but it was likely to be expired, as the Board was
lax in issuing licenses. The Board had no enforcement authority, and board-
inghouses simply flouted it.69 Revenue cutters roamed the harbor, but they
were federal boats looking for customs violations, not violations of the state
law regarding boardinghouse keepers, so runners were back to their old
practice of rowing out to ships.70 Shipowners were “compelled to abandon
the sailor to the mercy of his tyrants”71 and to go back to staffing crews from
sailors’ boardinghouses.

Among themembers of this ineffectual Board was Captain Duncan. 72 He
fostered ties with benevolent groups, becoming an officer of the Seamen’s
Benevolent Association in 1869.73 Duncan’s tension with Twain emerged as he
was shaping the licensing board in his own favor. He was not faithfully
implementing the law, and he was using the office for graft. Surplus funds
were to go to the fund for shipwrecked and destitute seamen, but very little
actuallymade it there. The rest of the revenuewent back into administration of
the Board of License Commissioners, of whichDuncanwas eventually the sole

564 | Sailors, Crimps, and Commerce

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030622000203 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0898030622000203


member.74 The Board never got around tomaking bylaws. The Board stopped
penalizing boardinghouses for violations of the 1866 law.75

u.s. shipping commissioners act of 1872

By the time these infractions weremade public, Duncan had left the NewYork
Board of License Commissioners to become the first Shipping Commissioner
of New York under the federal Shipping Commissioners Act of 1872, an act
that he and the Seamen’s Friends had a hand in promoting. The Seamen’s
Friend Society of New York was among the “powerful humane societies” that
first petitioned the U.S. House of Representatives in 1870 for its passage.76

The Act wasmodeled on England’sMerchant Shipping Act of 1854, which
established a centralized Board of Trade that had general supervision over
merchant ships and seamen. The British Act established local marine boards,
supervised by the Board of Trade, which were required to establish shipping
offices in port cities to engage and discharge seamen and settle fees. The 1872
U.S. Shipping Commissioners Act would have similar provisions, dealing with
the shipping, care, and discipline of seamen, as well as provisions for appren-
tices, damage to ships, and other related matters in its 68 sections, but the
U.S. Act adjusted for the American context.77 Anticipating charges that the
Act would incorporate monarchical tendencies, the U.S. Act bypassed the
centralized Board of Trade with supervision over officials in port cities.78

Instead the U.S. Act erected a new federal position, the shipping commis-
sioner, who would preside over all transactions between shipmaster and
seaman, to guard against interference by boardinghouse keepers. To avoid
patronage, circuit court judges appointed shipping commissioners and had
the power of removal.79

The idea of a federal law protecting seamen was not entirely new.
Merchants and shipmasters had petitioned Congress in 1846, concerned that
an increase in sailors who prosecuted against vessels in admiralty courts was
due to boardinghouse keepers who were actually bringing the suits.80 The
Secretary of the Navy suggested that seamen be protected from “land-sharks
and swindlers” in 1869.81 A bill had been introduced in the 41st Congress and
passed by the Senate, but ran out of time. Representative Conger of Michigan
reintroduced it to the 42nd Congress, with Senator Buckingham its sponsor in
the Senate. The bill was recommended by the Seamen’s Friends Society, The
New York Chamber of Commerce and the New York Board of Trade, the
Board of Trade of San Francisco, and other such organizations.82 Supporters
of the bill, drawing from the narrative of Seamen’s Friends, circulated stories
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of the vulnerable seamen “fleeced” by the “knavish landlord” in a “nefarious
business.”83 Sailors were singled out as a particular class of workers that were
preyed upon, mercilessly robbed of their wages, and then sent back out on
another voyage, possibly drunk and senseless.84

Objections within the House suggested other motives. Representative
Wood of New York, a former shipowner and merchant and recipient of his
share of spoils,85 acknowledged the vulnerability of seamen to crimps but
found a lack of actual support for sailors in the details. The bill did not require
that ships carry extra clothing or fuel for the forecastle for the protection of
seamen on board ships.86 And he saw no real protection from the boarding-
house keeper. To really protect them, the bill should make boardinghouse
keepers accountable and get at their overcharging, their “cunning devices.”
The powers taken from the shipping industry and given to the shipping
commissioner were given purportedly to protect the sailor, but the Act
neglected to prohibit the shipping of an intoxicated sailor, which was often
the cause of Shanghaiing.87 Furthermore, the law should be circulated, to
inform seamen of these protections.88

