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flOm ,10 lBBI j,ooklf'f Ij~lmR " O fficers of th e Ch u rch.
$unddY ~hlXll and .~OC j f IJC ' connected WIt h the Ch urch,
and Cnm"uflen lor SpecIal Church Work" comes this
lamllrar sane.



•

The Relevance of Congregationa l

C h ri st ia n ity: Barrington Con grega tion a l
C hurch,I71 7-1967

When Edmund Burke sard on the eve oi the
Arncncan Revolunnn that the temper of the colonies
was insprrcd by "the protcvtantrsm ot Protestantism
and the drcsrdencc oi ..Iisscnt," he w,)s correct. For

Amcnca as a nnnon and a culture has been largely
shaped by us Protestant ho mage. And Insofar as the
Umu:J SU!CS today is the archctvpe 01 all modern

industrial cocu-ucs. the durmnant nation not only in
the Wesl !lUI in the world, the relevance of Protestant
Chnsuamtv HI uur culture mav well reflect ItS

relevance to the wurld 01 rhc nnure. 11 is Ircquenrlv
vard th ..-sc dave that .... c .nchvmg in " .1 pocr.Chnsnan
..'fa " we arc certainly hving In a world where
Chfl'iiamty is J minority religion and w here th e most

exrlo~I\'e torcc-, at .....ork ,lIe the anu-Chnsnan
rdcnlogtcs 01 Communism and nauoualism. The central
prohlem regardlllg the relevance of Christianity may

well be .....hc ther ItS future I" mdr-,..olublv bound III the
connnued world dominance of the Unucd Slates. Or.
10 pur it another way, whether Chnsnnnhy is a
transcendent or a culture religion.

Thr-, is a question ..... hich only the hismnan of the
tut u rc can answer. Yet in microcosm, the hl~lOry of the

Barrington Congrcgunonal Church may provide a clue
A church which can trace Its Origins back over two
hundred and fitly year.. in the Ne ..... World is a church

which hac every right to ..JV that it grew up with the
coumry .! In addit ion . a church which was founded
under the religiou-, ..vvtern 01 the Ma"Jchu'etts BJy
Colonv can ccnainlv claim an innmatc rela tion ....-irh
tho..c JSpl'((S ot Purt t.uusm which did ~o much to shape

by VVilliam c; McLlJllglIllIl"

the mstuunons of the United Stares. And fina lly, as a

Co ngreg.monal church, J church which pr ucriced
democrauc conuol oj all its own affairs including its
doctrinal beliefs hy majority vote of the members, it has

J valid claim to represen ting the will of the peo ple
in its acnons

What did the members of this democratically run

church in a dcmocraricallv run land conside r the role of
Chrisnunuv to be in thei r l ives ! How did they rela te

their rcl i~lou" doctrines and ethics to the secula r life of
then community, How did these doctrine.. and val ues

alter over the centuries ill o rder to adapt to the
manifold sociJI, cconorruc. political, and intellec tu al
changes which tonk place! How did the church respond

to the incrcasin~ pluralism of America, p3rt icularly in
the nineteenth and tw enti eth cent uries when la ter
immi~rant .. from other pa ns of Eu rope brough t ne w
reliRious msrnunons and principles into the
community: To what extent has th is church, 3S a
rcprcscru.mvc of the Pu rit an tr ad it ion , rem ain ed in

touch wnh us limes: In short, what is and h JS bee n the
relevance of the congrcganonal form 01Chrisnaruw to
America as a civil iaanon from 1717 to 19671

Since a ,l;1I0J historian always hegin s at the begin 
ning. I sha ll SUIt by tryin.K to throw a little ligh t upon
the date when this chu rch bega n. Although Ill7 is the
dare trad nional lv given. it is not the on ly date w h ich
has been Kiven The re arc at lea st five ot he r date, wor th

considering. The curliest of these is the vear 1663 when
rhc Rev lohn Myles souled in the town of Rehu both.
M assach usetts , an d hcgan con ducti ng wor ship a mong a

"Dr .\klllu~hhn Protcvsor 01 Hivturvat Brown, is rhe
author ot hu'k Hudlll\ unJ tile AmHJL<ln PU'Il,II<;
Tr<UlIlJon and cduor o i Isaac Hd~'k!ls on Chu rch. S[m<"
unJ Ca/lIl11J.\1IJ i'amphlets. / 754 /789

This ske tch IS J revised versi on of an address delivered
a t the l,';()th aumve o.uv celeb ration of the church
on November 19. 1%7
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few residenes.t But while the Bar rington Congregunon al

Church ultimately resulted from this beginning, th ere
is no good reason 10 co nsider that church the mother of
this. Myles' church , if it was really a church and not
iust a loose group of informal worsh ippers in 1663 , was

a Baptist chu rch and as such it was ordered 10 be
discontinued and banished from the town of Rehobo th
in 1667. In October of that year the group of Baptis ts
who had worshipped with Myles began to worship in
the newly crea ted town of Swansea , because in fonning

this church they per m itt ed Congreganonalisrs (who
be lieved in infant ba prismlto join with thc m as eq ua l
members, there are those who argue that the year 1667
was really rhe founding date of the Harrington church .
Some weight is given 10 this claim by the fact that th e

meetinghouse, built at about this lime in Swansea, was
actually within the presen t bou ndaries of th e town of
Barrmgton, though it W.1S another half century before
Barrington became a town]

BUll am not inclined III accept rhis dale any more
than the date of 166-', because the Swansea church was
still essenti ally a Baptist ch urch led by a Baptist

ministe r and , w hen Joh n My les died in 1683 h is
successor . Elder Samuel Luther, was chosen by the
chu rch members w ithout fulfilling anv of those requi re

ments whi ch orthodox Co ngreganonalists consi de red
essential and w h ich th e la ws of Massachusetts
required of all officia l town or parish ministe rs.
In the first place he was not an educated man ; in the
second. he was ordained by th e laymen of th e church
and not by n eigh boring Co ngregat ional clergymen;

and in the th ird place he hel d even more str ictly than
loh n Myles to th e princi ple of adult bapt ism by
immersion" This became evident about th e year 1705

.....hen Luther decided that he would no longer ba ptize
children by sp rinkling and would no longer admit to
com m u nion anyon e wh o h ad n ot been baptized by
immersion as an ad ult. Some of th e Co ng rega tionalists

2 The best secondary SOUTC" on the origins and history of
thrs church are Henry M. King. Rev. John My/~.\

(providence , 19051; Richard LeB. Bowen. f.tlrly Rchooolh.
4'0. (Boston, 1945·1950); O. O. Wri# H, HlslOry of
SWlJn.lElI (Swansea, 1917); Isaac Backus, Hi-rnry of New
Enll./and wrrh Particular Reftreau '0the 8dp tisB,
ed David Weston, 2'0. (Newton, ISH !; Thomas W
Bu:kndl. A Hiswty of &mngton [Provrdence, 11l9t11.
These sources do not always agree as to dales and other
details and I have , wherever possible, used original
sources such as Massachu scu s State Archives [Bostonl,
records of the Bristol Cou nty Cou rthouse [Taun ton],

who belnnged to the chu rch complain ed to the cou nty
court in 1707 and de m anded rh at the au thori ti es see

thar the to.....n of Sw ansea hire a truly Qualified
Cong reganonal minister to serve them. After all , he
claimed to be the legal or official mi nister of Swans ea.
The co urt referred the matter to the legisla ture, but the
lcgis tarurc did nothing, SSo in Decem ber 1708, the
Congregationalists [most of whom li ved in the western

part of Swansea in what is no..... Barrington! persuaded 11

Harva rd gradua te named John Fiske (class of 1702) who
had been preach ing in Anleborough to co me and
preach to them. But the selectmen of the to wn of

Swansea , who we re all Bapusrs, ordered the con....table
10 etccr Fisk e from the ro.....n as a vagabond who lacked

visible means of support .6 Some have dated the begin
ning of the Barrington church from th e year 1 70~ (and
some say that as ear ly as 1700 the Co ngregationalis ts
had heen holding separa te worship together ra th er than
attend Luther's church which was moved that year

hum Tyler'" Point to North Swansca]. But since Fisk e
did not remain in town for mor e than a few months
and there is no record of any church ha ving been
formed at Ih is time, the dale 170R seems eq ua lly

una cceptable. It should beadded that the Congrega
tionalists look the matter of Fiske'.. arrest to court and
won their case. Hut Fiske ev ide ntly di d not feel th at h e
was su fficientl y welcome in Swa nse a to stay around.

Three years la ter rwcn ry-n ine Congregationa lists in
west Swansea pcunoncd the legislature and asked to

have thcn section of the town set off from S.....ansea as a
ne w town ." Sevemy-eighr Bap tists pe ti t ioned against it
and the effort faile d. Th e legislatu re, how ever,

encouraged the Congregadouahsrs to form the ir own
church in S.....ansea and hire thei r own minister. And in
1712 they did this. The man they asked to preach to

them was John W ilson , a descendant of the fam ous
Joh n Wil son wh o had been pastor of th e first
Co ngregational C hu rch in Boston in John Wi n throp'S

records 01 Swansea Barmt Church lat Brown Umversityl,
records 01 the Barrmgton Congregational Church [at the
church], town meeung records of Bamngton and
Swansea [at town clerks' utfices).

.~ for dtscusstons of exact location of the ear ly
meenng houses see Bicknell , pro123-125, 130-132.
lI().ZIl , .£69·471.

-I The best drscussron 01 ecclesrasncal Iaw of Massachusetts
and reh jtious connoversres in Swansea and Rehohoth in
these yea rs is in Susan M Reed, Chu rch and St,lle in
Mas.\lIchlJ.~elB. 1691·1740 IUtbana, 191-11.
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In 17J7, a.~ a rem l l of the Conpe,(atlOn <l 1iH~' pef/flom .
Ihe town o f Barrin ,(lOn wus fin ally creati'd.

0,.",11"dorrrJ trolD " ,\Io>p ,, ' thr S"" r 01 Rhodr "I""J
to C"lrh H.",.II'rov,Jrnu, 17'1151

{ , .r

II r -

day. This lnhn Wi lson was a graduate of the class of
1705 at Harv ard and had been teaching school in
Mendon.s H e seems to have bee n well-li ked by the

Congrcganonalists and they m ay have started building
a me etmghouse for him at thai time, hut unfortunately
he dted suddenly in 171:l Although the m ee tin gh ou se

was eornplcred . there is no record of any other

<; Many ot the pennons concerning the Co ngreganonalisrs'
discontent wreh Elder luther after 1705 are IU be fou nd
in M.:I~s.lchuselfs Archives ; see esp vol. XI, J&3,
CXIII, ";%-617. See also Bnsr ol County Coun records ,
General Sessions of the Peace , I : 211 , 36, 11 121, U,~,

150-151, ISS; Swansea Town Meetln~ Records. I: .12-84 ,
and Bicknell, 1'1'. I~·IM

(, Bnsrol COU nty COUrt Records , General Sessions of the
Peace, II: 150,151 ,155.

preacher's coming to preach the re prior to 17al , So it is

a mom point as to whether the yea r 1712 may be ta ken
:Is the founding date of the Barring ton chu rch .

As a resu lt of numerous petitions by the Cengrega
tionalists whu lind in the western part of Swansea th e
[Ow n of Barrington was fin ally created in 1717 and the
Congregationalists at once set abo ut finding a m inister

7 The Rhode Island Historical Society recently obtained a
;\\S , copv of this pennon. See also th e: vanar us 01 Lt in
Massach uset ts Archives, CXllI . 596-599, 613·617 and in
Bicknell. PI', 187·19,1.

1\ See Clifford K. Shipton, S l bl~y's HdTVatd GrddUdlt ~ . 14v.
(Cambnd ge, 187.H%81. V: .l(X)..~ I; Bicknell mis takenly
refers to him as la mes Wi lson. p. 201.
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for the town. No....· that they had the Ie,::al machinery of
a town and parrsh behind them , it was much easier to
find a mintster.? For now they could lay taxes upon all
inhabnams of the [Own to pay the salary of the

minister and rbe upkeep on the meeunghouse. Th e m an
rhev chose was Samuel Terry, a gra duate of Harv ard in

the cla~s of 1710. He had prev ious ly preached for a
t ime in Hehron, Connecticut. The da te of his bei ng
calle d to this church WJS April 21, 171t! T h e date
of his ordi n a t ion w as Novem ber 172(l.10 These are
abou t all the facts available about the beginning of th is

church, . md anvouc i~ free to choose h is ow n founding
date from among th e many which have bee n suggested.
Certainly the veal' 1717 is as ap propriate as any, though

a puncr would prohahly choose the da le of 1712 when
the church was first constitu ted and heRan to act as a
cnngrcgarion in formulating chu rch policv, i.e.,
choosing a minister and erecting 11 mcctmghouse.

In th e town of Barrington, Massachu~l:lIs , in th e ye ar
1717, no one asked If th is chu rch was relev ant. Its

relevance was avsurned in principle an d gu aranteed by
law. Massach uw trv was then a Bible Com mo nwe alt h.
Its rul ers beli eved that Chu rch an d Sta te were
"coordi na te" inst itutions, eac h ordaine d by God, to see

that His will was done th ro ugh out the boundaries of
the colonv N n one then h ad an y doubts aho ut wh at
the will of God was It was defined in Scriptu re,
expounded 10 rhe ln~tilurcs of Joh n Calvi n. cod ified in
the Westm inste r Confession nf Faith, and embodied
into the laws of .\1assachuselts Bay in the Cambridge
Platform and an elaborate svstcm of ccclestastlcal
statures. T hese vtatutcs nor nnlv requ ired th at eve rv
tow n at all limes he provided with a mccunghouse an d

an "able. learned, and orthodox" mi nis te r, but they
defined JUS! how he was ro be chosen, how h e was to be
paid, an d how the inh ahita nts of eve ry rown were to

beh ave so as to heed his prea ch in g. C hurch attendance
was requ ire d of all in hahitant s , social behavior wa s
regul a ted to protect th e sancti ty of the Sabbat h and to

prevent the laking of the Lord 's name in vai n. M en
being rorallv depraved and subjects of Saran unnl thev

9 For t he ;IC I incorpuranng th e town sec the Acr.\ and
Re,\olvn "r ri ll ' /'/fIvillU' or A1'I.«ad l lJ\I' fl ,\ /j'IV
[Boston, 11l6<,l -1<,l1l1. IX ::;(,.'1,

10 Ship tun-Sihlev, V 542,54.\; Bicknell mis takenly refers
to him ill Samuel 'terrcv. pp 202·204

had experienced the grace o f God, law'S w ere stric tly

enforced to keep their wicked passions in check and to

save them from temptations which might ensnare them
10 erroneous behavior or heretical thinking. The 'Stoc ks

and th e whlppinR pest were pubhc reminders of th e
extent to wh ich the civil magis t rate was rea dy to go to

u phold h is responsr hil itv as a "nursing fa the r" to the
church an d a te rro r to evil doers.

