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The lot where Thomas Mundy Peterson once lived at the corner of Rector and Commerce 

streets in Perth Amboy. Peterson was the first Black man to vote in the United States under 

the protection of the 15th Amendment. Karsten Englander | 

 

Take a walk down Commerce Street in Perth Amboy, past the neighborhood dive bar 
on the way to the bay, and the grassy lot on the right looks as anonymous as any city 
block. 

But behind this chain-link fence lies a piece of Black history hidden in plain sight. 

In 1870, Perth Amboy’s Thomas Mundy Peterson voted in a city referendum, 
becoming America’s first Black voter under the protection of the 15th Amendment. 
 

https://www.nj.com/news/2023/02/this-nj-handyman-made-american-history-heres-his-true-story.html


For more than a decade, local historians have been asking to perform an 
archeological dig at the vacant lot where his house once stood. And Peterson’s living 
relatives say the site deserves to be explored and then commemorated with a 
monument or historical marker. 

There’s just one problem. 

The land where Peterson lived is owned by real estate mogul Charles Kushner’s 
development company and is part of its long-planned waterfront community, city 
officials say. Despite more than 10 years of discussion, Perth Amboy’s leaders have 
made no progress in excavating the site or recognizing the historic grounds. 
 

“I couldn’t get council members to support doing anything, because everyone was 
kind of afraid of stopping (Charles) Kushner or afraid of engaging Kushner,” said 
William Petrick, a former councilman who served for 12 years before losing his re-
election bid last fall. “What we got from city attorneys is, ‘Oh, you don’t want to go into 
conflict with Charlie Kushner.’” 

The intersection of a wealthy developer and a humble yet consequential historical site 
underscores the complexity of what history gets examined and preserved — and who 
holds the power to decide. 

The embattled multimillion-dollar waterfront deal only complicates the effort to honor 
Peterson’s legacy. 

Perth Amboy has not received a “hard no” from Kushner Companies on exploring and 
honoring the property, Mayor Helmin Caba said. 

“It is part of our negotiation,” the Democrat said last month after delivering a speech 
celebrating Thomas Mundy Peterson Day. “I’ll just leave it at that.” 

Kushner Companies — founded by developer Charles Kushner and led at one point 
by his son, Jared Kushner, the son-in-law and former senior advisor to President 
Donald Trump — did not respond to multiple requests seeking comment. 

Peterson’s story was largely lost to history once before. Now will it be paved over, 
another Black contribution to American history overlooked and omitted? 

“We built this country on blood, sweat and tears,” said Juanita Wooten, Peterson’s 
great-great-great niece and a spokesperson for his extended family. “But the ones 
that have the money, they can immediately wipe out our history unless they care.” 

https://kushner.com/
https://kushner.com/


 

Thomas Mundy Peterson cast a historic vote in Perth Amboy in 1870.  

 

A historic vote 
Peterson was born in Metuchen in 1824 — 20 years after New Jersey became the 
last Northern state to end slavery through gradual emancipation. His mother grew up 
enslaved and was freed just a few years before his birth. 

On March 31, 1870, the laborer and handyman was working behind his boss’ Perth 
Amboy home on a city referendum day. It was also the day after the U.S. government 
certified the ratification of the 15th Amendment, granting Black men constitutional 
protection to vote. 

Peterson, a husband and father, was approached by his boss and others who 
encouraged him to cast a ballot in the referendum, he later said. 

He stopped at his three-story cottage to eat lunch and mulled the decision before 
making American history. 

“As I deposited my ballot, (the inspector) turned to me and said, ‘Tom, you are the 
first man in the United States to vote under the 15th Amendment,’” Peterson told a 
reporter. 



Years later, city residents raised money to present Peterson with a gold medal 
featuring Abraham Lincoln’s likeness on the front to honor his historic vote. He lived 
in his home near what is now the city’s abandoned fire station until his death in 1904 
at age 79. 

Peterson was not the first Black voter in United States history or the first in New 
Jersey. But historians say his vote shattered a decades-long ban on Black voting in 
the Garden State, a watershed moment that deserves national recognition. 