Senator Stockton, Democrat from New Jersey, drew attention to the
drastic changes in this bill, shifting regulation of seamen from admiralty
law to a newly created office, without providing actual protections for seamen.
He probed into the origins of this bill, what its objective was, and whether it
arose from complaints of seamen themselves.89 Senator Buckingham allowed
that that question could not be fully answered because the vote on the bill was
happening that night but expressed, “I will simply say that it has been well
considered by men better qualified to judge of its merits than I am.”90 When
presented with the bill in 1870, shipowners in New York had worried that the
bill would place management of shipping “in the hands of an army of
Government officials” and set up obstacles to commerce.91 Those sentiments
were echoed in Congress in 1872.Woodwas concerned that if the office was fee
based, then the shipping commissioner had an incentive to drum up services.
The fees would come out of the pockets of shipowners, which would be passed
along to seamen themselves.92 Fees would essentially be a government tax on
seamen for the privilege of working.

Wood drew attention to themode of judicial appointment of the shipping
commissioner, which would not guarantee a suitable candidate. He pointed to
the selection of New York election officials by circuit court judges, who lacked
familiarity with the available pool. Others had to advise the judge, which
provided an avenue for men of questionable morals and character to serve as
the supervisors and inspectors of elections.93 The power given this newly
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created office of shipping commissioner would give a judicially appointed
shipping commissioner power over the everyday operations of staffing and
discharging crews, interfering with the operations of the ship captain and
owners. For these reasons, Representative Wood produced a signed remon-
strance from shipowners in opposition to the law. He claimed it was signed by
three out of four of the Atlantic European shipowners of New York.94 The
remonstrance pointed to interference in the rights of employer and employed,
a burdensome tax on the tonnage of the country, and the creation of “a horde
of needless officeholders over our vast sea-board.”95

Representative Conger countered that this bill was supported by the
New York Chamber of Commerce, comprised “mostly of shipowners, ship-
pers, importers, merchants, and leading businessmen of New York.”96 Indeed,
the New York Chamber of Commerce committee that handled maritime
affairs included shipbuilders, naval architects, shipping line owners, shipping
firm owners, and former ship captains.97Wood retorted that the Chamber did
not contain even 1/10 of the shipowners of New York and that it was made up
of lawyers, bankers, traders, railroad speculators, and the like.98 Conger
essentially conceded that they would have to agree to disagree and produced
a resolution in support of the bill from the New York Chamber of Commerce
and the Seamen’s Friends Society.99 Wood wanted the shipping commis-
sioner’s fee reduced, but Conger said that the fee was fixed by the New York
Chamber of Commerce.100 Captain Duncan had explained the bill to the
Chamber of Commerce and spoke on its behalf before the House Commerce
Committee.101 The ubiquitous presence of the New York Chamber of Com-
merce throughout the process indicates that the Chamber affiliated with
reformers to set up a federal office, replace patronage with judicial appoint-
ment, and erect a newmethod of shipping sailors. These changes could bypass
the usual practices of crimping and the partisan appointments of the patron-
age system. These changes promised a steady flow of commerce.