Even in 17 17, almost a centu ry at tc r th e first set t le

me n t in New England. th er e wa s on ly very limited tol 
eration lor disSl'llI from the es ta hlished Puritan way of
lii e . T he tounde rv of th e Congrcgauonal ch u rch in Bar 
nngron saw norhmg wrong with req u iring the twenty

Baptist familic-, whn lived there 10 poly religious ta xes to

keep the Congregational meeu ngbousc LO repa ir and
pay the salary 01 the Congregational minister Baptist..,

Quakers, and EphcopJll.1ns could .....orshtp in their own
misguided wavs it thty wished ; they might h ave that
much Iihe nyof co nscience. But they m ust ac kno wledge
through therr t.1:":S th3t the Co ngregat ional ch urch was
the one cstabh-hed hy la w In inculc a te an d susta in the

spi ritual and moral values of the cornrnunity.! ' (T he
ranonale was not unlike that us ed today to requ ire
Roman s Carhnlics to support pub lic schools even
though they m ay maintain that in conscience the y

cannot send rhcir ch ild ren [() such schools.jI t is
sign ificant th at in 1717 thi s was not kno wn as the
Congregational Chu rch of Barringlon bUI as rhe

Church ot Christ In Barrington, All other Sl'C!S w ere
dissenters hom this true church an d thei r p resence w as

suffered only as a necessary ev il because the Kin g
no longer allowed rhc Puruan.. to ba nish those w ho
dtrlercd from them in religion . It is ironic that th is

Puman church even tually found itself w ith in th e

bo undaries of the state founded hv RO,2;er William s
U nf ortunate ly we mu st begin ou r histo ry of this

ch urch hy pointing OUI a fact which its previous
his torians ha ve ta ctfully negle cted III m ention. That is
that th e Congrcgunnnalists who h ad co mpla ine d so

hitterly abo ut th e way Elder Luther and th e Baptists of
Swa nsea had in fr inge d upon th eir righ ts of conscience,

I I For a good discussion of Massach usett s laws regarding
the estahlis hud [Cnnarcgatronal] ch urches sec Susan Reed.

12 Sec Barrinj;ton Town Records, I: ol IApril 2, 171R\;
Bristol Coun ty Cou rt Records, Ccncr al Sessions of the
Peace. Ill : 6ol; Bicknell, I'p. 2'; 7-24 ~
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Sruck~ and whippinl( pm r were a pu/,lle rem inder of th e
civillIl<lXi.\Ir(l!e'.~ lIen'pled f~spon~ll"lil}' <IS II
"nuf<mg farher" !O rht church and LI terror to evd doers.
Tht IIf"-~1 ~how< an "tvll dna' in th.. "ock~ neLlf fh ..
early Batringnvn ....fet'lm.l( Hou', In an II/U~!r<Hlnn trom
Thom(l,,- W. Iheknd/'.~ Snwams 'New Haw n, 1908),

•
•

."1:""-.." ~... ~... .1tI'!"Do,----
now tu rned u pon the Bapt tst mincriry in Barrington
and proceeded to ignore the ir cla ims of con scie nce.
When th e first tax was laid in 1718 to pay the salary of
Samuel Terry, twenty-one Baptists living in th e to wn

pro tes ted thaI it wa s u n fair to lax them since th ey
attended Samuel Luther's church and supported h im .11

The town Ignored thei r pe t ition and decided to m ake an
example of on e of them , He wa s arrested in 1719 for
refusing to pa y hi s ta x and se nt to jail . He paid unde r

protest and th en sue d th e co nstable for false arres t.
The co u rt decide d a~ainst hi m, an d the reafte r the
Bapt istS were required to pay tax es to support
Congregationali sm until th e year l728. I ,~ At that time ,

again under pressure from the Kin~. th e legivlatute
voted that Baptists. Ouakers, and Anglic3ns co uld be
exem pte d from paying to sup por t Co ng rega nona lis m if
they provided a certifi cate sayinl( th ey were bona fide

I \ Brrstol Supenor Court Record s, session of Apn1 1719.
p. 176 , Bamngron Town Records, I ' 8 lFehru ary 4,
l7l Y 101; Bicknell, 1'1'. 20.\-204

14 For a ~roup Ilf affidavits ~ ..rtiiyinl: that Anglicnn
comm unicants in Barnngton and Rehoboth were helnl{
taxed and dtst ramed in 17.\1 even though they atecnded
And iean services regularlv in Bristol or Providence sec

mem bers of J. ch urch o f their ow n persuasion and paid

ttl ~upron il.
Th ere are also records .....hich indicate that in the

yea rs 1729 ttl I no! a n umher of Episcop ali an s who lived
in Ra rri n~t llll hut auended churches 0/ th eir denomi na
tion in Bristol and Providence were taxed to sup po rt

the Congregational church in Barrington and when
they refused to p3V such a tax Ihei r property w as
dis traincd and sold at auction hy th e constable to

pay i t-It Th ese El' i scopa li an ~ pet it ion ed th e King for
assistance through the auspices of the Soc iety for th e
Propagation 11/ the Gospel in Foreig n P3rtS. Their

compla ints we re answe red by th e passage of a new
Ma ssach usetts law in 1n s granting broader tolerati on
to Episcol' alians.ls

The ministers who led th e Barr ington Congregation al
Church in the eighteenth ce ntury were all H ar vard
grndu arcs. They were all ~ond, if m oderat e, Calvuusrs.
Ami all of the m app ear to have depl ored the results of
th e G reat Aw akening of the 17-lO<> an d the reviva l
fervor of men like Jonathan Edwards and George
W h itefield , To a Harvard ma n , the emotionalism of

revi val mcenngs wa s a dis,liustin,li form of religious
cn rh ustasrn The Rev Solo mon T ow n send (H arvard,
InSl who w a~ pastor of the Barrington church when

the revival occurred, sig ned a statement (with other
ann-revival pastors in the aren ] which read , " It
ap pcnr crh III LIS rhut th e Devil with all his cun n ing
could not take a more direct vrep to overthrow these
churches, hurt rehgron and souls of men." th an George
W h itefield has taken. I/;

Wh at Tow nsend oppose d in Wh itefield wa s the
ten den cy 0 1 hi s preaching "to s tr ike th e passion s,"

"to Insin ua te that unconvertcd ministe rs cou ld do IIIde
or no good to sou ls:' to say that "most o f you r mi nisters
arc unc on verted," and to u rge th e peo ple "to separate
110m them an d sec k better help" from fanat ical rev iva l

preachers , Per hap s To .... n-eed and h is colleagues we re
paruculsrlv peeved because w hitefield singled Out thei r
alma mater as the den of in iqu ity itom which fals e and
uncon vert ed preach ers w ere scnt out tu lead so uls to

microfilm ul records of Ihc Society lor the PwpaRatlnn
uf rhc G..~I'c1lO Fnreil:o Pans at Lamont Librnry,
Harvurd Uruv..rsuv, orusnals He in Fulham Papers,
Lambeth l'a];lce Lihrary. England, V 0';·66

I'" See SUSJn Rttd,pp. 1&\-1~9

10 Shlpton·S ihle\" IX 58'>-';"':7.



68 CO NCREC ATlONAL CHRISTIANITY

Revival,.,: Geor~e Whitefield whose emo tional fervor was
denounced by Ihe Rev. Solomon TowlHea d.

fnVdv,ng /ry p.,u~" ond fly !rom d p<>rftd" /ry Hon~, MemOIR 01
Rn GoO'i e Wh"dldd /ry loon e,lh... /M,ddlelOwD. 1&37"

hell. Townsend may have h ad a soft spot in his h eart
for Har vard because the college gave him his degree
des pite the fact that he was once fined ten shillings as

an u ndergraduate for playing at car ds an d dice and
despi te the fact th at he was once made to con fess
publicl y tha t he was "prodigiously and scandalo us ly
sloth full and ncgligern in his studies."!" It is often th e
wo rst undergraduates wh o turn into the most loyal

al umni , At any rate , the Barrington ch u rch members
seem to have agreed with Townsend and to have

17 Bicknell. pp 225-228

18 Solomon Townsend , A Sermun Preach"d 10
Dr. Sule.~·s MUlIOx [Ne wport, 17711.

preferr ed hi s mod erate "Old Light" Calvinism to the
more str ict evan gelic al Calvinism of Jon ath an Edwa rds
and th c New Lights. Barrington thcn, and for mos t of its

hi story, never worried about hein,l:; fifty years or 50

beh ind th e tim es. They were still praising th eir old
pa..tor wh en h e passed away in 1796 on the eve of th e

Seco nd Gr ea t Awakening. which th e church also

found deplorable.
We have only one extan t sermon prea ched by any

minister of rhrs chu rch in th e ei,;hteenth century
(by Solomon T ownsend in 17711and th at does not shed
much ligh t on irs hi story.LSBut we do kn ow that the

church an d us pastors foll owed th e moderate position
of those ch u rche s wh ich pra cti ced the Halfway
Cove nant, allowing persons of good beh avio r an d m oral

cha racte r to join th e church eve n if th ey h ad not
ex perienced a crisis conversion .t" From their opposition
to New Li,e:hl emhuviasm we may infer that th ey

preferred order an d stabili ty to zeal and exci teme nt.
Undo ub tedl y,like most other Co ng regation al churches

in these vear s. the churchgoers were assigned to pews in
ter ms o f th eir wealth and soc ial rank in th e enmmuniry ,
50 that a man could alwav s me asure his soc ial srandrng

by hi s nearness to the pulpit on Sunda y mornings.
Since rehgious ta xes 10 suppo rt the ch urch were laid
proport io nately , the rich felt they ha d the right 10 the

best pew !'> .
Barr ington did nOI have more th an one hund red

families rn it durin g rhe eighteenth century . In 1776
th e population was about ..tx hundr ed of whom
twenty -two were slaves or black apprenticcs. Like most
N ew England co mmuni ties it wa s predominantly an

agricultural eco no my with a sm all fish ing, ship'
huildlng. and coa..tal trade. Even the Revolution did
not grl' ,]tly ..hake th e town , th ough its inhabitan ts

livl'd in constenr leur that the British , who had
occupied Newport in 1777 , migh t move up th e hay and

ansc k them at any time.
Nor did the rmnsfer 0/ the town from th e jurisdiction

o f Ma ssachu..en s to that of Rhode I s lan~ in 17.+7
produce any s i~n i /ica ll t alterations in its way of li fe.

There i.. even so me ev ide nce that th e town continued

19 for these and other details conce mtng the church 's
CI Ced and pracllces sec Barrington church records and
miscellaneou s papers
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..... a man could .a/ways measure his SOCial sf.(Inding by
hIS nearness 10 the pulpll on Sunday mormngs' In this
old ConglC,ItIllionlll Meel,"g·hou~e,

to practice the customary Ma ssachusetts system o f
voting public tax money to support the Congregational
meetinghouse and minister until the yea r 1797
(although non -Congreganonalis ts were no longer
required to payl.w Polit ical boundaries do not change
soci al mores.

In the eighteent h ce n tury there was no question of
the relevance of Congregationa l Ch rist ianity to th e
to wn , for the church, the congrega tion and the town

formed a single, closely in teg rated unit. Ther e wer e no
other places of worship and no conflicting creeds. Even
th e Bapti sts were Calvinists. Calvinism was not an easy
creed an d th e God of C alvinism was nei ther easy to
love or to obe y. But its tenets wer e well suited to th e
temper of lif e in a ru ral, seaco ast New En gland town ,
Even had th e law not required it , most peop le wou ld
have attended the town service every Sunday and the
T hursday evening lecture.

By common agreement the chief end of man was to
glorify God. Belief in the sovereignty of God, th e

20 See Bicknell, proJ.U-134 Since com pulsory religious
Iaxuion could not be practiced in Rhode Island the
sums levied by the town for the support of the church
were obviously assessed on ly upon the members of
the eongregatinn

predestination of the clecr, and the to tal depravity of
the unregenerate was accepted without question .
The Bible said th ese things were so and the most
learned men of the times could prove it to any doubter.
The mns t im portant event in anyone 's li fe was the
moment wh en h e received asvurnnce from God that he
was among the elect and that he would spend ete rni ty
in heaven rather than he ll. Since God alone was
responsible for saving souls, there was no jealousy o f
those favored fe..... whom He, through hi" arbitrary
grace, designated to be His church . But the proof of
visible varrnhood had to be tested 10 the satisfac tion of
th e minister and the other vis ible sain ts in an o ral
exarmnnrion. Th e pr incipal crite rion for sai nthood was
the Biblical one, "By their fru its ye shall know them,"
an d in th at small community it was hard for a man to
hide anything abo ut his Iiie from his neighbers.

The church was the heart and soul of the
community. Its members .....ere bound by a covenant
wit h God to walk together in His ways, " lovingly
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School chzldr!:n learned rdl~lOn wltl1 th ..u ABC'~ from
The New Eugland Prrmcr. ThH pug e 1'; Irorn <J BoHon
Imprint of 1777

warch mg uvcr one .mnthcr and wat chfully avoid ing
sin fu l vtumblmg hIlicks and conrc nuon and whatever
has an y tenden cy to violate ou r pea ce and hurt ou r
charity und hnng Strlf!.: .md di vision . as becomes a

peopl e wlurm the Lord h;.ts bou n d up together in a
bundlc olll1e" ll C hu rch me mbers who com m itt ed a
sin were sub ject to cens u re an d excur nm unicat iun if
they t.ulcd to confess an d repen t publicly . Since

cxcornmurucauon mea nt deprivati on o f the right to

ta ke commun ion w ith Go d and aba ndo n me nt to Satan,
th ere wer e few who did not repe nt and co nfess.

T

u

Yvtl ;l~TI.loIOT H V

Learnt lin to fly.

V A. S T H I for Pride.
Wns fet andc.

Whales In the S~,

GOD's Voice abc)'.

X E J. .J: e s did die,
AntI fo Ulun 1.

Wh ile youth Jo cheat
Dea th may be near.

'I. ... C C !I F. II ::l be
Did dilli~ rho T ree

~~:::;l!!J'j Oar Lo r.l 10 fee.

The ..:ongregatio/l 100 had an important pa rt to pla y
in the life ofthe chu rch, and in those days virtually
everyone who lived in the town constituted the

conercgauon. rich and poor. cducarcd and uneducated,
black .md w hue It was the righr and d uty of the
congregation w have a co ncurrent voice in the choice

o r dism ission 01 ;.t pastor since It was th e congregation
w h ich paid the taxes for his support. It was the
conarcgauon ..... h tch chose and paid the schoolmasters.
The schools themselves we re esse ntially pa roc h ial
schools taught hy schoolmasters whose orthodoxy h ad
to he certified by the w'... n'c minister, The school

chi ldren learned religion with their ABC's from
"In Adam's fall we sinned all" to "Zacchaeus he, did
climh a nee, our Lord 10 sec." The shorter catechism of

the w esunmsrcr Confe...sion of Faith was taught to

children in the school, the church, and thc home, and
the minister frequent ly tested youngsters of all ages to
make sure that they had learned its Calvinistic
doctrmes

Althou!:h the secular affai rs of the town were kept
sepa rate. <'0 as 10 maintain the independent autonomy
of the church it .....as symbolic that even here the
eoordina t.... na ture of church and sta te was ind icated by

the fact that the mcennghousc for wo rship also served
as the town ha ll for sec ular busi ness.

Anyone lod ay who walks through the old gra veyard

oi the tow n wuh n~ slate rornbsroncs engrav ed wnh
wlllgs:d ...kulb, ho ur glasses, and scy thes, will quickly
he convuiccd [it he reads the ir epnaphsl tha t the
Calvmivt'v mnm aucnnon was tocuscd upon his place

in the ne xt world to which the chu rch di rected h im
II Ca lv inism was;1 stern creed sO w as the l ife th ey
lived. Farm in g W,IS h;Hd and subject to the h azard s of

nature , fh hin,!: an d shi r ping were dLlIl ,i:e rnu s , money
an d labor wer e sc,nn-. Till' wh ole family had to work
toge ther f rom dawn to du sk iuvt to m ake en ds meet.

I Icnhh was preca rious, acciden ts were co m mo n, doctors
wer.... lew , and me dici ne was in its infancy. No man ,
woman or child went throuah life wi rhnut ex pe rie ncing

pain not once. hut many umcs. T he monaluv rate wa s
h igh and the psvch rc st rains were as great as the

.!l Sec first P.Jgcs at Barrin/:lon Congregauonal Chu rch
records

Dzmn,; tilt' 1800, the IlH:U~ of Barrm~lnn Conltre~tjona/

C/wnh "l>ecame mcrt"<l\mgh' rhls-worldly." A church
tncnu: at Stanley·, (,w~'e .n rhe Inrt HISlh sUAAens !he
memna, mtanr tn modes <lOll manners or rhe time .