“In New Jersey, which was not friendly to blacks in all quarters, this was a big 
moment,” said Leslie Wilson, a professor of history at Montclair State University. 
“Peterson becomes very important.” 

But the story of Perth Amboy’s local legend faded over the years, according to 
Dorothy Carty-Daniel, who grew up in the city. She was embarrassed when she first 
heard Peterson’s story in a graduate Black history course at Rutgers University in the 
mid-1970s rather than from her history teachers in Perth Amboy. 

She launched a successful effort in 1989 to rename a local school after Peterson, 
who worked there as a custodian. In 1998, the state government officially declared 
March 31 “Thomas Mundy Peterson Day,” which is celebrated every year in Perth 
Amboy. 

Yet exactly where Peterson lived largely remained a mystery until more than a 
decade later, long after the land had become part of one of the city’s most 
controversial real estate deals, said Gordon Bond, a Newark historian. 

Bond discovered the location in the early 2010s while writing a book on Peterson. 

“The problem is that this is one little speck in this giant, multimillion-dollar 
deal with all of these moving parts and legal aspects,” he said. 

 

Past and future collide 
Kushner Companies came to Perth Amboy in 2000 with an enticing vision: to 
transform the city’s industrial northern bayfront into a “contemporary 19th century 
seaport village.” 

The proposed $600 million development called for 2,000 condos for middle- and 
upper-income families, 250,000 square feet of commercial development, an 
international hotel chain, a market, a cultural center, parks, a museum, shops and a 
theater. 

There was even talk of a jitney to Wall Street. 



But the Landings at Harborside community has been marred by legal and economic 
setbacks ever since Charles Kushner grinned for photos at the 2003 groundbreaking. 

Kushner, a major Democratic Party donor, was sentenced to two years in federal 
prison in 2005 for campaign finance and tax violations. He infamously hired a 
prostitute to have sex with his brother-in-law, a witness in the case, and sent video of 
the encounter to the man’s wife — Kushner’s sister. The incident burnished 
Kushner’s reputation for cutthroat tactics. 

After The Great Recession, Kushner Companies decided the waterfront development 
was no longer economically viable as proposed, infuriating some residents in the two 
finished condominium buildings who had expected to live in a new cultural hub. 

Condo residents sued Kushner Companies in 2012 for failing to deliver on its 
promises. Then the city council rejected scaled-back development plans in 2013. The 
Kushner Companies sued Perth Amboy over the rejection. 
 

All the while, Bond was lining up an archeologist and trying to secure approval for a 
dig. 

“We may find nothing at all,” Bond said. “But, you know, this is the chance. This is the 
only opportunity we may ever have.” 

Bond found a firm willing to do the dig, and plans almost moved forward in 2012, he 
said. But talks fell through when historians and Kushner Companies couldn’t agree on 
who would control any artifacts discovered, he said. 

Petrick’s effort to forbid any development of the Peterson site until an archeological 
excavation occurred went nowhere, he said. The city could attempt to claim the 
property through eminent domain if it wanted, according to the former councilman. 

He doubts it ever will. 

“Nobody wants to challenge Charlie to get access to that property in order to do a 
legitimate archeological dig,” Petrick said. “He’s got more money than we do. And he 
could tie us up in court and cost the city a lot of money.” 

Wooten learned last month that the Kushner family owns the land where her great-
great-great uncle lived when she was interviewed for this article. She conferred with 
family members, who support an archeological dig. 

Meanwhile, Perth Amboy is still waiting for Kushner Companies to submit updated 
plans for the development. Only two condo buildings and a gym have been built in 20 
years. 

The city is “bringing everybody back to the table” to determine the future of the 
development, including the Peterson property, Caba said. 

https://www.nj.com/middlesex/2017/01/trumps_son-in-law_may_soon_find_himself_in_nj_cour.html
https://www.nj.com/middlesex/2013/12/to_delight_of_critics_perth_amboy_nixes_waterfront_development_deal_with_kushner_properties.html


But what happens next is out of his hands. 

“At the end of the day, the Kushners are the owners of that property,” he 
said. 

 