In its early days, it did indeed look like the Shipping Commissioners Act
would provide a federally based shipping service. Any seaports that had a
collector of customs would establish shipping commissioners, appointed by
the circuit court.102 The statute fixed the Shipping Commissioner’s salary at
$5,000.103 He could hire clerks.104 He was to lease premises for the shipping
office at his own cost, but costs could be met by the revenue of the office.
Duncan set up New York’s Shipping Commissioner’s office at 187 and
189 Cherry Street, near the sailors’ boardinghouses.105 The office was open
8–5, with outdoor employees working any time of day, ship arrival dependent
upon the tide.106 Aside from the basic statutory requirements, he used his
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discretion to establish procedures to engage and discharge seamen, conduct
relations with seamen in the shipping office, and keep boardinghouse keepers
out of the negotiations for assembling crews for a new voyage. A captain would
come into the office, arrange the form of agreement with a deputy on forms
provided by the office, and sign a request to furnish a crew. He would return at
an appointed time to meet sailors on the floor. The captain and deputy would
stand behind a rail, calling out to chosen men. Selected sailors would have the
voyage explained to them, and any pertinent background of the seamanwould
be shared, and they then signed articles of agreement. Any advance notes were
filled out—one to two months of wages paid in advance, to be paid to the
chosen recipient three days after the ship left port. Thismeasure would replace
the practice of crimps accompanying the seaman and pocketing advance
wages. The crew would be notified of departure time, when the outdoor officer
would round up seamen from the various boardinghouses, replacing the old
practice of crimps. If any were found drunk, they were removed and replace-
ments found. Representatives from the shipping commissioner’s office would
see off the crew on the deck of the ship, seeing through the exclusion of crimps
until the end.107 Captains would likewise visit the shipping commissioner’s
office when they arrived in port in order to discharge their crew, entering the
office with their articles of agreement and official log. The next day the captain
paid each crewmember in the presence of a shipping commissioner employee.
Any disagreements would be resolved there. The seaman would then be given
his discharge papers.108

The office established procedures to block sailors’ boardinghouse keepers.
The Shipping Commissioner met disembarking seamen at the dock with an
express wagon to intercept any runners sent by the boardinghouse keepers and
took the men directly to the Seamen’s Exchange Building. There was a room
downstairs for them to keep their luggage before the men gathered in the
reading room on the second floor. They would be sent “by squads” to a
window, where they received certificates or checks on the Sub-Treasury from
the Paymaster. They could then cash or deposit these checkswith the Seamen’s
Savings Bank, the President of which happened to be Captain Duncan.109

Duncan’s office had seven deputies. Three of those employees included his
sons, Charles D., Henry, and George.110 Charles was a deputy to the Shipping
Commissioner, George a cashier of the bank. Henry was in charge of the
steamship department.111

Upon entering office, Commissioner Duncan issued a circular that put
crimps on notice.112 The Act “came like a thunderbolt” to the insular world of
sailors’ boardinghouse keepers,113 and roughly two-thirds of the sailors
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boardinghouse keepers descended on the shipping commissioner’s office to let
him know that he would have to go through them to ship sailors.114 They told
him “in a forcible manner” that he should send seamen to boardinghouses
designated by the association and hand over advance wages when seamen
owed them to landlords. Finally, he should allow the boardinghouse pro-
prietors to “settle matters according to their own notions of right and wrong.”
They intimidated him for days.115 Commissioner Duncan responded by
securing federal indictments for fifty of them.116 The courthouse was crowded
with “Fourth Ward roughs,” smoking, chatting, “giving vent to their indig-
nation in words and curses, not loud but deep.”117 They responded in turn by
outright defying the Shipping Commissioner’s office and welcoming captains
to make arrangements for manning their ships directly with them.118

Although Congress had the authority to pass the Shipping Commis-
sioners Act and to strengthen the administration of maritime issues in port
cities, the shipping commissioner’s office lacked an enforcement mechanism
to effectively carry out its operations on the waterfront. Soon enough it was
common knowledge that boardinghouse runners continued to row out to
incoming vessels and lure seamen to their boardinghouses.119 They consid-
ered the federal law “a dead letter.”120 As sailors’ boardinghouse keepers
flouted the law, Captain Duncan admitted that he was powerless to stop
it. For a brief period in July 1873, the harbor police fended off the runners,
but then stopped. The police had dispatched five officers to stop runners, but
unlicensed boardinghouse keepers put political pressure on the police com-
missioners, and the officers were withdrawn. The police commissioner
explained that he did so because Captain Duncan was a “dead beat” who
was “playing his own game”with his official position.121His activities included
themost petty: A formermember of the Seaman’s Exchange reported that staff
members were required to buy a package of tickets for $11 to attend a
semimonthly concert at the exchange, with performances featuring Captain
Duncan’s sons.122