PholOl,opII ' ...... Alci"ell Col/auo" RlHS Lrll.o.y



71 CONCkEGAnor-.;AL CHIllSnANITI

phys ical; ep idemics pertodicallv swept away wh ole
gen erations in one family.

But if it was not an easv life, it wa~ a well-s tructu red
and well-ordered one, The laws of the land, the social
and moral code of the community, and the teachings of
the one true church each com plemented and
re-en forced one another. Everyo ne k new his place in
the town and in the ch urc h, and whatever th e crises
and mys teries of Jill.' a firm an d steady fait h in th e
jus tice and mercv of God sus tai ned young and old.
knittmg them together in communion and community.
It was a theoccntric societv mo re th an able to meet the
diff iculties o f th is world because of its beli ef in th e
world to come.

BU[ during the seco nd century of its history , the
nineteenth century. the Barrington Congregationa l
Church . like most American churches, we nt through a
strange metamorphosis. Its focus became increasin gly
this-worldly or anthropocent ric. It gradu allv lost it s
sense of community. And mos t importan t it lost much ,
th ou gh not all. of that transcendent quality wh ich had
maintained a dvnamic tension between C h rist and
culture. Thomas Jefferson called his election in 1800
" the second Ame rican Revol ut ion" It marked mo re
th an the death of the Federalist Party. It marked th e
end nf that ca refully str uc ture d socia l system wh ich
had divided society mto up per and lower orde rs. It

tr ansformed the old Calvin tsuc et h ic of stewa rdshi p
iruu rhe gospel of wealth and th e succe ss myth, It

crea ted a fluid , flexible, flucruatlng, mo hile social
system whe re the indivi dual repl aced the communi ty
as the most important unit in the commonweal th,
Instead of o rde r, harmony, srablli ry and corpo rate
Christian sta re. Am er ica bec ame an atomisti c soci ety in
whi ch progress. change, expansion, and lals scz-faire
were the touch-stones of the pur su it of happiness,
It was a socie ty in which Ca lv inism and th e olde r
Pu ritan wav of life were nut-of-dare. An d in th is new
cl imate Congrega tional Chtist tar ury had to struggle to
maintain not only its rele vance bu t its meaning ,

It is probably not si,gn ificant that the pastor who
brought the Barrington chu rch into the nineteenth
century wa-, a Brown graduate. The church did not
turn to Harvard alter Solomon Townsend's death fOTa
sim ple reason. Harvar d had by then become the
stronghold o f Uni ta rianis m, and the Barrington church
rem ained T rin itaria n and, to a certain extent, Calvi n
one th rougho ut most of the cent ury Duri ng that
century the church had a hectic ti me of it. It was o ften
wit hou t a pJ'>tor; quarrehng vehementl y wit h those it
did get , it ordained a un al 01ele ven diffe ren t pastor s
between 1798 and 1l'l99. Th ey cam e frum Brown, Yale,
Dartmo uth, William s, Princeton. and places unknown
ttl the record. Sam uel Watson, the Brown-edu cated
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pastor chosen in 179M, was the last of the Old light
C alvinist!> ll He wa, also prohably th e last ministe r wh o

did not mind having a ~Iass of wine or rum with his
friends. After he left, the church got caught up In the
temperance m ovement and did not res t until the

passage of the Eighteenth Amendment banished Ich o
Barleycorn and demon rum fro m the n ation. It may be
noted roo that it was under the aegis of Samuel W at son

th at the chu rch applied for and received pe rmission to
co nduct a lo t te ry so th at it co u ld rai se fun ds for the
buildi ng in which it sti ll wnrships.l.l But aftcr Watson's

departure the sin of gambling became as heinous as th e
sin of drinking.

Though Watson technically broughr rh e church into

the nineteenth century, it was really his successor in

IRIK, luther wnghr . who started the chu rch on its new
path of Evangelical Calvinism which it was to follow
for the next 120 years. While the church by no means
repudiated Calvinism, u graduallv began to redefine it .

This ca n be seen in th e many efforts o f the church to
revise its covenant and articles of faith during th e
ni neteen th century. Thc fact that under Luther
Wri ,l\ht' s preach in g th e church ex perience d it s first

revival. wh ich led to the add itio n of RRnew m embers in
one year . indicates that the Evangelical mood of the
Second Crear Awakening had some impact upon th is
chu rch. T he ne ....· articles of fait h wh ich Luthe r Wrigh t

persuaded the church to adopt in 1817 seemed to
de -emphasize the doctrine of predestination , but the
reluctance of the church to abandon the famous five
point' of Calvinism can be seen in the articles of faith
adopted in 1842 and 1~52u

The pnncipa l drttcrences between the Calvinism of
the eighteenth century and the Evangelicalism of the

nmereemh we re in regard to freedom olthe will.
Evangelical Ca lvinists ad mitted th at men had som e
pan 10 play in their own sa lva tion; th ey emphas ized
the Biblical text, " w hosoever wi ll shal l be saved."

They came 10 believe that protracted revival meetings
led by professio nal revivalists were one 01 th e means by
which God hoped til sa ve sou ls 10 large n umbers and

thereby make the United Stares a truly Chnsnan
naucn. They believed that God wanted soul-savi ng

12 These mini sters and their problems are all described in
Bicknell , PI". 199 -241

1.1 Lotteries had previously been conduc ted hy the chu rch
in 1772 and 1798, Bicknell. p. 436-437.

evangchsts and missionaries to travel th rougho ut th e
world preaching to th e heathen in order to has ten the

coming of the millennium . And perhaps most
significant of all , they ceased to emphasize the
d ist inctions among denormnauons and the heresies of

all chu rches but their own, and instead they empha
sized the fundamental doctrin es of the Ch ristian fait h
which all denominations held in common - na me ly

the muaculous bir th, de ath, and resurrect ion of Christ ,
an d h is im mi ne nt Second Co m ing.

This shi ft in emphasis is well illus trated in the
articles of faith adopted by the ch urch in I H ~1 which
Slate , " W e believe all who are true C hristians an d h ave

been regular ly baptized of whatever evangelica l
de nomination . should hold fellowship with each ot h er

.n rhc Sacramental table." In short, the ch urch gave up
liS exclusive faith in Calvmis nc docrrlncs as the test of
unhodnxv and ad opted a policy of open communion
wnh all Christians ....-ho claimed 10 have experienced
conversion. By the IRROs Methodtsts and Raptists were

he in.!: ad mitted 10 the chu rch by leite rs of dismission.
Neve rt heless it must also be pointed OUt tha t the

amclcs o f fa ith ado pted in 1842 an d IK52 stressed a

co ntinued beli ef in pred estinati on . in original s in, and
in nnal deprav ity - ar least in th eory . And th e fact
th at the ch u rch chose a Princeton gradua te as its pastor

in 1"7 4 indicates that it also ha d no truck with
Darwinism and the hi~her cri ticism of the Bible.
Until well into the twentieth century the Barrington
Congregational Church practiced an evangelicalism

which it called Calvinism. but which by 190) was
known as "the old-time religion." H aving been led by

Luther Wright to aba ndon its ea rlier opposition 10

revivalism, it experienced a lon g se ries of pe riod ic
reviva ls th ro ughout th e centu ry an d ca me to accept

them as the basic purpose and fun ct ion of th e ch urch.
At limes the ch urc h even em ployed or supported
professional evangelists to assist its pastor in m ore
efficient campaigns o f soul-saving than he was th ought
10 be capable of .

This was typical of most rural churches in
ninetee nth-century Am er ica , and Barrington remain ed
throughout rhar ce ntury essentially a small rural town.

24 see records and miscella neous papers of Barrington
Co ngregancnal Chu rch and Society .
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-tlrer 1872, ~ummrr rounsts made &rrwglvn lomrthwg
or a relor! IH eD.

~.

1-----:-..---:-.:-

Its population inc reased from rou ghly 650 pers on s in
IROC! to 1,1 .35 in 11}(X).1-~ Des pite the establishment of a
large bri ck factory in 1 ~~ 7 , and th e corning of rhe
railroad in 1ASS, the to wn rem aine d isolated from th e
industria l rcvolu.ion wh ich rrnn sforrn cd most of
Rhode Islan d in these ye ats. No major textile m ill wa s
established he re ; rhe shipb uilding and fishing indus
tries died down ra th er than expanded. The principal

new source of wealth and enterprise in the to wn came
from the summer tourists who made the town some
thing of a resort area after the building o f the Nayatt

Horel in Ifl72. I I is sigruflca nt that when the Rev.
Norm an rla~.. .....as induced to become pastor here in
11\96, he sta ted that he had accepted beca use, having
on ly recentl y recov ered from a long illness , he " des ired

the quiet nf a cou nt ry char1':e."26
The va nouv q uarrel s which rent the ch u rch from

nme to nme we re typica l of those which most small
New England churches With conservative eva ngelical
rmrustcrs faced in these vcars. The principal quarrels

15 for popul.mun vtansucs 'iCC Bicknell , p- ".2.\.

!(, See Plas~'s lerter of reslgn;lulln dated December 18, 1898,
in rmscellanenus papers oi Barnngton Congregauonal
Church

Ingt~.",~" I'lC'urC>ojue Rhode bland"" Wr/lred Ii Mllnr<)
I'm• .un IJ

----.

~-._-...._- -~,..

were over the small salary of the ministe r and th e

vringmcss w ith which it was pai d . It IS no secret that
rhe first rrurustc r oi Ih al centu ry received th e princely
sum oi $2S0 a ye ar an d the last one, hired in IR99,
recei ved SX{Xl peTyear. Yet in a rural town of this size
even rhis limited amount o f (ash wa s ha rd to ra ise, and
in Jepte,,~ion yea rs il often fell In arrears. There were

orher quarrels cnncc rmng the C,Hean d expense of the
parsonage. the treatmen t of the minister's wife, and th e
( haORCS In nrual or chu rch discipline over the vears.
The Dnrr Rebellion . which split families th rou gh out
Rhodc Island 10 the (RIDs and Iomcs was o f co urse
liver the extension of the SUlfraRe, and the trouble it
caused th is church was not related to religion

Desp ite Its troubles , how ever, th e ch urch continued
1lI gmw All of rhe pastor s a/.:Tced with th e rem arks made
bv the Rev T hom as Noyes in his se rmon at th e

o rdination of luthe r W righ t in 1817; th e min ister's
"busmess," he said, " is to di spense the wo rd of li fe to
flerishinR vmners. to open the glorious pl an, state the
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prt.~CIOUS te rms 01 salvauon an d beseech sin ne rs, in
Christ'< vrcad, In accept the utfcrs of me rcy It is their

dut y, their privilege, the i r glory, tu preacha cr ucified
Savior a.. rhe only foundation of hope Thei r

employment is In plead rhc cause uf Cod and rru rh
Thev will seek therefore to allure by the love of Christ,
per su ade bv his argumcnt-. or ala rm hy the threa tening..
of h rs gospel "17 In other words, th cy were to save souls

bv prnnuscs of heaven or threats of h ellfire ; hut their
main busi ness was to save souls

BeSides producmg the firs t evangelical revival in
Barnngron In J~10, l.urher W right also int roduced the
church to two nl II" pnmarv ni ne teenth -century

m te rcvt- Sunday schools and misnonarv endeavor
His successors !nncasmdy Involved the ch u rch in
evangelis t ic . md missionary work, mora l refo rm
acnvines. an d cha-ines Beginning in ISSJ the chur ch
reco rds indicate J growmg number {I t donati ons bv the

church to cvangchcal enterprises and rmcsronarv
socrenes Simply to lis t these will indicate their scope
an d vane ry: rhc America n Board of Com missione rs
for Fore ign M issions , the woma n's Board 01 Foreign

Mi ssions, the American and Porc tgn C h rts riun

U nio n, the Amer ica n Tract Society, the Ame n can
Home M ission Society, rhe Bibl e an d T ract Soc iet y, the

Amencan Educanon Socrctv, the African Aid Society
Begmmng in II'l~~ a Lad rev Sewing Cucte was torrncd to

raise money for rrusvion ancs an d in 1f\7.' the Soc ial
Wor kers Society an d w omen's Forei~n M issiona ry
Societ y succeeded it. One oi the most che rished
en lc rprisesoi th is church lrom 11'7': u nt il the 192Q<;

was the support o f Dr. Harr iet Parker's mi ssionary
hospital III .7\1ad ras, India .UI

In add it ion to promonng soul w in nrng th rou p;hollt

Am eri ca and the world , the church ra ised money to

support th e American Su nduv Schoo l U nio n, lhl'
Congr ezanona l C hurch Mu ddi ng 'iocie tv, and th e
Ch rist ian Endeavor movcrner u. In rhc \ilSOs it ra ised
money for Thanks~ivinp; ha~kels ior the poor In 1886 it
gave money to the Rhode Isla nd Hospital Aft er 1f\70

it sen t delega tes to Y!'-\CA an d te mperance convennons
and jomed the Rhode Isla nd Temperance Un ion By

27 Thoma s Noyes. A Sermon PreacheJ at &1trm~!un, R I
Ianucrv 28, H1I7 [Providence 1817)

the end of the century It w a~ suppomng the women's
Chnvuun Tcm pc rnncc Llninn and the An ti-Saloon
League .

Equallv typica l of evangelical chu rch ac nvuv. an d
equally misguided. was the amount of money th is

church and others devoted to misvionarv wor k in what
we re ca lled eu phcrni..ttea lly "nom ina l Ch ris t ian la nds,"
by which W ;l S mcu n r Roman Catholic countries in
Europ e T he Bamngron Cn ng regnnonul C hurch seems
to han' been as interested in saving th e French from
the Pope as the Africans frnm wi tc h-doc to rs

But while the church gamed vnalnv in some
respects from it.. acuvi..t ic pursuit o j moral reform
an d soul winmng, it lost vitality in ot her wa ys.
For exam ple, af te r I !:l50 the ch u rch virtually ceased to

ex ercise any spi ritual divc lpline over its o w n members.

O nl y th ree ca't', of ce ns u re .md cxcornrnu nica rinn
occurre d in the half centu ry between 1850 an d \9CXJ
an d it was unheard of after tha t dare. Obviou sly th e old
sense oi a cnv errant 0 1 visible saints ded ica ted to
mamrammg a pure church laded aw ay , Each ind rvid ual
wavlcn rn look a fte r his own moral welfare , It wa s

more important to reform and sa ve the world than to

keep rhc church itse lf pur e. Perhaps this may have been
the resul t ot a greater sense o f chanty an d unwill ing 

ness 10 sit in iudgrnent on others In pan it ma y h ave
res ulted h om the increasing stze oi the chu rch. which
gre w trom 7R members in I !'lI7 to abou t 200 in 19OCl,

But it ga ve the impressi on that the chur ch c ured less
fur t he saved than th e unsaved and that it s co rpo ra te
un ity was bet te r su ited lur fund-rai s ing than for
Christian fellowsh ip.

Du ring this "arne pcnod the chu rch su ffered serious
losce-, in ter m s of it<, in lep;tal relancnsh ip with the
town For one t h i n~ the rncennehousc ceased to serve
as the tnwn hall ai te r Il'Fi6, thereby breaking the LIst
link between chu rch and s ta te, Bu t more important

the c(Jn~re~ation01 the church ceased to coi nc ide with
the tot a l populanon o i the town . In 1858 St. rnhn's
Episcopal Church wav tormed and len vca rs la te r a

M er hod isr Chu rch was foun ded . At the same lime the
toundm a utthc luick Iacrorv bro ugh r in a l<lr,::e num ber

1M Karrlnl!:to n church J'.lpeIS co nt a in many references rc
Ihne act!\'IIlC'S including the annual do na tions iOI each ,
and are the source ior the Iolluwmg references.
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BamnXlOn ',1 Imck fil c'wry ,I I ~/lil lled the com m un i ty'!
rr<ln ~f(lrmaf/{)n Into "<I p luwlJ' IlC ,\u<:Jcty,"

- ..~ --. .-4--

•-

,.. ....r-»

-

,.."
nl French Canadians who were Roman Catholics and
who shared none III th e old vnlue, of the church and
town IIJfTm~wn had 'It last become a pluralisric

society, When the town began rll .ntruct Italian immi
grurus in the 1l'l'JlJs the ItHrin~ton Congregational

Church mcd to uuruct these "nominn] Christians" into
its told , The records of rhe church's Sundnv school for
1~9-l note that " Early in the monrh or March a class

was formed in the school. with brother Kendall teacher.
known as the Italian class, For a time all went well but

19 Sund av School record ,

they soon abandoned the SdlOOI and the problem how
to reach this cln-e, of people effectually still remains a
serious and com plex ()nl' , " !~ One suspects that the

Italian parcnt s had the mistaken notion that the
Sunday school wasa pLlce where thcir children would
be taught English, and when rhey tuund tha t they were

heing inculcated with Protestantism. they dtew back
in horror.