Boardinghouse keepers suggested that Duncanwas profiting fromhis role
as Shipping Commissioner to “hoodwink” the Christian Seaman’s Friends
society.123 They pointed out that under the federal law, it was now Shipping
Commissioner deputies who could coerce a sailor on board a ship, merely
replacing the boardinghouse keeper, making it “legalized ‘Shanghaiing.’”124

The Shipowners Association joined the chorus, charging that the Shipping
Commissioner deprived them of recourse to admiralty courts.125 In 1873,
thousands of mariners’ signatures were added to a petition for repeal of the
Act, citing its passage as “a total surprise,” which deprived them of the
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traditional use of admiralty courts, leaving them “at the mercy of the shipping
commissioners for employment.”Mariners’ petitions also pointed to a tax on
their labor, which was not exacted for laborers on shore. They could do
without this “further protection of seamen” and would like to be treated like
land-based workers.126

San Francisco’s shipping commissioner was not as notorious, but his
office shared some features with New York’s. Colonel J. D. Stevenson was
originally from New York, where he was affiliated with Tammany Hall. In
1846, he was appointed by President Polk to lead an expedition of the
New York Volunteers around Cape Horn to California.127 He remained in
California, profiting in the mining and real estate industries until appointed
shipping commissioner in 1872.

San Francisco’s shipping commissioner’s office was located at the corner
of Jackson and Front Streets over two storefronts. The office consisted of large
open lofts broken up into rooms—one for seamen to gather to be selected to
ship; one for the commissioner’s office; one for a private office for the
commissioner, where shipmasters could gather; a paymaster’s office; a reading
room and library for sailors; an examining surgeon’s office; and a large room
for the Shipping Exchange, which could be used as a chapel on Sundays.128

There was a clerical force of 12 men.
Masters of vessels entered their orders for a crew into a register, recording

the nature of the voyage, the number and capacity of men, wage rates, amount
of advance wages, whether paid in currency or coin, and other information.129

The shipping commissioner posted a notice calling for seamen in a conspic-
uous place at the public entrance to the office and in the shipping room. At the
time of selection, the Shipping Commissioner would explain to each seaman
the contract he was entering into. The Shipping Commissioner arranged for
the payment of any advance wages to the seaman, his wife, or his mother.130

The shipping office kept a register of all seamen shipped or discharged, noting
their character, residence, and name of ship.131 In the first year, the office
oversaw the discharge of 3,513 seamen and shipping of 4,502 on 136 ships,
90 barks, 16 brigs, and 61 schooners.132

Commissioner Stevenson disrupted other forms of extortion particular to
San Francisco. Sailors had also been subject to a poll tax in California,
establishing residency if they stayed at a sailors’ boardinghouse, with the tax
taken out of their wages. Stevenson posted placards on pier heads, making it
clear that he would resist any attempt to garnish seamen’s wages. A state
official approached him, urging himnot to execute the law so strictly, as he had
a cut of the garnishing of sailors’ wages, and offered to include the shipping
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commissioner.133 Stevenson declined. The informal local practice of a $5
runners’ fee was not touched by the Act, but Stevenson made a rule that he
would refuse to ship any sailor from a boardinghouse keeper who charged
such a fee.134

Stevenson’s own collusion took a different form. Although New York’s
boardinghouse keepers were a visibly rough lot, San Francisco’s boarding-
house keepers—or at least some of them—found a way to work with the
shipping commissioner. San Francisco businessmen formed the Boarding
Masters Association of the Port of San Francisco, with its own constitution
and executive officers. Its purpose was to carry out the new Shipping Act, and
it was comprised of all duly licensed boardinghouse keepers. Its members
included the proprietor of the Mariners House, a hotel proprietor, saloon
keepers, a clerk, a U.S. district officer of the custom house, and the manager of
a life insurance company.135 This association shipped 90% of deep water
sailors in and out of the port. Although Stevenson acknowledged that he did
not have to ship solely from the association, the association was “the only real
reliable resource from which we can obtain crews.”136

Anyone in this association enjoyed their share of spoils. The San Fran-
cisco shipping houses that lost out under the new Act organized to press
charges against Shipping Commissioner Stevenson for failing to discharge the
duties of his office, launching a formal investigation. Stevenson was charged
with refusing to ship seamen except those furnished by the Landlords Pro-
tective Association. He compelled masters of ships to deposit advance secu-
rities through the company of Casey and Chute, erecting a system of blood
money. A man who tried to ship outside of the Landlords Association was
known as “A man who forgot to see Casey,” and the shipping commissioner
would refuse to ship him.137 He required each seaman to be examined by
Dr. Adolphus, costing fifty cents, deducted from their wages.138 Certainly
there was collusion before, when landlords would pay money to a shipping
master.139 This practice had not been stopped, it was only shifted. The
arrangement between Stevenson and select boardinghouses acted as the
shipping service that the law did not provide for, serving public purposes.

In November 1873, Senator Buckingham issued a questionnaire to ship-
ping merchants in major port cities, inquiring how shipping was faring under
the Shipping Act. The questionnaire was intended to determine the foreign
countries with which the merchants were engaged in trade, and the first
question asked whether they experienced delay in shipping crews. This is
significant, as that was really the abiding concern—whether the Shipping Act
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kept ships staffed and kept commerce moving. Other questions asked whether
it cost more to ship seamen and about sailors and boardinghouse keepers.140

Many merchants were quite sanguine in response. They were not seeing
delays in gathering a crew, seamenwere not showing up drunk, creditors could
obtain their due, and the Act likely benefited sailors, so far as they knew. Some
noted that the Act was beneficial, even. Runners were prevented from greeting
sailors in port, and the shipping contract was now made under conditions of
fairness and sobriety. They noted that the law operated much better now that
landlords were not sabotaging it.141 Even shipping masters who considered
the law itself to be fine, though, had some doubts about its administration,
particularly in New York. Somemerchants suggested interference and shadier
designs, remarking that the cost of shipping seamen had gone up significantly.
It cost $2.50 a head to ship, with $2 going to the shipping commissioner.142

Sailors also continued to be extorted for clothing and other necessities.
Although the 1872 Act required that they be furnished with woolen garments,
sailors had to pay for them.143 A study of whaling fleets suggested that there
was scarcely a sailor who was not indebted to the vessel at the end of an eight-
month cruise.144 One respondent propounded, “I dislike this shipping bureau.
It seems to be wanting more for the benefit of the commissioner & his large
family than for either the shipowner or the sailor. It is arbitrarily carried
out.”145

Some merchants complained of delay in shipping because the law
required that seamen sign in the presence of the shipping commissioner,
but the shipping commissioner was not obligated to round up sailors to be
available for shipping.146 That explains the “favoritism and fees” that com-
missioners like Stevenson exhibited.147When a shipping commissionermain-
tained an exclusive relationship with boardinghouse keepers, local sailors who
lived with their families lost “a fair chance” at shipping.148 A lifelong sailor, a
married man, testified that he was snubbed by the shipping commissioner for
having spoken out against the Act that his living at home kept him from being
able to be shipped. He finally had to board at a boardinghouse in order to be
shipped.149 These favored boardinghouse keepers included the keeper of the
Dirty Spoon, a “notorious brothel,” who despite a low reputation was granted
a license by Duncan to keep a sailors’ boardinghouse.150 Seamen charged that
the Act did not get rid of the land sharks but replaced them with “whales,”
shipping commissioners who continued to exploit them.151 Because the
shipping commissioner’s office lacked capacity to round up sailors, it relied
on the boardinghouses to supply seamen with exclusive arrangements. Costs
for doing business were passed along to seamen, the very thing theAct claimed
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to guard against. With the law lacking capacity to ship sailors, collusion with
select boardinghouses provided a back-end means of getting sailors aboard
ships. If those public purposes were served, then the corruption and exploi-
tation could be tolerated and Senator Buckingham’s inquiry brought no
change to operation of the Shipping Commissioners Act.