At the same time thut the church faced the problem
of pluralism it also faced the problem of transiency,
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Thom(l$ Willlllm5 BJCkndl. (IlHhor.

Th... sta ble rural com mu n ity began !O brea k up. M any
old families died out or moved away . New me mbers
came and went. By th ... end of th ... c...ntury the ministe rs
were finding it di fficu h !O become acquainted with
then flock. Some new me mbers never ca me to church
O the rs came to n seldom to make th emselves known.
When th t deacons looked into the que stion of
absentees. they fou nd that many lis ted as members had
moved away years ago.

The increasing mobility 01 the community, th e
tluidny 01 liS me mbership. and th e luss of humogcnenv
in the town produced a sense 01 mala ise among the old

Yankee tarmhcs who had been the mainstay 01 the
church and the town lor alrnosr rwo cen runvs As they
saw the old social order slippill~ .rwnv they sought to

find wavs to preserve it It was in the declini ng yea rs
of th e century that patriotic societies. h istoncal
socwncs and genealogical societies began to proliferate
rh roughout New England Harrington had more than us
share of these One old Yankee, a leadmg member oi
the church, Thumas W Bicknell , collected ;111 the
materia ls he could find about ti ll' origi ns ot rhc church
and tow n 10 w rite its 600·pa.ge formal history. It is 0 1

co u r..e a eulogy of the Yankee tounder, and revolu
nonarv heroes It served 10 solrduv the image of the
church as an old Yankee ..tronghold . thereby helping to

perpetua te the cle avages wh ich existed, By 19CXJ th e
ch u rch was well on its way to bcmg a middle-class
ch urch. Bicknell maintained in his bon k, which was
published In IH9H, that Barrington " h as become a.
suburban to wn and most of the bustnev.. people 01 rhc
town transact their vanous emerpnses in Providence "

But while the town may have taken on some of the
aspects oi.l bedroom suhurb by 1898, th e Barrington
Con gregational Churc h contin ued 10 reflec t the views
of rur al New Enala n d It showed litt le inte rest in the
Social Gospel movement and none in Modernism or
l iberal Prole..rannsm It continued to expound the
evangelical docrnnes oi rhe old-ume religion untillatc
in the 19Jo.. Although It did nOI descend into the
dep ths 0 1 the Fundamen talist movement , its pasto rs
during the first third of the rwcr nlcth cen tury seemed
con tent to pre ach the sa me doc tr ines and pursue the
~me cour..c a.. their nineteenth-century ptedt:ce",sors
The dnmirranng figure in thc church in this period ....-as
Deacon Frederick Church who had been chosen m this
po!>t in I H 7~ ; he was still rhinkmg in the same ter ms
in the yea r 19.'1 .

Proh ably th e mos t sign lfican r new action unde rtaken
!:Iv the church in the..e yea rs was its effort to help Negro
education in t he South . like most northern churches
11 was aroused hy the ph~ht of the ireed s aHS afte r
1865 to send aid to thc South . Prior to 19CXl this had
co nsis ted pnmarilv {If an nual barrels of clothing, food ,
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and supplies. But in the twentieth century it began to
send conmbutions to three Neg ro schools, Cotton
Valley School in Alabama, Pleasant Valley Acade my in
Tennessee, and Tillotson College in Austin, Texas.
The church also expressed its dislike for the action
taken by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913 when he
ordered the segregation of all Negro employees in the
fede ral government. The church sent an official lett er
to the President pro testing against th is.

But by and la rge t he moral reform and mi ssionary
in te rests ot the church followed the same lin es prior to
1937 that they had throughou t the nineteenth cent ury.
Fore ign missionary effons were aided in Ind ia, Chi na,
Africa , France, an d Alaska, an d home missionary wo rk
received annual gift s, Th e ch u rch dev oted a consi der
able pat t of its time to the proh ibiti on movement,
givin.l: special support to the efforts of th e Anti-Saloon
Leag ue in its succ essfu l fl~h t for a consm unonal
amendment. And of course it did its best to prevent th e
increasing secularization of the Sabbath by opposing
the legalization of Sunday baseball in 1917 and
Sunday movies in 1923_

Worl d War I had the baneful effect upon this ch u rch
wh ich it did on mos t ch u rches in America It produced
an hysterical wave of patriotic fervor which finally
co lmmated in the long movement to equate the future
of Christianity with the destiny of the United States 0/
Amer ica . A statement in the chu rch records notes that
one Sunday evening in 1917 an add ress on Home
Mission s was given by Mr s. Co rne li us H. Pauon,
pres ident of the Massachusetts and Rhode Isla nd Hom c
Mission Assoctancn . She stated that "the un derlying
principles of the women of mi ssiona ry soc iet ies arc
loyalty, faith and patriotism " " A year lat er on
May 30, 19 1il, th e ch urc h voted 10 "declare its loyalty
to the gtent moral aims of ou r nation in thi s nati onal
stru~Ic, as th ey have been set fonh hy th e President"
For 100 many Am ericans it is still tru e that to be a Rood
C hrist ian is to be a good patriot and vice versa . T h is
form of Co ngregationa l C h risti an relevanc y was a far
cry from the Puruans' errand in to the wilderness,
though to some it see med a logical consequence.

The church continued to wo rry about Christianizing
o r Americanizing the Ita lians in Barr ington during th e
early years of the century. The Rev Alfred W. Bud d
noted upon his resignation from the pastorate in 1911 :
"The Italian problem ..... hich has been much UfIOn my
heart and mind remained unsolved I could wish th at
the citi::ens of Barrington might sec it as a wo rk
involving future citizens as well as putting forth
efforts for their Christianizing," lO A year later the
Standing Committee of the Church decided, " It was
thought advtvsble to have an Ita lian resident of
Providence come down and talk with ou r ch urch peo ple
10 consult WIth the Italians of the town to asce rtain if
they desire some effort to be ma de for them along
educational and sociallines:" Eviden tly the Italians
expresse d nu interest in oein >: cV;l1l/;;cli call y educated
or "Ch ristianized," an d the ma tter recei ved no further
.nrenrion.

Mean wh ile some ch anges were takin ): place with in
the church itse lf. In 11:\90, after a five-year debat e, th e
ch u rch agreed to usc respon sive reedings in the
services, In 1903 the T hursday evening meetings were
dro pped for lack of attenda nce , an d about th is time the
Sunday afternoo n services were abandoned , leaving
ch u rch attendance at one hour per week. In 19Q.l

a concession was made to the microbe discove ries of
LoUiS Pasteur and the church voted In usc individual
communion cups instead of the old cummu nal vessel .
To raise money for the higher salary of the ministe r
(wh ich in 1911 was up 10 SICUJ a vea r j rhe ch urch
hc~an 10 cha rge annua l rent for th e pe\••s, a practice
..... hich con ti n ued un til 19.l.2 And in 1916 the ch urch
adde d a professional director of educanon 10 relieve the
pastor o f the task o f ru nn ing th e Sunday school

Snllrhc mobility of the members kept the ch urc h in
a statl' of flux and unde r th e last of the Evangelical
mini sters, the Rev. A. lincoln Bean , th e average church
attendance fell to about ,\5 persons a week, fluctuating
betw een a low o f twenty an d a hig h of 200
[ar Ch nsr masl. Few you ng peo ple joined the ch urch
during his mini st ry from 1921 to 19.17, bu t his was the
Iate of most ch urch es during th e Jazz Age and the

,10 Budd's letter of restgnaucn. dated February 18, 1911.
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Depression Era Mllst of H . L M enoken's jibes at
Chri criarurv .....en: directed precisely at churches like
this one. Ne\'ertheles~ . upon the renremem of
Mr . Bean in 1937, th e venerable and faithf ul deacon ,

Fred Church , said in pra i'>C o f his ministry :
1 con,i: ra rularc you in lin era wh en many a rell~iO!h

leader lind plI,\lOr ha\ condoned Ille modernistic idea
of hUlIlani ,\m . thereby rohhing the Son of God of hi .1
Deity. hi\ redcmptl vl' pOWCI , m<lkin~ him only a "oml

mun Ihal you buve never created a douht in any
01 th e minds of yOU I flock of th e It'ality 01 the evan.
~eli \t1C norco hu t your me.uages h ave eve r rang true
the Cn.\pd m e ssa ge (<Jnd/ your oppo.~i tjon to th e
liq u fJI trllffic ha~ been well kn own ,31

W ith the hiring of the Rev. Joh n Kcrrelle as pastor in
1937, the Barrington Congregatio na l Church entered

into a new era. FOI Kcnclle was nhvinuslv and fran kly a
Liberal Pro tes ta nt , a Mod ernist. M ission ary ac tivity
declined an d the temperance moveme nt w as all but
fo rgotten . The chu rch joined the Rhod e Island Council
of C h urch es in 19,1R and the Fede ral Council of
Churches in 19~1. A social ac tion committee .....as
formed and the aid to Southern Negro schools

inc reased. The membership of th e church gre w, keeping
pace with that o f the tow n. The populatio n of
Barringto n lumped from 5500 in 1937 to 8500 by th e

time Keuelle left the chu rch in 1952. It was in th is era
tha t the town rea lly becam e a suburban bedroom-town
an d Kene lle round it inc reasingly diffic ult to kno w
how to preach to the heterogeneous congregatio n
w hich filled his ch urch each Sunday " T he ch ief
obstacle to the preaching of religion in this chu rch ,"
he wrote in 1939, " is the chaotic condition of our

corporate religious thinking . The personal ph iloso
ph ies, spmnral bac kgrounds, and relig ious ex pe rie nce

o f the in di vidua ls of its congreg a tion are so diverse that
th ey he ar no t one but SO or 75 di tferent sermons fro m
th e pulpit each Su nday. This co nd ition, ... in th e
extreme ex tent to which it exists in Barringto n ,
co nst itu tes a serious ba rrier to the formation o f a
real community ."31

While Kenelle was describing here a situation which

suburban pastors everywhere faced in these years.

,H Deacon Church's tar cwell address to the Rev, A L Bean.
February 26, 1937.

32 See pastor's Annual Report for 1939

The Rn· loho D Kt'tul/e u~hl"fed Ihe & rringlOn
C, nxre~rrfJnlll Church 1010 II nc .... era.

h L U" \ I t ",hn D Ken lie S.

he W;lS also ta lking ab out ....-har we now ca ll the
post .Chrisnan era or " the suburban captivity o f the

ch u rch ." The chu rch m em ber ship figures and church
atten dan ce figu res in the United States ha d never hcen
su hil:h in its history and yet never before had those w ho
anended shown such bi blical illitcraee an d theological
ignorance. 11 was impossible lor the minister to
com m un icate with his tlock because Ih ey did not

understand what he was saying. The covenan ted corn-
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munuv had decl ined to a mere sta te of ato mistic
togetherness.

During the past seventeen years th ese probl em s have
increased as the st upendo us growth of th e town and the
chu rch have inc reased. From 195210 1969 th e po pula
tion of the town almost doubled, being now roughly
17,O:Xl The membersh ip of the church ha s more tha n
[feb led, from 250 to almost SOD members. And of course
the an nual budge t o f the church has inc reased even
faster . being now at leas r five times as h igh as it ....as in
1952. Th e physical plan t of the church ha'l also had to
be aug me n ted 10 meet th is influx . Th e chu rch it self was
errla tged, th e par ish hou se was add ed, and the profes
sional staff followed the usual lines of Parkinson 's law .
The church has beco me very much like a big busin ess
corporation, a bu reauc racy for serv icing th e ne eds of a
vanegared clien tele. Me mbership in the ch urch came to

be defined primarily in terms of th e willingness to
sha re in bearing its financial COSts. The chu rch and the
congregation were now virtually indistinguish able .
The terms of communion, though still defined in
traditional forms o f C h ris tia n orth odo xy. were a less
significant indication of the sh ared beli efs of the
communican ts than th eir edu cati on al , professional,
and social sta tus. New comers to Barrington tended to
choose thi s ch u rch rather tha n another not because of
its covenant or a-ncles of faith , nor even because of th e
spiritual message from th e pulpit, but because it was the
bes t place for th em and their children to meet people
with th e same Interests in business, spons, social clubs,
and community affairs. The church itself was more
eas ily defined as a social organ ization than a religious
one. The creed which had been the vital cen ter of the
chu rch in 1771 was now barely discernible as its
outward trimmings.

If by "the relevance of Co ngregation al Ch ristianity"
one means that a ch urch suc h as this sho u ld be
th riving in ter ms of membersh ip, income,and act ivities,
there is no question but that the Barrington
Congrega tional Ch urch is re levant ro its members. It
obviously fulfill s many impo rtan t needs and functions
ior the m or they wo uld not su pport it so generously.
That is one thing certain about Congregationa l

3..J See pastor's Annual Repo rt (undated but probably
for 19341.

Chnsrlaniry - it would cease to exis t without a
congregauon, and in many rural towns the old
Congregational chu rches have ceased to exist.

Ii hy "relevance" one means that a chu rch such ;IS

th is should have an impact or influence upon its
community, here too the Barrington Congregational
Chu rch would meet the test. It has a po....-er for good and
for evil in the affairs of the town which it probably is
scarcely aware of. Insofar as it docs exercise that po.....er,
it is a very significant force in the life of the town. The
difficulty IS thai the church tends 10 use its powe r onl y
upon th e least con trove rsial issues. Its middle-class
constituency is too conten t with its lot ro wish to rock
the ship of state very much. And some ho ....' the
principle of separanon of Ch urch and Slate has come
to mean th at the Ch urch should have nothing to say
abou t th e State.

In summmg up where the Barrmgton Congregatio na l
Church stands today il will help to consider three
statemems made by th ree of the more recent ministers
regarding th e relevance of Congregational Christianity.
One o f th ese was written th iny yea rs ago, one twenty
years ago . and one very recently. The differe nces amo ng
the m are smking and tell us much abou t the changing
nature of th is ch u rch.

Th e pastor of thirty years ago, the last of th e
Evangelicals, thought of Ch risti anity primarily in
terms of the direct, experient ial relati on ship betw een
God and th e individual sou l: "T he Word of God,"
he wrote, " is powerful for the ccmfornng of saints and
the warni ng and convicting and converting of sinners.
A prayin g congreg ation would give power to th e
preacher. " When the Rev. A . Lincoln Bean wrote that,
he was pleading for "a praying congregation_"3J That
his conception of the relev an ce of Christia nity wa s no
longer meaningful can be seen in the fact that these
word s were addressed to a regular Sunday congregatio n
of th irty to forty persons out of a total poten tia l
attendance of ove r two hundred. Th ose who w ayed
together stayed togethe r, but there were not many
of them.

Th e pastor of tw enty years aRo wrote in tim e of war
He was explaining to his deacons and standing
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Committee why he had accepted the post as head of the
Ba rrington Council of Defense. Wh y sho uld a minis te r
accept a joh not only of a civilian nature but one which
had quasi-m ilitary functions I Because, he said, " the
salvation oi civthzauon depend s on the vindication of
true Ch ristian character and the Christian way of life .
That means that a!o a Chnvnan church we have first to
see to the burlding of our own character, then 10 the
cha racter of oUI cemmurutv, and our work is not done
unril the principles of love , mercy, Iorglveness, and
righteousness arc buill into the very fabric of the world

I consider th e path 0 1 C h ristian duty is the way of
-ervrce to the common ,11;00", and by way of exemplify
ing this principle I have responded to the request of
that Barrington TO\,;n Council that I serve as Chairman
of the Barrington Counc il of Defense.">' Having taken

&:Irrm,l:tnn Con,l:II',i:Crlnnlll Church tod ay

th is ste p, it is not surprising that short ly therea fte r this
minister asked for a leave (If abse nce and served tWO
years as a chaplain m the United Sta tes Na vy. For him
the path of Christia n duty was to serve the com mo n
good , if necessary by laying down his own life . "The
life of Ch ristian service" was the esse nce of the Liberal
Protestant tradit ion , and the congregation responded to
it with enthusiasm. But un fortunately the resu lt o f
\Vorl d War II was even more disi llusioning tha n th at of
World War I , The atom bomb, Hirosh ima, the Cold
War , the Korean War, the loseph McCa.n hy hysteria
ovcr imernal subversion and more recen tly th e Viemam
War and the Black Revo lution have cast a pall over the
optimistic faith in progress which had inspired
Americans throughout mOSI of their history. T he
message of Liberal Protestantism, its belief in the
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salvanon of civilization through Christian service and
character-building. sounded strangely out of place in
the wo rld of the Co ld War and " the balance of terror ."

II is not su rprising, therefore, thai C hristi anity has
taken a very different turn in the past twenty years.
Infl uen ced by exis tentialism an d th e dialec tica l
theology of Karl Ba rth, rece nt theologians have
preached a theology ot cnsrs and paradox for an age of
cnsis and paradox . And the essence of th is new
rheology. th is nee-orthodoxy, has been to try to return
some sense of the mystery and tra nscendence of
Ch rist ian faith 10 a church wh ich has somehow
become ensna red in the rela tivi stic (oils of cu ltu re.
T he new orthodoxy has asked Christians to sec that
their religion i<, not sim ply a straigh t and simple pa th ,
onward an d up ward, toward the inevitabl e millenium .
lr has asked them to recogni ze that C h risti anity is
relevant 10 an era of crisis, terror, an d imminent
catastrophe - that in fact il may be more rel evant to
an age of an xiet y tha n to an age o f pro sperity.

I do not know wh en the minister s of th e Barrington
Congregational C hu rch ret u rne d to the wear ing of th e
black gown and th e Ge neva bands in the pulpit , but I
understan d th e pu rpose of it. Its purpose is to
distinguish th e role of the pastor as the min ister of God
from his role as factot um of the congregatio n - to set
h im before his congregation not as an embodiment of
service 10 the community o r 10 th is civi lization or way
o f life, but as an embod ime nt of a ma n called by God 10

presen t a tra nscend ent message to erri ng men.
"T he ch urch's assigned task ," reads this last

statement by one of i ts ministers , " has always been th e
effort 01coping with the limits an d mysterie s of death ,
fu lfillm en t, vocation, marriage, gu ilt , meaning and
birth (the very core problems of ma n)." And these core
problem s, these cris es which all men face "have
cor responded exactly with the seven sac ramen ts of th e
Christian church for fifteen hundred years: un ction ,
eucharist. off ice, marriage , confession , confirma tio n,
an d baptism. Sacrament mean s my stery. This is and
ha s almost alw ays been the uniq ue call ing of th e

34 See pastor's Ann ual Report for 1942.

,l5 Charles McCollough, "The Purpose 01Adult Studies."
in a pamphlet entitled Adul l S!udie.J 1967·1968,
published by the chu rch.

church and its only reason for being Our goal in all
the church is thJI we be enabled 10 cope wi th these
cnscs [these mvstcrles] with fai th , hope, and love."
And our means for achieving this are "exorcism a nd
inspirtnng. ,,"

T h is may seem like a long distan ce from th e position
of the Puritan founde rs oi Congreganonal Chnsnan uv .
To them the purpose of the Reformanon was to get rid
of at leas t five of these sacraments, and they saw most
of the "exorcism an d inspiriti ng" of the Church of
Rome as Iinle more than superstition . Yet this is to take
thai quotation too literally. What it means, J th ink ,
wo uld be perfecrlv clear to most Pur ita ns. And that is,
tha t there are more things in heaven and earth th an
will ever be solved by ..ctence, educanon, and social
refo rm. Wha t it means is then existence itself is a
mystery heyond the reason of man to comprehend.
The Cod of the Puritans w as a God of mystery , aw e,
terror. and judgment . He was also a God of mercy,
erace. comp assion, and love . But how and wh y He
meted out these an tibutcs 10 his creatures no one could
say . Salvation was " the peace that passe th understand
ing." The dnc trln es of Ca lv in ism, now 50 meaningless
to us, the images of Christian rcvela non, now empty
symbols for us, we re what gave meaning and peace to
the founders of this church.

T he essence of Congregational Christ ianity is its
faith that " where tWO or three arc gathered together"
there it will he possible for them to face the mystery of
human cxfsw nce wit h cou rage, ho pe, and cha rity.
The relevance of Congregationa l Ch ristianity is that it
docs not require a large bureaucratic srrucrure. o r an
ins ti tutionalized t raditirm, to do th is. Inst itutions art'
cre ated In prese rve rnnh, bUI they tend to petrify it
Congregational ChristianilY is anti-institutional It is
the effort of tWO or th ree ga thered toge the r to seek
th e truth that will make the m free regardl ess of
invmutions, creeds, cultu res, and ideologies.
It is in the preservation o f this ~t'alch that tbe
Barrington Congregational Church has mainta ined its
vita lity for 250 years.



82

Antislavery Agencies.in

Rhode Island, 1832-1835

Rhode Islanders have long bee n acknowledged to
have played a. pro m in ent role in th e carly antislavery
movernen tIsmes F. ReiU), in a 1951 stu dy at Brown
U niversity concluded th at antislavery senti me n t ha d
existed in the colonv vi rtua lly from It S establishment
an d that the mstuunon or slavery became a subject of
public dispute as cally as 17foO, a pan of th e gro wing

nauonal movement against hu man bondage, pa rticu
la rly among Amer ican Q uakers By 177.. M uses Brow n
hel ped persuade the Rhode Islan d Assembly III forbid
futu re im po rtation of slaves Ten yea rs late r a second
act oi the legl..laturc provided for gradual abolincn ,
.III Negroes born 01 slave parents attcr M arch I , 17!'1..1.
were 10 be tree, males when th ey reached the axe 0 1 21 ,

femal es at the age II I 1.'1 , Till' Provide nce Society for
Abolis hing th e Slave Trad e wa s organized in rbe 17SOS;

with in a yea r it had bro adened its obrecuvcs to include
the end of slavery itself Slavery was a realit y to the
Rhode Islander of the eigh tee nth cen tury . Bon d an d
n ee N egroes were concentrated in rhc southern towns
- N ewport, North an d South Kingstown , Warw ick ,

Bristol , Portsmout h , and Iarncs ro wn King 's [now
Washmgtonl County in the mid-eigh tee nth centu ry
had ove r I ,(xx) slaves. The re we re 95S slaves in the sta te
in 1790, but only 10.'1 in 1810,I

In spi te of th is eighteen th-centu ry progress against

apathy an d co ncentra ted economic oppo sit ion,
annslavc rv sent ime nt in Rhode Island , as elsewhe re in

the North , did not devel op ste adily in the early years of
the nineteenth century. By 1804 the Pro vide nce socie ty
ceased its IjTOUp persu asion . The sta te had some slaves

as lat e as l A·H . The legisla tu re in 1822 denied the
franchise to th ose blacks who had not yet ex ercised th a t

pr ivilege, a limitation tha t remained in force until the
1$·H convention retu rned to the forme r poli tic a l
equali ty bet .....een races. Th e partic ipation of its shipping
Int erests in th e ill egal slave tr ade is th e reason

"Mr. Myers is Proiesso r of H ISlO ry , State University
College of An s and Sciences . Plattsburgh. New York.

by John L. Alyerso

frequently given for the state 's pr ocra st in a tion in n ot
taking a stronger stand agains t slavery and racial
ine qu ality, hut one onl y needs to remember that to

Am ericans of th e early n in eteenth ce n tu ry slavery wa s
a racial system - N egroe s comprised seven per cent o f
the state 's interest ; Americans ofte n believed that th e

mstitunon .....as a pro per one io r racial adiustment .!
In jan uary 1&12 a small group led by Willi am lloyd

Camscn orga nized th e first Ameri can society to

ad voc a te immediate emancipation of slavery . Less than
t wo yea rs la te r the American An ti-S lavery Society was
established under N ew York leadership . By m id-I837
ove r I ,£xx) auxilianes w ith an estima ted IOO,tXXl
members h ad afhhat ed themselves wi th the na t ional
urganiz.uinn , by M urch IR~H the mov ement was

su pporti ng six weekly and thr ee semi- monthly news
papers and was recei ving favo rable trea tment from
many other editors. Fu rth ermore, the publications o f

the anuslaverv press and m embership in annslavcrv
societies were inadequ ate in dic a tors of th e oppos it ion
to slavery and th e de term ina tio n to bring abo u t its
termin a t ion for , by the middle of 1837 , people in man y

locali ties in the nation had accepted aboli t ion
principles and .....ere rhoroughlv convinced of the
sin fulness of th e tn su runon of slave ry but we re not yet
willing 10 regis te r th eir aversion by m eans of the ball ot
or by ove n action wh ich would benefit th e slave or

in te rdic t hi s master .
How did th is great change 10 public senti ment against

"lavery occur! Exper ien ced in th e methods of opera t ion

of o ther hu ma ni tanan and reform socie t ies and of the
revivals 01Charles G randison Finney , th e lead ers oi
the ands lave rv movemen t na tu ra lly Util ized s imi la r
techniq ues They believed slavehold mg to be s inful
and the existence of the institution oi sla\'C~isonous

10 the fut u re oi the nation. Q uic kly perceiving that th e
Sout h would not list en to their arguments - pe rhaps

lame'S F. Reilly, "Moses Bro....n and the Rhode I..lan d
Annalaverv Movemen t" [u n pubhs hed Master 's th esis,
Department oi HIsto ry , Brown University, 1951l, pp . 18,
11,25, 19",)(), 42. D.... ight L Dumond, A/lli-l/ll vny.
th e Ctnsade fOI Freedom in AmeriCll {An n Arhor, 19611,
pr, 46-">0. 121, .176 Will iam D , Johnston, "Slaverv in
Rhode Island . 17.'>5'1776," Pubhcauon' of the Rhode
tstond HIHOric<1/ Soc lely, II 211uly 18941, 127.

2 Reilly, P. '>6. Dumond, p. 121,
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co ul d not an d retain its way of life - they attempted 10

in flue nce it in what lim itcd ways th ey could, hut

prima rily they sou~h t to free their ow n sect ion from its
respons ihility fo r l iving J t peace with sin by ca ll ing

up on Nunh em cr, to recogni ze thei r co mplici ty, by
fo rci ng up on th em a di scu ssion ahour slavery and the

pelf neal and moral responses a N ortherner could make
to his expected antipat hy to it s principles and
condi tions C ar nson wrot e in IR33:

"Nsntnng i~ more ohvious thdn that the success o f
(JUt caUlI' tlHLlt dcpend mainly upon fhe employment
ot able and devoted A:;{clJu, whose time and ta/ents

J Gtlben H Barnes, The Anllduver~' Impulse , 1830.1844
INe.... York, 1 9· 'l. ~1 , {"h.'IIIl . L,be1<llOr, July 1.1, 18JJ.

J lohn l M yen , ' 'The flcRi nmnRof Ann -S!;I\'er)" A,l(encies
In Ne .... York Slale , IRH · I /l..l6." New YOlk Hrctorv, XLIII
(April 1%11, 149·181; " Antislavery A(ti\' it i~ of Five
Lane Sermnarv Bun in IRI'i· ]Rl6: ' H/,wIl(al and
PhiloS<Jph,(al ,~()' Il' I Y 0 / Ohio Bul/etm . XXI /April 196J1,
9:;-11 1, "Th e Early Anlls!;I\'ery Agencv System in

m ust he enurelv occupied in 11.\ propagation, We mus t
recollect that ou r husines .~ i, emphatically wi th
the peop le : it IS theI r will which is to be consuhed,

en lixhtcnl,d and secured The Liberato r, The Aboli linn.
is! , The Eman cipator, The Geniu.~ of Univf'Hal
Emancipation [ar utslavesv publicationsj, may do much
- m"y reach the eyes and chanxe the opinion.~of a
mulrltulle . Rut four en ergcnc Axents would . in my
opim on. effect more in on e year than these periodicals
alone em do III five "J

Studies 0 1 vanous Slates confirm that th e paid and
ap pointed lectunng a..-:ent was the vita l ingredient in
spa ..... rung and reYI\·1O.l!: amisla \'ery scnnmem and

ma rshalinl!: it m such a way as to convert others and
effect policy . For exam ple, .W new anti.;la \'e ry

auxilia ries we re o rganized be lween rhe annual mee t
ings ot rhe American Ami·Slavery Society in M ay !!US
and M ay H1l6 ; over ha lf ...'ere in N ew York and Ohio,

states to w luch th e socrctv had a·"i.l!:ned most of its best
a..-:en ts On the o ther hand . nn ly 16 we re es tablished in
Pennsyh'an id, three 10 New lersev , lo ur in Connecticut,
and those th ree d id nOI have a !>ta te society.

Ccnnecncur and N e w !erse)' had been given al most n o
axencv at tennon and Pennsvlva r ua h ad received lit tle.
In contrast. a yea r lat e r afn- r Penns~' lvania h ad been the
recip rem ot a ...·dl ·s ta ffcd and organ ized efforl , II

accoun ted ror 9.\ otrhc I ,(XV> au xi liaries in th e nation,
a numher exceeded nnlv hy three urher stales. Ami

sla\'l'ty financial sup pOrt with in its borders increase d
and puh lic otfic.:ials and ch u rch bod ies were required to

dckn owledg~' the gtow mg abnlttion scn n mc m."
Rh ode Island was alsu a rec ipient o t this agency

a tten tio n . Becau se or its smal l size and loca tio n he tween

the centers of abolitt cn directi on in New York City and
Roston , however , the cffon-, in Ih e ~ t,lle were too

frequently an () tf·~h(l<l l 01 oraenucd lecturing

campaigns elsewhere, ofte n damaged hy con trove rsies
and iculousics between th e Massachusetts and national
soci et ies. an d were poorly rep orted

Two se ts o f s t a t i~ t ic~ need to he hor ne in m ind while
ex am in ing this eflor r to cha nge th e a tt itudes of the
P~'{lple oi Rhod e Island in th e I IBOs. T he firsr is

PcnnSVIValll.1 . ISU·]KJ7," Penn svlvama HIHvry. XXI
(lJnu;ln' ]Wwl.l'il·AA , "T he Malor Effon of Nal ion:..1
Am i-Slaven' AJo:em~ In Ne ... York SI;lIe: ' Ntw York
H"tory. XLVI /Ar fll 196:;1, 161·11'6; "The Begtnrung of
Anll ~l ;l ver )" AJo:encies in vermont, I8.H ·1836," Varnon I
Hssunv, XXXVI lSummcr 1968). 126.141.