By 1877, there was less tolerance. Rutherford B. Hayes began his admin-
istration with a possible commitment to civil service reform.Where he lapsed,
a mounting movement of reformers noted and pressured the administration,
leading to the tightening of rules at the U.S. CustomHouse.152 New York City
saw lawsuits against Boss Tweed in 1876 and 1877. It was a suitable time to
clean up offices long known for their spoils. Shipowners had been frustrated by
not only the cost of spoils but also the reforms that established the New York
licensing commission and the U.S. Shipping Commissioner, both of which
(when they worked properly) passed along costs to shipowners and their crew.

In 1877, the Shipowners’ Association of the State of New York was able to
get the 1866 law amended to add a shipowner to the Board of License
Commissioners. That newly appointed board member, James Ferris, found
no bylaws and found it hard to assemble the board into a meeting. Once he
attended a meeting, he found that any excess funds were returned to the
salaries of the current president and staff. 153 The amount the board received
fluctuated from year to year, but salaries and incidental expenses always added
up exactly to that year’s revenue. The office absorbed all the revenue, and no
surplus was sent to the fund for shipwrecked and destitute seamen.154 The
association sent a sanitary officer to inspect 110 sailors’ boardinghouses. He
reported back that the condition of houses “beggars description.”155 In
reviewing the accounts, he found the number of licenses diminished, with
about half as many issued in 1876 as 1866. The state law protecting seamen was
essentially a dead letter, except for the collection of fees to be pocketed by those
holding positions in the offices.156

As this investigation of his former office was underway, Duncan was
nevertheless emboldened enough to provoke Twain. He had revisited their
Holy Land cruise in a speech at his church, singling out Twain as the
troublemaker on the cruise. Twain responded with a series of letters in a
New York newspaper.157 Duncan gave an interview to the Daily Graphic.158

Twain responded, invoking the ongoing investigation, “I think that
Mr. Duncan’s strength has lain in the fact that he robs nobody but sailors
and the U.S. Government.”159

President Hayes ordered Secretary of the Treasury Sherman to investigate
all custom houses, leading to the replacement of the old customs collector and
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larger reform of political appointments and political assessments of
employees. Given the significance of customs, and New York’s in particular,
this was a victory for the burgeoning reform movement.160 Despite the
administration’s crackdown in the custom house, which was located in the
Department of the Treasury, the office of shipping commissioner, adminis-
tered in the judicial branch, was shielded from reform. The Secretary of
Treasury had been asked by the House of Representatives about surplus funds
in 1874 and reported back that nomoney had been paid into the Treasury from
any shipping commissioners’ office. He lacked authority to render such funds
to the Treasury, as the administration of the act and appointment of its officers
were conducted under the circuit courts.161

In 1877, a U.S. Attorney filed an exception to Duncan’s annual report of
accounts, charging that the salaries of the Duncan brothers were excessive,
that the authority of the commissioner did not include the appointment of
deputy commissioners, and that the revenue pulled in by the office was
“entirely consumed” by the expenses of the office.162 In previous years,
Duncan took the maximum salary of $5,000. The Duncan brothers’ salaries
climbed each year, until they reached the maximum deputy salary of $4,000.
Other deputies in the office earned about $1,000 per year.163 Duncan testified
that he made all of these salary decisions with the consultation of prior circuit
court judges, with their full knowledge and consent.164 Circuit Court Judge
Blatchford deferred to his predecessors who had reviewed Duncan’s accounts
in prior years.165 Judge Blatchford noted that if the district attorney thought
that particular salaries were too high, he would have to raise that at the proper
time and manner.166 The court overruled the District Attorney’s exceptions.

Duncan did make some modifications in response to these inquiries. The
salaries of Duncan’s sons were reduced in subsequent years. His office began
turning in surplus to the Department of Treasury—$680.25 in January 1880,
$546.87 in March 1880, and $185 in 1881, for a total of $1,412.12 submitted by
1884.167 Otherwise he continued to employ his sons and pay them more than
other clerks in the office.