Arn old Bviinm, II loun,fer an d fi r~t ptt''1drnt o f tht' Nrw
En~ lll n,f Antl ·Slnvery Socrery . WO.I th r fi nt ll.l'rnl of thr
I1wwrtlrnt tn lectu re 111 Rh ode Iflan d , j us native sta te.

f',,,u r 'mm Ehu""' ,h a"lh"n C1u~ by 1I111~ .... 1'l um Ch",,~ W.'mQn
~nd "'"h .., er"..' ,d W ym." ~ 1111oo10" 19lJI

popu lat ion . The state had IOfl ,RU people according to

th e 1K.J-Ucen su s. Providen ce was the only la rge
com mu nity, numbering l.J, I72 . Smithfie ld had 9,534 ,

N ew port R,.n' , Wa r....»c k 6,72(, ; Cumberland ......1<; the
on Iv other town above :l ,CXXI. The Providen ce C it)'

Di rectory oi 11'l'\6 report ed a ce ns us of 19 .277 , of whom
1,22J were color ed Seco nd , since th e an tislave ry
crusade of the lRJOs saw its elf as J quasi 'religiou~

mov ement, ch urc h sraris ncs are also helpful. In many

'" Hen ry S, Burrage . A Hil tary (If the BoplJ\I..\ rn
New En.l'lan d [Philadclphia, 18941, p . 219. Edward Field,
ed. State of Rhodr hlon d and Providencr Plan tlltrons at
the End of th e Cen tu rv. d Hi.~ t ory, 3v. [Boston. 19021,
II , 103-210 p.:I lsim . PtflVJdence Directory , Conrarnrng
Nam e!; of th e InhabJtan ts, T h eir Occupcnons. Places of
Bu.srness, and Dwtllmg Hou~e s ... !providence, 18361,
ru . 142

sta tes the Ca lv inis t de nom in ations , particularly the
Presbyterian , were the backbone of the annslaverv
mo vement. Rhod e Island had no Presbyterian congre
ga nnns. In 1829 it had only ele ve n Congregational
churches ; th ese in clud ed 1,050 me mbe rs according 10
an litH report . Five of these congregations were in
Providen ce in 1831. Quaker.. were m ore numerous,
with 1,339 adhe rents in 18.16. T her e we re th ree
U nitarian ch urches, two in Providence,one in Newport,
by 1835. In 1829 five Episcopal con gregatio ns , at
Bristol, Providen ce, Newport, Pawtucket , and Wickford ,

emb raced ~63 m embers; 1829·1838 was a period of
growth of that denomination within th e sta te, but no ne
of its pas to rs we re active in antislavery labors. In 182S
fo rt y -four Baptist ch urch es had a membersh ip of 3,887 ;

by lMoW th e n um ber h ad inc reased to 6,~11 .

Seven teen Free: Will Baptist co ng regations were
reported in 1841 . The 1R30s also were a decade of
tr em endous growth of Methodist chu rches and the

heginning of the Christi an denominanon.!

The first agent 01the mil itant ant islavery movement
to lecture in Rhode Island wa s Arnold Buffum.
A haner, invento r. sheep ra iser , and land speculator,
Butfum was in terested in temperance as well as slav ery.

Hi s father, William Buffum of Smithfiel d, h ad hee n a
rncrnber of th e Rhode Island Soc iety for th e G radua l
Abolitio n of Slavery Arnold was a delegate to that
organizanon'c co nvenuon in 1824 and talked with
many of the Engli sh aboli tion leaders on an IBM
voy age abroad . He was co nve rte d to irnmediarism by

Currtson's J.ibaator and bec ame a founder and first
President 01 the New England Anti-Slavery Society.
W hen the occasional lectures by it s members in the
Boston vicinity did n ut see m to be accom plis hing much

lot the ab oliti on cause, G arrison proposed th at the
sneil·ty app oint a Iult n me agent for threc months,
A bal lot was taken 1\1 dcstgnutc the rep resen tat ive an d
Bulfum was ch osen The Board of Managers agreed to



pay him S100 and his travel expenses for th ree months.
W hen his assignmen t was subsequen tly renewed, he
had to support himself by his own collections Quaker

mcetmg houses were soon closed to him and he was
subsequently disowned for his abolition lecturing.
T he N ew England Yea rly M eeting adopted a rul e that

none of its meeting houses could be use d except for
Quaker reli~ious purposes. When he cou ld not obtain a
Bapnst or Unitarian church, he rented a small hall.
His success was no t ,l:real. A "pleasant speaker:' he
lacked the exciting qualities of a C. C. Burleig h or a
Henry B Sranmn He dr ew sparse audiences and slim
co llections, In part this was because the oppositio n to
aholirion was not yet organized.s

Buffum began his agency July 7, 8 and 9,1&12, in
New Bedford and Fairhaven, Massschu scrrs. Crossing
into Rhode Island, he lec tured a t N ewport on the
eleventh He reported that the Baptist minis te r had
responded openlv to his appeals. but that the weather

had been bad and attendance a t the scheduled meeti ng
pour. He coul d ohr ain no place in wh ich 10 lect ur e in
W arren . Cl.nrning all the ministe rs in Bristol we re
supporte rs oi the Amencan Colon iza tion Soc ie ty,
whrch sought to send tree Negroes to Africa and we re
un willin,:: to an no unce from the pu lpit his visit, he was

mrccd to ho ld h is meeting in a public hall, He arrived
in Prov idence on Saturday, July 14, spoke in th e Baptist
meeting house In Pawtucket tha t day and tw ice in

Providence on lulv 15, the second time to th e Ne.l':TO
congregancn Fall River heard hrm on lu ly Iii an d 19,
Paw tucket ,I( the Fourth B'lp tist meeti ng house nn
lulv 21, and the north end of Providence a t 5:30 and
Pa..... tucker at 7 :.~O on lulv 11. Ar thc lat ter ci ty he com

pleted the conversion to antislavery of colonizauon
advoc a te Ray PUller who for a short nrne became a

lea de r o t an usl avc rv opin ion in the state an d who was
subseque n t ly appointed one o f the American Anti·
Slave ry Socie ty':,> agentc. Buffum .....as at Smithfield on

/> Lithe Buffum Ch.I~C wvrnan and Arthu r C. Wyman,
f.l!zabt·/1J Bninnn eha,,/'. lR()(,·IIN9. Her LIfe aml/ts
Em'Jronment,1v [Boston. 191 41, I, 7, 21, .Kl. Elizabeth
Buffum Chace. A/l/J-Slavnr RemmJ~an,.., (Central Falll',
hNI1. rr II, II 11. ,<."W Endand Ann-Slaverv Society
Records 11\31 lBoslOn Puhhc Librarvl, June 1:' and June l.~

meeungs of Board ui Mdna~crs Henrv Wllwn, IIL\wr)'
o f lhe Rl\e and FtllJ of SI"vc·Powa In AlTlffJC<I, .tv.
[Boston. 187S-18771. 1. 224, Oliver lohnsnn , Wilham Lloyd
Gauimn and Hil Times (Boston. 18801, pp. 94·%

.
_ J '--I'
•

lulv 25, By the end of the month he had finis he d hi s
Rhode Island excursion ·..vuh speeches dt Bla ckst on e,
WOtlO..ocker Fall.., and Slatersville,"

In Ma-sachuscns Butfum ma de wh at he te rm ed a
"hcad-auuck" ;l.k:alnst colonization, begi nning in
Uxbridge and cnnunuing during most of August an d

earlv September 10 the central part of the state. The
differences between these two movemen ts, each
concerned w uh the future of the N egro in America ,
was tundamcnral. T he Ca ntsornans asse rte d th at they
had 10 de ..nov colonization support in the nanon

before the annvlavcrv movement could achieve its
ubjeClivcs Henry B_ Stan ton. in an add ress before the
American Ant i-Slavery Socil'tr, ex plained the diff erence
in ourlnok T he ubnliuonicrs granted the exis tence of

race pre jud icc in the nation; du rin,:: its predominance,

LJ1'l'wlnr. lune olD, 18.32. Gennn of Umvenal Emonci pa
non. January IKl'l. Buffum's .rcnvurcs are recorded in
issues "I LibaalOr and in Will iam Lloyd Garrison Papers
[Boston Public Library)

7 Burfum to Cam-on. luly 16. 1831; Gunson to Henrv E.
Remon July 7 and 21. 18\1, Garnson Papers New
England Anu-Slaverv ~ociety Records lltU, rune 15
rnecung. LI/laator. September I and 8. 18.12; July 5, 1834
Pawrudl't Chronicle. July I ,~, I8.U. Rhode; Island
Aml'Tlcan and Gazette, [ulv 14, 1831.
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black s coul d not im prove their position. But in contrast
to the colonuanonists Stanton asse rted, antislavery
ad he rents affirm ed th ai th e prejudice could be
conquered by reason and by Ch ristianity , while the

co lomzadon ists sought to escape from the problem by
sending Negroes to Africa . Co lonization agents began
to answe r Bu ffum's lec tures. The at tempt of th e

N ew England agent to belittl e the ab olitionist provided
excellent amm unition for a m aster propagandist lik e
Camson . Stopping an evening en route to Provid en ce,

Buffum returned to Newport for one lecture the second
wee k of September, but he reported that he found
al most no in te rest in his subject. He quickly proceeded
to Massachusen s.s

Ga rriso n was anxious for an agency himself .

In te rested in several reforms in th e 1820s, h e had
inevitably come to examine the question of slavery.
He Arst sough t a so lution to the end of the in st itution in
co lon izatio n, but by th e 1830s he had become th e m ost
effective assassin of th at soc iety. In 1&.11 h e establishe d
The Liberator in Boston with the intention of leading

an antislavery crusade. After several aborti ..le meeti ngs
to get a m ilitant aboli tion organization crea ted , he
becam e a founde r, correspo nding sec retary , and the

pers onificati on o f th e New England And-Sla very
Socie ty . Full of en th usi asm which h ad been engen
dered ar the seco nd annua l convention of th e Peop le of
Co lor , lune 4· 15, he sought fina ncial support for a
lecturing to ur . Unable to secure the money else where ,
Ga rrison persuaded hi s colleagues in Boston to appoint
h im to a three-m onth s agency at $100 plu s expense s;

he began h is services th e second week of September.s
Ga rrison tou red eas te rn and central Massachusetts,

northern Rhod e Islan d, and southeastern Maine,
beginning with a speech in th e Worcester Town Hall on

September S. He then departed for hi s on ly Rhode
Island agen cy appea rance to deliver five addresses in
four days in Provid ence, three to blacks, to aid colo red
people in the formatio n of a temperance society. H e
claimed h e won the support of M oses Brown H is

8 Buffum 10 Garrison, August 3 1,1832, Garriso n Papers
Fast Annual Report of the Amenccn Anti·SJavery Sowny
(New York, 1834). B. tibc raun. Septembe r 1,8, 15, and
22,18.32. Pawtuckef Chronicle . Sept ember 7, 1832.

9 Wendell P. Gunson and Francis J. Garr ison,
William Uoyd Garruon. 1805·1879 . rhe Story 01 Hu Uf e
Told by Hl$ Chrldren . 4v. INe.... York, 1885· 18891,1 ,
283-288,313. New England Ant i-Slavery Society Records

ad d resses on Sunday evening, Septembe r 9, in
Mr . Wilson 's meeting house for two hours, and
Wedn esday evening, September 12, caused most
response in the press : one letter-to-the-editor reveal ed

the ....riter had been brought to recons ider hi s su pport
of slavery ) a second in the same newspaper showed
ou trage against Garriso n. The editor of the publication
agreed w ith G arriso n's descript ion of slave co nditions,

but opposed im medi ati sm and continued to favor
colonizanon .w

Although Buffum's first appointment as agent

expired October I , he continued his service u ntil the
socie ty deci de d at its October 29 m eet ing officia lly to

red esignate him as its repr esentative, providing that he
secure his own support from co n tr ibu tions which he
collected. During ea rly October he was confi ne d for
two weeks by an iniury, but upon his recovery he

u ndertook h is work aga in . He first vis ited Pro viden ce,
mcenng Simon S. Jocelyn, a Co ngrega tional pastor who
wor ked with the Negroes of New Haven . They attended
th e sess ion of th e recentl y-organized co lored temper
ance society an d visited M oses Brown . Buffum 's
primary object seems to have been to lay the foun da
tio ns for the Iormanon of the city's au xiliary antislavery

society. He then departed for Massa chusetts. Funds
were limit in g what could be undertaken . N evertheless,
the society's off icial organ , The Abolitionist. co u ld

boast in its first issue of 18.33 that through th e efforts of
the Ne.... England Ann-Slavery Society in its firs t ye ar

of operation, " more public addr esses on th e subj ect of
slavery and appeal s in behalf of the contem ned [stc]
tree peo ple of co lor, h ave been made in New England
. . tha n were eli cited for fony years prior to its
organizatlon. " ll

Buffu m was reap po inted agent for another three
m on th s in Jan uary 18.33, bu t his se rvice was spo radic

and never in Rhode Island. On Ju ly 25 he received
ano ther co m m ission and afte r some speaking engage
ments in Massachusetts , he appeared on Augu st 13,
1833, for an ad d ress at his home in Smithfield. He

IS-H, AUJ;ust 27 meeting. Garrison to Robert Purvis,
June 22, 18.32, Garrison Papers. Uberator. rune 30,
Septembe r 8 and 15, 18.H .

10 Garmon , I. 288-290. LiberalOr.September 15, October 13,
et paU lffi October 6 to November 10, 1832. Mrcroccsm
and Weekly Amer ican. September 8, 1832. Providen ce
Dmly loumat. Seprember S, 1832. Rhode bland AmeriC411
and Gazette . Septe mber II , 14, and 18, 1832.
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·,\ fr. W,ho n·.l mee rinx house" /lOW kn own dS rhc
Beneficent CongrCg<J tlOndI Church.

asserted that he had the support of that community's
Congregational pastor. H is agency took him as far
north as Massachusetts and as far south as Wilmington,
Delaware. It was concluded October 31 in Providence.P

The accomplishments o f Buffum, Garrison, and two
other agents. Oliver Johnson and Orson Murray, in
northern New England . were considerably limited

when compared with those of later lecturers.
Monetarily, they were a liability. The total of regional
aux iliaries which could be credited to thei r efforts
must have been under ten and even some of those had
;I limited life and weak strength The number 01 new
annslaverv adherents was not large. The New England

II Ne...· En~land Anu-Slaverv Sociew ge cords 1832,
Oc tobe r 29 rneeung. Ubefd fOr. October 27,1832.
AbolHlon u r. January 18JJ, 2.

Anri-Slaverv Society board of managers could nor seem
to gel It S agen cy program Ofl:anized and financed. On
rhe other h and, rhe public had been made aware of the
determination of some Americans to attack the institu

tion of slavery. the colonization movement had been
wounded and Its principleli assailed, important contacts
with like' thinkers had been made in many communi

ties and outside moral support for la ter organization
shown to exist- 1.1

One famous auxiliary which was at least in pan a
product of agency activity was the Providence Anti
Slavery Society, founded with only twelve men present

on June 7, 1833, but numbering approximately 60

12 New England Ann-Slavery Society Records 1832,
lanuaty ,~, 1833 meeung. New England Anti-Slavery
Socteev Second Record Book [Boston Publie Library},264
libera tor , AU.i:U~t 31 ; el paS-l im September and October ,
November 16, 1833.

U Sccon d Ann ual Rl:pon of chc 8o<:lrd of M.lI ll.llgeT.l of chI!
New Engl.llnd Anti·Slavery Society IBoston, 18341,30.
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adh erents a year la ter It declared rh ar one of its
intentions as soo n <IS it wa s able was " to send Out Iivmg
agents m cry aloud and spare not." By Iulv ~ it was
holding its first public meetings. with addresses by the

Rev , Thomas Williams in Providence and Pawtucket ,
Samuel J. May , a leader of the New England
Anti-Slavery Society , spoke at the first quarterly
meeting in the Congreganonal meeting house on

September L\ and then Williams, George Bourne, and
C. C. BurI e l,ll;h were featured speakers at the first annual
rneenng on November Ii in Mechamcs Hall. Without
outside spea kers a t othe r times, the soc ie ty co n tin ued

its session s in Oc tober an d De cember 1&33 through
winter an d spring 18.\.\ Its October meeting was held in

the Un ion school mom , that in December in th e new
hall of Whipple's Burldmg, in April in the Pacific

meeting house, in May in the Richmond Street meeting
house Thcruattct, its regular meetings during summer
and fall I&\~ were at Union Hall, at the rear of the
Umversalm Chapel. It was also zealous in the
distribution of antislavery tracts. l~

The Paw tu cke t Anti -Slavery Society came into

existe nc e at approximately th e same time. On Monday,
December 23,1&33, Ray Potter laid the foundation for
the organizational meeting with an address to " a large
and attentive audience." The auxiliary was established

on January 10, 1834, with ahout thiny citizens signing
its constitution, By May its membership had increased
to about seven ty, one-thi rd of whom were women.IS

At approximately the same time, December 4,1833,
the Am erican Ant i-Slavery Society wa s organized. Its
executi ve co m m itt ee quickl y established the standing

committee on agencies. The latter formulated instruc
tions for agents, directed the organization's secretary
for domestic cor respondence to oversee opera t ions, and

decided to appoint four men , two of whom, Samuel J.
May and Amos Phelps, would serve in New England.
Their task was "to arouse the public mind by addresses

I~ R..,mll lm d Proceed lll;t',,' 01 th e Fir., ! A llnll,l! Mc eti/l ;t', 01
th e Providence AlllJ ·S/av elY SOCIety [Providence, lIBJI ,
J ·12 LI/lewwr_July S, 1H..14 Pw\,!<lell n ' Daily sonmat ,
September 1-1, IIt\J ; March Jl , April 7 and 12, May 19,
1834 Rhodt II/and CnU/llry Illumal_ p<1mm October
1M3 to November 18.14 Providence Darl~' New.~ ,

.' \ ay 19, 1&\4

15 Pawlll ck!'t ChroOlc1e, December 27, lll..'l.\, JanuJ.ry 10.
17"H , and May 9, 11\..14 L/~ ralor, July 5, 1&J.l.

and lec tu res and to en hgh ten and con ve rt individ uals
by privat e in te rviews." This essen ti al ly remained the
task of the antislavery agent thereafter. The Society
would pay SR a week plus traveling expenses, the

compensation usually allotted by the Bible and Tract
societies to their agents. When none of the four men
would accept appointment, the committee designated
loca l agents to serve whenever and wherever they
could, receiving only travel expenses. It appointed
eleven men , nine 01 whom were ministers and two of

whom, Thomas Williams of Providence and Ray Potter
of Pawtucket , were residents of what is today
Rhode Island. I~

Ray Putter, a former colon iza t ion isl, was a founder of
the American , Rhode Island , and Pawtucket Anti
Slavery societies and the bulwark of abolition in the
state almost frum the begfnnlng of the movement , He

was the first vice president of the Providence
Ann-Slavery Society, firM corresponding secre ta ry of
the Pawtucket group, and a manager of th e national
organization . Bookkeeper, clerk, schoolteacher, writer,
pastor , he was a man of tremendous en ergv and
cun vicuon Born and reared a Baptist, he left that

denomination to become an architect 01 th e Free Will
Baptist mo vement in Rhode Island. Primarily

responsible for the Iormnnon of the congregation
in Pawtucket, which became the Iar,ll:cst in the state
outside Providence, he served as pastor for fifteen years
without paY,living by collections made for him of
about SIOO a year. Half 01this, he reponed one time,
went for rent . He never knew where other support

mi ght beobtained, In spite o f his family responsibilities,
h e wa s cons tantly enga,ll;ed in reform cau ses. He was
im priso ne d in lKI8 for oppos it ion to militia drills , He

was an advocate of the Anti-Masonic cause. In 1835 he
edited and published a monthly pamphlet, The Pure
Testimony, which embodied intense theological
controversy, particula rly against the Methodists. He

1(, Amer ican Anti-Slavery Society Agency Com mtn ee
Minu!es [Boston public Lihrary], mecnngs of
De cember 16, 18.3.' and ja nua ry 14. .HB4, Elizur Wright,
lr ., m Phelps, De cember ,H, 18.J3 , Am os A Phelps
Papers [Bosto n Public Libr ary]. Gilhert H Barnes and
Dwi/{ht L. Dumond . eds . UlIl'H vi Theodore Dwi1ft !
W e/d , An;t',drn.<l Grlmke Weld, and S<J rah Onmtce. 1822
1844.2v. (New York , 19341.1. 121, 128·1.30. Fmr Annl1<Jl
Repo rr of Ihe Amcllcan An u -5Iavt l)' Socie ty . .\0-41.
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lWy POtfU·.1 <lnll·d,H't'lV \rntiments are rtflec red rn
rhe contents of hu 18.15 pUblication

_~ l. -",..-TVG&a'I'. , _ . l.

Till'

1' 1IHE TE STDI O .\Y.

u ..u • • • ~ " ~. ~a ~ :" a ..

..._.,,,.......
• . ~ .....u ...·····..·,,,,,,··

explained the tardiness of two months' publication by

disclosing that he had personally assumed the debt of
H,£XXJ of h is conxrcecucn for purchase of its meeting
house. His travels, ~nin~ without meals, in addition to

17 Rav Potter 10 Bro wn, M;l!ch 14, 18111 and Novem ber
lliin. ."'10ses Brow n Paper s IRIHS Lihra ryl. Am os A,
Phelps, Luturn on ,\I,weT}' and I b Rellled y IBostu n.
IlB41, pp- v-x. Reporr and Proceedm1.' 01 rhl' Fir.,r
Annual M eC!Hl1.o f rhe Pro v,dcllCt' AII Il·Slavny SOL·je !.v.
12, Pawruckt'l Chrome/c. lanuary 31, IIIJ4. RlJode lsland
Coun trv lourl wl, De cember 27, IRJJ. field, 11, len,
LI1'''''H;)r. lulv <;, IRW Purr TClflmony, I'd"im 18.3<; .
RIHS Library has an excellen t coilecno n of Porter's
Pur e Texrrnro nv.

h is family and ch u rch car es, had been time-consumi ng,
bu r had th en sec ured nearly S.3,<XXlY

Poner dehvered th ree amisbvery ad d rC'\ses to
inc reasi ng ly larger audie nces in Pawt ucket. After the
th ird speec h, th e socre ry was orga n ized, He also spoke

and form ed an other society a t Phenix Village, Warwick .
later he spok e at Sut to n, Millbury, and Uxbridge,
Massachuscus, adding more than fifty signatures to the
latter's antislavery constitution .IS

The Rev . Thomas Williams was horn in Pomfret,

Conn ect icut, November 5, 1779. He attended Williams
Co lle,i:c tor seve ral vvar s. departing because of ill health
G rad uated Irom Yale in IROO, he served as a teacher
three yea rs an d was the n licen sed as a pastor by th e

...... in dh am COUnty Congregational Assoc iat ion. Aft er
three nusvionarv tuurs. he began to preach at the
Pacific Congrcgauonal Church in Providen ce in IW7
Popu lar wuh Bro ·n University st ude nts, Williams
m creesed th e siz 01 hJS con grega non Among other
pas to ra tes, bcforc he s.... nled permanently in East
G reen wich in I R·B , were Foxboro, Au[eboro , and

He hronville , Massa chusl'!fS, and Barrin,i:ton , Rhode
Island , He was married and had scv .... n children .

Described as an earnest and tnrcctul preacher, he was
quick at repartee. He published 24 serm ons and

treatises, am on.!: them Tile Prac tice of Aml'rlC'lrJ

~/avrry Tried by Ihe I'rincsplev of AlIlcTlc<ln LIberty .

a sermon wh ich in IM3J . an ea rly dale in th e an n sla vcrv
crusade. advocated irnme di are an d umvcrsa l
l'ffi.lOcipalio n. JII

W ill iams was a ....'av hom Pro viden ce wh en his
appointment pap ers arri ved. de-rgna nng h im d S agent

begmnmg lanuary 22. He began hi s scrvrc c on March 6,
soo n alter he re tu rned He im medi a tel y proceeded til

Maxsachuscns where he lectured and assbted in the

orgaruzanon of antislavery societies which ranged from
seventy to 11(, members in Fuxboro, Wrentham, and
Franklin . In Rh ode Island he spoke fnr the already

lit Frr-I Annu<ll Rc-pmt ot thl' Amt""can Anti S!avay
.\OCIC IV. -lO-J!. LII'.·f</I01. lanuarv J. IS U Pawtuckel
Chronicle, December 27, IIlH; ,'dnU.1TY 10 a nd 17, 1&34
Emancmator, lanuarv 21 and Arril l 9, IR.'-l

1\1 /j1O!{wpllical Cyd0l't"dlll o f RepII'.lcllt<llIVc M en of
R!lodl' f\I<IIlll (Providence, 1Il!1l1 , pp. 1\I2.19J.
Rhode Islan d l'h llmJlhwplsl . July 17, IIISJ. MIcrocosm
and Wt"l'kly Aml'/ican, De cember 29, IA.U.
Pru\'idence D "t"CIOTY, 1832, 127.
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exivung society in Pawtucket and at Barr ington , Little
Compton, Tiverton , and Bristol. He reponed that
rhc foundations had been laid for societies in those

ccm munmes. In other tow ns he visited influential
ci tizens and drsrnbutcd anuslavcrv pub lications. He
opened a se ries of at least three lectures in Providence
on April 7.w

A third agent ttl appear in Rhode Island at this time
was Samuel I. May May was a Uni tarian cle rgy man
then Iivin,!?; in Brooklyn , Con nect icu t. and a fou nd er of
the New England Ann-Slavery Society. One of
Camson's close mends. he \·..as able to escape m uch of
the bureme..s that pav-ed between the N ew York and
Boston groups The Herald 0; Freedom characterized

him as " so und, discrirninatinJ:. fea rle....:' an d " an
eloquent and powerful spcakcr." His activities were
under the auspices of both the N ew England and
American Anu-Slaverv societies In late March and
early April H'-'~ he ...poke in Massachusetts and
Connecticut, and at Pawtucket in the Fir; t Bap tist

meeting ho use on M onday, M arch 31. His lectur es
las ted abou t an hour-and-a-half."

One of the effective methods of ant islavery ope ra t ion

was the sched ul ing of a n um ber of annual. quarterly,
and specia l meetings dun ng M ay an d June to take
advan tage of th e avat labihtv o f th e lec tu rer; who would

be attending mecunss of abolition and ot h er ref orm
societ ies LO New York and Boston. Rh od e Island usually
be nefi ted from th is, O n a lesser scale th is began with
the first an niversary of the Amer ican Anti-Slavery

Society in 183~_ The N ew Engla nd Anti-Slavery
Co n vention assembled in Boston for its firs t meeting on
Ma y 27, HIJ4 , Ma y was its pres idi ng office r; he lectured

in hi s agen cy capac ity for approxima tely Ave weeks
before and aft er th a t co nclave, hi s expenses defrayed by
friends in th e co mmu ni t ies which he visited. Included

were app earan ces in Providen ce May 19 in the
Richmond Str eet meeting house before an audience

!O EmanClpafOr. April 22, 18.'14 Fusl Annual Rt'purl of l he
Amt'Flcan Antl ·Slavery S(Klely• .£0-41 Providmu
lou mal. Apri l 7 and 12, Hl'l4,

21 Thoma'> I. Mumford. ed , Ml.'"mOlr of Samuelloseph ,\la ~'

[Boston . 18731. Eman CIpator, April 22. 1llJ4. Providence
loumal. March ]1 , HI.14 Pawrucktr Chrome/t' ,

.~<1In ll t'l l, May . leacll'1 of the New En!>:lancl Anti-Slavery

.\ ocle IY. .<poke at rhe finl quarterly meeung of the
Provld,'nuloclCly

Poll 'an ""In W,llIam llo~d C.","on Th~ i,otl' 01 Hit lI i~

'ol d by h.. ch,'d,~n . ~ 1 IN Y 1885)

es tim ated be twee n 700 and KOO, and June 13 with
Charles Stu J rt. 21

Stua rt wa s a Brit ish ci t izen, a retired captain of the

East InJ iJ Com pany's forces who had a large land
grant ncar Lake Simcoe, O nt ario, and a form er teacher
in Ut ica , N ew York , in the IKlUs. He undertook

March 28, 18.14 Herald of Freedom, M arch 7, 1&35.
FI"! Annual Rt'pmt u f the American Ann·Slavery
SUOI,' IV, -lO--l1

21 EmanClf'<llol. ,\\n 27, IIU-l. Llhnarm. ;\bv 24. 18.~

Provrdence Da lly Nt'....<, "by 19, 18.'14. Samuel ). May,
Somt' Rl'eollu!ron <o f Ollr Anti·Slavery Conflict
(Boston. 18691, pr· !40-141



C(>n lron- /<Idl H r 'f , ~hl"r Georl,e Thompsun

three mon ths. th en iOI the com plennn llf the drive tha t
brought ema ncipation . lie was so ..ucccssful rh ar
Hcn rv Brougham credited him as be ing the man most
responsible lor the abolruon 01 s1.1\'1."1)' in rhc Empire,

In the Unncd Stares at the invnanon oi Garrio;on ,
T hom pson served unde r the auspices 01 both the
M assach u..ett-, and th e America n And-Slavery
societies.1\

T horup..on's minal activine.. were co nfined 10

nunh ern New England in O ctober ;111(\ I.'a rly Nov ember

9 1 "~Tl~l"VERY "CENCltS

d tstrtbuuon-, Of tr acts and Bibles and lectured abo ut
temperance Becoming a follower oi Charles G randison
Finney, he served for a lime In the evangelist 's band.

In HU9 he returned to England 10 pamcipatc as an
agen t in its anuslavery movement. In man y ways he
became the must important link be tween the aholi uon

acuvhtes lIf the tw o nat ion s. He was al so author of
some 01 the most effective anti-coloni za tio n pamphlet s.
Stuart a rrived In the United States sho rtly before th e
an nua l meeting of the America n Ann-Slave ry Socie ty.
He was commissioned and im med ia tel y put to work.
He lectured In Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New

Hampshire in May and Iune 1834, arriving in
Pawtucket un lune 13, speaking once on that evening in
the Firsl Baptist meeting hou se and twice on lune 15.
Whi le st ill not agreeing wit h aboli t ion doc trine, the

ed itor 01 the 1'<llVfUckel Chronicle credite d Sruarr with
"good sense ," " pla in and forceful rea soning," and
sincerity. On Monday eve n ing, lu nc 16 and T uesday,
afternoo n, lu ne \7 the Eng lishman spoke in Newport.