By 1883 there was wider public support for civil service reform.168

U.S. District Attorney for the Southern District of New York Elihu Root
resumed the inquiry into excessive salaries in Duncan’s office, and Twain
once again weighed in, amplifying criticism of Duncan. On the front page of
the New York Times, Twain referred to the Duncans’ use of public money as
“monstrous. There’s no joke in that. It’s scoundrelly, it’s nauseating, bald,
barefaced robbery; but it’s Duncan, through and through.” He invoked
Duncan’s 1867 Holy Land cruise, calling out shortcomings of the trip, such
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as advertised celebrities who never ended up on the cruise, as fraud. He had
been following stories of Duncan’s behavior since then and had no doubt that
he was “cruel enough and heartless enough to rob any sailor or sailor’s widow
or orphan he can get his clutches upon.” 169 Duncan sued theNew York Times
for libel. His testimony in that libel suit introduced both details about the
cruise and the account books of the shipping office, which were then published
in newspapers that followed the case.170

Circuit Court JudgeWallace, Judge Blatchford’s replacement, scrutinized
the actual work that the Duncan brothers did to see if their high salaries were
warranted. Each year, Duncan submitted a statement of his accounts, which
were routinely accepted by the circuit court judge. Root objected, and the
matter was referred to an examiner. The court received the examiner’s report
in February 1883. Root determined that he found the salaries inDuncan’s office
to be excessive. The report was returned to the examiner in October, and then
it was taken up again by the court in April 1884. Root appeared as friend of the
court, to which Duncan’s lawyer objected. Judge Wallace let him stay and
noted that the Court had actually requested him.171 Wallace found that,
although prior judges had signed off on Duncan’s annual reports, they had
not been privy to opposing proofs.172 Now that he had more information, he
determined that the salaries of Duncan’s sons, which climbed year after year,
were excessive, whereas experienced clerks earned minimal salaries.173 He
found their lack of experience a radical departure from the law.174 Although
the court had the right to remove Duncan, Wallace instead called him back to
show cause for why he should not be removed before removing him from
office in May 1884.

the dingley act

In considering a new shipping bill, Senator Hale noted that the stories had
circulated for years, butDuncanwas never caught, labeling it as “an instance of
how the American people will bear a thing to go along for years that ought to
be investigated and plucked at the roots.”175 Besides the opportunism of
Duncan, inquiries revealed flaws in the law itself. The circuit court lacked
the authority to compel the shipping commissioner to produce reasonable
surplus and turn it over to the Treasury. Shipping commissioners were
accountable to no one, apparently. The Dingley Act replaced the Shipping
Commissioners Act, providing more accountability and capacity. The new
Bureau of Navigation, headed by a Commissioner of Navigation, would
supervise Shipping Commissioners, who were appointed by the Secretary of
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Treasury. The office was reorganized from the circuit courts to the Secretary of
Treasury.176

It would seem that reform took hold and the Dingley Act modernized the
institution, but its operation suggested that one interest only replaced another.
Representative Wood had produced remonstrances from shipowners in his
opposition to the 1872 Act, which had favored land-based commercial inter-
ests to circumvent the costs of patronage. It was the shipowners who seized
control of the 1884 Act, assuring a supply of labor for the duration of a ship’s
voyage. Shipowners praised the Dingley Act for its “restoration of American
shipping” because it served their interests.177 When seamen were discharged
in a foreign port, they were traditionally entitled to the payment of three
months’ wages. The 1884 Act reduced that payment to one month’s wages,
with the reasoning that less money in the sailor’s pocket would protect him.
Now that they were paid at the end of a voyage, there was incentive for them to
stay on the ship when it stopped in a foreign port.178 This disincentive against
desertion corrected for labor shortages. The language of the Commissioner of
Navigation is telling: “Formerly it was sometimes difficult, in ports like San
Francisco, to obtain crews for a voyage to England and back, because the men
preferred to be free tomake new engagements on arrival, and were unwilling to
ship for the round voyage. This difficulty removed, all occasion ceased for
collusion between officers and men, in order that the seamen might receive
their pay and voluntarily desert the ship abroad.”179

To justify this restriction of seamen’s freedom, officials deflected, pointing
to the composition of maritime workers in the 1880s. Sailors were scarce. Back
in the day, a ship merely needed to hoist a signal at the masthead and sailors
would come to the ship.180 Native-born and seaworthy, they would come on
board “sober and fit,”with chests full of clothing.181 Those who came nowmay
have just been landsmen, eager for any work, untrained, and unsuitable.182

The “foreign element” in the maritime labor force reduced the quality and
reliability of sailors. This line of argument persisted despite the historic
diversity of seamen on American ships.183 Such arguments could be enlisted
to justify the end of payment of advance wages, inducing seamen to remain
with the voyage while it was docked in port and easing operations for
captains.184

The provision against advance wages was initially met with opposition
from landlords, but practices gradually settled down. That is likely because the
landlord arrangement simply resumed. In larger ports the Act was largely
evaded.185 Landlords continued to maintain control over the availability of
seamen.186 How exactly this evasion happened was “a secret between masters,
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owners, landlords, and seamen.”187 If sailors were not available when a captain
needed toman a ship, the commissioner would report that there were nomen.
The captain would go out to find them and encounter a boardinghouse keeper
who would promise a set of men, for a price. They would make a bargain, and
the captain would show up at the shipping commissioners with a crew.188 If
sailors were paid a bonus on top of wages, boardinghouse keepers would scoop
that bonus, thus evading the advance wage prohibition. Or, a sailor might
write a note to the captain agreeing to pay a certain amount of money to be
deducted fromhis wages. The captain could cash that in, and it would go to the
boardinghouse keeper.189 “Under this condition of affairs it is obvious that the
law prohibiting the payment of advance wages has become a dead letter.”190

The Dingley Act was a reaction to and reform of the Shipping Commis-
sioners Act, and its prohibition of advance wages seemed to bemore protective
of seamen. Ultimately, that prohibition of advance wages ended up discour-
aging seamen from desertion, which served the interests of shipmasters who
did not have toworry about losing labormidvoyage.Workarounds allowed for
boardinghouse keepers to find some other payment that they could pocket.
The result was a law that looked more protective and efficient on its face, but
seamen were still crimped and shipmasters were supplied with labor. The
establishment of the Bureau of Navigation suggested administrative develop-
ment, but it did not protect seamen. It continued to benefit landlords by being
evaded. Seamen continued to be exploited by boardinghouse keepers, which
served the purpose of supplying labor for ships, and that, after all, was the
public purpose that was the reason for federal legislation.

Although the Dingley Act seems to distinguish itself from the patronage
and spoils of the 1866NewYorkAct and the 1872 federal law, what they all have
in common are the public purposes they filled. All of these acts, in different
ways, kept a steady supply of labor moving aboard ships. Whether that meant
that the federal government failed to act while letting boardinghouse keepers
carry out their crimping prior to 1872 or removing the material means for
seamen to desert after 1884, those public purposes were served. The protection
of seamen was only a pretext for passing the laws. Behind them was private
gain, whether a workaround of the patronage system by commercial interests,
the spoils of a shipping commissioner, the underground economy of the
boardinghouse keeper, or the means of assurance of labor for the shipmaster.
Whatever private interest was served did not matter, so long as those private
means served the public interest of promoting maritime commerce. Although
the transition from neglect of seamen to state licensing to a U.S. Shipping
Commissioner to a U.S. Bureau of Navigation suggest development of
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administrative capacity, the purported protection of seamen masks the inter-
ests behind the laws and their actual operation.

Seamen would eventually gain protection from boardinghouse keepers
with the Seamen’s Act of 1915, legislation that they themselves had a hand in
designing. Maritime labor organized in the last decades of the nineteenth
century, particularly on the west coast. Labor leaders initiated strikes and the
organization of the Coast Seamen’s Union, which became the Sailors’ Union
of the Pacific. Its leader, Andrew Furuseth, testified before Congress about
labor conditions onboard ship and on the waterfront and about the short-
comings of previous legislation.191 Furuseth developed a constitutional argu-
ment that regulations of maritime labor constituted involuntary servitude
under the Thirteenth Amendment.192 The Seamen’s Act made crimping a
misdemeanor and provided for payment of one-half advance wages to seamen
recognized as entitled to the terms of payment for their labor while providing
for ship safety and the flow of maritime commerce.193
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