Aite r a l ime in Connecticut, he return ed to Providence
the beginni ng 01 Iuly, remained about a week, including
an afternoon address July ~ in the W est m inst er
Congregational meeting house ; he was joi ned in

spe aking on the la tte r occasion by Ma y, John Blain , and
anothe r paid lec tur er , Amos Phelps.l.l

Porter, as a locally co mmission ed agen t, was also
lecturing during this period . In addition to assisting
Stua rt in Pawtucket, Pot te r spoke Jun e \ Il in Warwick

and June 1M in Fall Rive r, M assachuscus.w
The o ther pamcipar n0 1 the Briti sh agency system

who was .1["1 commissioned in rhe United States and
who served in Rhode Island ID the ItiJUs w 3.<;George
Thompson . Burn in I~ and app renticed early in li ie,

Thompson wo n loc al success while lecturing in the
vic ini ty of his home. He proposed to become an
armsla vc rv speake r by presen t ing h imse lf a t th e anti

slave ry orficc in London H ~' wa s accepted init ially lor

lh..b<,h BullulD Uu« l>
~nJ Allhp, C rJ \\ man n IU·~

.!J FIIst Annual Repml 01 th e A mer ican An,,-Sla\'ul'
SOUI'll' , \6. Beruarrun P Thomas, Theodor( We/d.
Cru''''drr lor FH'/'doll1 [New Bru n swick, 1950L pp. 16-17.
Barnes and Dumond, I. 22-111, 151. Apple ron', Cyclopedia
o f AmaiclllJ Bio"'<lphr, (w (Ne w York . l I1R!l -l flIl91, V,
728. Weld to Mr s. !\·1iller, rUlle .'\0, 11I81l , Theudure n
w eld I'apers [William L Clemen ts Lihrarv. Ann Arbor.
~l i c h l ,i:a n l , R,·plJr! 01 rho' A~ency Comnlltll'e 01 rht'
Ann ·51<1 \'en' ~(Juerv [London, 1&321,20-11. Liberatol .
.\1.:IylJ. lune 11 , I&W Emdn ripalO1. [ulv 1 and 8. 18J.t
,"0':""- Ynrk Evun~e/"' .Iuh· 5, HB.J. Pawtucket Chromclt .
lul v I~ , lune 20.1&\.1 FenrUJr.,- 6,18..35. Rhode II/and

Coun rry IOl/maJ. tune 17, 18J4 Penny Posr .
lunc 18 .18\4

14 EI11<mnl'<llor. lulv I. IK\4, Potter 10 Garrison. lu ne 18.
IRlJ, C amson Papcrv

15 May. l'p. I(J,)-IIJ. Benjamin C. Bacon til Elizur wright .
lr.. [uly 25, IIlJ.. , New England Anti-Slavery Snciety
Letter R"ok IBusron Public library). New England
Anti-Slavery Society Second Reco rd flook , 284
Proccedrll~ ' o f rhe Amer l<'<ln An!l · .~lavl'1Y Society III It s
Thud lJl'l'uJ." Held In lh l' Cuy of PhI ladelphIa. Dec. 3d
ana Jrh , /863 (:-.iew York, 1864), p. 119.



92 A~n~LAVIRY AGENCIES

Ilt1-.!. Returning irom constant lec turing to Boston to

rest , he then headed southwa rd to meet three lecturing
engagements in Providence and one on Than ksgiving
afternoon , November 27 , in th e Pawtucket Baptist
church . The second Providence meeting was hel d in the

Pine Street Bap tist meeting house, the oth er tw o at the
Richmond Street me eting house , At th e first Providence
meeti ng on November 19 the audience was small;
between 700 and ROO people attende d th e second
evernng the last gathering on the eve ni ng of
November 21 numbered between 1,200 an d 1,5CXl

people. Potter reponed that Thompson was su rrounded

at his lodgmgs in Pawtucket hy people who wanted to
speak with him On the other ha nd , the ne ws pa pers
mcreased thei r attacks upon him . As a foreigner, h e,

01 all the ea rly ant islavery lecturers, had aroused press
ire M ay later m ainta ine d that , with the exce pt ion of an
unsuccessful atte mpt to disrurb a meeting in Worcester,
Massachusetts, he had me t no mo les ta tio n in su m me r
and au rumn Iln~ Thompson 's appearance aroused
the nation.U

As he connnued his labors in Massachusetts, New
York , and Pennsylnnia , Thompson did not return to
Providen ce agai n unti l W ednesday, March II He spoke
in the Me thodist meenng hou se to what abo lit ion

new spap ers te rmed "a fu ll aud ien ce." At th e en d of
M arch on his return from Co nnecticu t lectures in
company of M ay an d Garrison, T hom pso n s taye d for a
ti me in Providence, hut ap paremlv m ade no public
addresses, Another appea rance on April 14 at the
Pine Street mceung house to what he estimated was
between 700 and ReX) ladies and \ SO men res ul ted in the

formation of a ladies' antislavery society o f 106

members and conmbunons of S\OO to the

abolition cause.27

Besides the occasional efforts of Ray Poller , indi
vrdu als att ending co nve n tions, and N ew Englanders
who could conveniently del iver an address, the Hrst
lecturing agent for Rhode Island was Samuel L. Gould,
employe d by the Prov idence Ann-Slavery Society in

26 George Thompson to Robert Purvis, Novem ber 10, IR.14,
Garrison Papers {copvl. Benia rrun C. Bacon to Amos
Farnswort h, November 18, HI.\4, New Englan d Ant i
Slavery Society Letter Book , May , pp. 120, 141, 144,
Lrberetoe. November 19, December 6, 18.]4 M<l.Hachu
'itts Spy . December 10. 18..14 Pawtucktt Chronicle.
November 21, 183.l Rhodt l.dand Country lournal ,
November 21, 18J4 Provrdence Daily TournaI,
November 19, 20, 27.18..\4, february 6,1835.

the spring 011&.15 . After beginning his labors Apri l 12

at the Baptist meeting house in Olneyville, a few m iles

north of Providence, Go uld spoke on April 14 to a sm all
group in Pawtuck et, the follo w inJi: evening 10 another
au dience in Apponaug and on April 16 to a number of

influen t ial peopl e in a priva te hom e in the latter town .
O n Frida y, Ap ril 17 and Saturday, April 18 he lectured
in East Greenwich. At Wi ck ford , which in itially
disp layed li ttl e interest or sy m pa thy for his ca use , after
lectu res for th ree successive even ings, first in the

Episcopalian and then in the Baptist ch u rches, he
reponed he made grea t progress. Follow ing three
speeches in Kin.e;slOn , he proceede d to Wes terl y to

deliver th ree addresses and then lecture on h is return
tow ards Providence. H e was su rprised at th e favo rable

response he rece ived and asse rte d that th e peopl e of the
state had not become abolitionist becau se so little
effor t had bee n made to convince them. He probably
contin ued to the second week in M ay, permit t in g h im to

arrive in New York City in time ro attend the sess ions
of the American A mi-Slave ry Society, M ay 12.1Il

When the executive committee of the Am er ican
Ann-Slavery Socrcry issued its second an nual report in

May 18.15, It named nine me n wh om it h ad employed
during all or parr 01 the prev ious ye ar in its exp anding
operations Except for the several lectures by Stua rt,

T hompson , an d M ;IY in Pr ov id en ce and Pawtucket,
little h3.J been done durin g the ye ar in Rhod e Island .
Yet the agents. Theodore Weld an d Amos Phelps,
In addit ion to Stuart , T hom pson , and M 3Y, had been
emplovcd lor long periods of time . Amos Ph elps ,
Congregati on al pastor of Boston and Connecticut , who

had lectured mnsdy in M ain e, Ne ..... Hampsh ire, and
Massachusett s in 1 8..1~ , was to have been the first

represem anv e of the agency co m m ittee assigned to
Rhode leland. In [anua rv I83S the committee d irect ed
h im to the in terior of N ew Yor k Sta te until Ma y, but a
month la te r, alter revie wing a reques t for h is se rvic es
hom the Provid en ce Ann-Slav ery Soc iety, in cluding an

olfer of SSO towa rds his pay , the comm ittee deci ded

27 Camson til Hen ry Benson, Murch .'10. 183.'i, Garrison
Parers Liher,ltfJ1. March 211, April 18 and 25, IIlJ .'i.
Emancipator , '\\arch 24, Mav 26, 18.15. Providence
lourna/, April 1.\, 1835.

211 Em<lnClpat",. May 5, I8..J5, lsbeuuor. M~y 2,1835.
Sec(Jnd Annual Report o f th t AmellC<ln Anfl ·Slo\'ery
Soclery INew York, 1S351, 1~
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u -s1avt holdtr lam a G. Birney.

t"'UdH '.om D,C""".'}" "J Amc,,"." Poru,," (D"v~r PrJbl,,:.:Illo... .
Inc. 1%1) ,

that he might work in Rhode Island af te r the M ay
an niv ersary meeti ngs an d sugges ted to him lhat he
locate h is family wit h that tr an sfer in mind, How ev er ,
af ter tal king with him , the commine e changed its plans

and leit Rhode Isla nd without an age n t.2\!
Im m ediately following the n ational convenuon, th ose

en route to Bos ton again delivered several add resses in
Rhod e Isla nd lames G. Birney , ex -slaveholder, agent
of the national society, subsequently publ isher of a
Ci ncin nati an nvl avc rv newspaper, cor responding
sec re tary of the American Ann-Slavery Society , an d

tw ice candidate of the Lrbenv Party lor the Presidency

29 $tcond AnouJI Report [abo ve], ~7 . Amencsn An ti
Slavery Society A/l:ency Comrmuee Minu tes , meeungs 01
January 22 and Feb ru ary 17, I&l"i. Elizur WrI/l:hl, ]r .,
10 Phel ps, February 9. Itn5, Phelps Papers,

30 Willi am Birney, [ames G . Birney and Hi.1 Tunes
[N ew York , UNOI , p, 17.'1. Betty Fladela nd, lames
Gillespie Birney. Slaveholder 10 Abolitioni~t (It haca ,
NY., 19551.10 Memoflam Will iam Goodell. Born in

01 the nanon, spo ke in the Co ng regauonal church in
Providence on Wed n esday, Ma y 20. The following day

Birn ey and W illiam Goodell, form er edi tor of the
lnvf'\figator in Providence, and of the Genius of
T emperdnce an d The EmancipalOf in Ne w York City,

a lecturing agem, visited the school lor colored fem ales
and , mined by Theodore S. Wri~ht , colored Ne w York

CiIY clc rgvman, an d Hen ry B. Sta n IOn , spoke .11 an
evening annsla vcrv meeting in th e Pin e Stre et chu rch.
T he same grou p ap peared in Pawt uck et on M ay 22. The
Chronicle called Birn ey's "sen ume nrs m ild, language
pe r~uJslve." Stanton was ch aracterized as a " fine
orator" w nghr impressed the audience w ith a descrip

tion of the progress of blacks in New York City .
Stanton also del ivered an address at th e Ph enix
meeting ho use in W arwick. ''10

Rhode Is lan d, which had seemed read y to list en to
rhc annslaverv message , like other arca s was responding
to the en deavors of occasional lectu rers, bU I needed a
more organized program , and certainly a sta le an ti
slavery society , beforc it could become an impon anl

fac tor in the aboli t ion ca mp. Robu st state socie ties
alr eady exis ted hy sum mer I ItVi in Ma ssachusetts,
Vermont, Maine, Ne w Ham pshire, and Ohio Over 200

au xili a ries had been iormed in the naucn. M em bership
by M arch 18J5 was estima ted at 7,SOCl. On th e other
hand by lunc 18J5, wh en thai more organized effort
was about to begin, thc Ioun danons had been laid
Hun dreds of Rhode Islanders, partic ularly in the
Prov iden ce area, ha d h eard ant islavery addresses from
Buff um , Ponc r. Will iams, May , St ua rt , Thompso n, and

Gould . Seminal societies had been established and
nourished In Pa....'rucker and Providence. Propaganda in

the form of newspaper a rticles and pamphl ets ha d bee n
dis rnbu ted Futu re lectu rers would be building upon an
est ablished base. T h e right of discussion of a cen tro
vcrsinl to pic ha d been forc ed in to pu bhc co nsi de ra tio n.
Mos t importa nt , so me Rh ode Isla nders were now firm ly

convinced of the sinfulncss of slavery an d ut the i r duty
to do somerhmg to giv e energy to their convictions."

em'em f }·, NY., (k robt'f 25th, 1792, Died In lamesville.
WH., Fellfll<lry 14lh , /878 [C hic ago, 18791. pr , 6·25.
Lr/Jt'l<1I()/ . May "'0, June 6, lulv 4, I&Vi i M.w 12, 1&37.
ProVident'!' 1011 mal. Mav 20, [~,~.'i. Bmancuratot. Jun e 2,
I!05, Pawtucket Chrorucle. May 22 and 29, IlUS.

31 :iet·ond Annual Repmt [above], .\7, Anti-Slave fY Reco rd.
March I &J ~_ .H ·3.!.
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O ptimistic Democrat: Tho mas W. Don

and the Case of Luther vs. Borden

"I say tha i I had .1 per fect nghr 10 do all rhar I did"
(Do rr in a leue r 10 Nathan Clifford , lan uary 12, 18481.

Eighteen forty -tWO was a tumul tuous year in Rhode
Island 's history , for rht s was the year of the Don w ar
or, more accurately, rhe Don Rebellion. ' It ma rked th e
culmination ot the ('tfnn by Thomas Wilson Do n and

his Rhode Island Sutfra~e As~octation to take over and
reform the sta te government Ever since the 1820s
political discontent had been growing in the state
because a ngrd con wit unonal structure severely limited

thc sutlraRc to freeholders owning prcpetry valued at

S13.t and apportioned legrslauvc scats so as 10 under
represent .e:rossly the expandmg urban towns in the
northern part oi the sldte.1 By IS-W those towns that
were J;ftlwinJ; in population had 2,590 residents pe r
represemanve , those whose populanon WdS static h ad

I,07.J residents pe r rcprcscnrativc , and those wh ose
population was actua lly dcclmmg fared eve n better
M5 residents per reprccernarivc. Provid en ce, which

co nt ained one-sixth of the state's po pulation an d
co n u ibuted two -thi rds 01 ItS IdX revenue, elec ted only
one- twen tieth Of the membe rship in the House o f
Represemanves Simila rly , il is csu mated tha t by 1841
only -W per cent of the ad ult m ales in th e sla te were
free men eligible [0 vcre.'

T he se features of the Rhod e Island pol it ica l system

inhered in the st a te's C harter Govern ment Constitution
wh ose ori gin was th e cha rte r gra nted in 1663 by
King C harles II. The !66,~ co ns t itu t ion wa s rigid in rwc
resp ect s : i t established a Axed reapportionmen t sys te m ,

and it pr ov ided that on ly freemen co uld vote. To be
su re, the Gene ral Assembly specifi ed the quali fica tions
for freem an sta tus, but these had traditionally bee n set
to include a property qualification . Wh en Indu strf al iaa-

"Dr Magr.a th, Dean of Faculties, Umverslty of Nebraska. is
the au thor of Yazoo Lawand POll lies In the New Republic.

Although dated , the beM Mudy is sull Anhur May Mowry ,
The Do" War (Providence- Preston b. Rounds Co., 1901l.
Peter I. Colema n, The 'transtoimouon of Rhode Island

by C .l'('f('f M4J,l:rafh'

non and im mi gration ballooned th e sta re's population
during the second and thi rd decad e of the nineteenth
century . an d as the impulses of Jacksonia n de moc racy
made themselves felt, the enfranch ised freeme n and
their legrslanve represen tati ves - th e only on es
authorized under the Charter Constitution to m ak e

changes in the political st ructu re - rea cted conserve
uvelv They fea red the influence of the urban areas,
of .....orklngman radicalism , and of Ca tholic ism as
rep resented in the substantial influx of Irish immi
grants. Repeatedly in the tw enties and th irties, in 1821,
1821, I!Q4 , and IIB4·J5, va rious attem pts to draft a
ne w convntunon .....ere either defeat ed by a vote of the
freemen or by the inability of co nstitutio na l
conventions to muster a q uoru m .

Dunng the la te I&IDs leadership of the constitutional
refor m movement passed to T ho mas wilson Don,
a Providence anorney and Democratic: state leg isla to r

Don himself, an ex- whrg. was an Episcopalian ,
a freem an , an d a moderate reform er; many o f his
follow ers were well-to-do and socially prominen t. Not
until the reform ers' a ttempts at peaceful change
th rough the exisnng constitutiona l s tructu re had been
completely fru strated , d id they decide to bypass th e
Cha rte r regime an d ta ke matters in their own ha nd s."
In 1841 they sponsored a People's Co nven tion that
dr a fted a co ns ti tu t ion adjus ti ng legisla t ive rcpresenta
non to the ne w realities of populati on dis tribution ,
expanding the su ffrage to include all ad ult w h ite males,

and st rengtheni ng guarantees of individual libe rty.
The Peop le 's Cons t itu t ion, as the Dottites called it, was
approved hy a vote of nearly 14,()(X), in clu ding 8,984
non freernen. Elect ions for execu tive offic ers and a
legislat ive assembly u nd er its au th or ity were held in

1790-JR()() [Provid ence: Brown University Press, 19631,
ch . 6, is invalu able in providmg an analysis of Rhode
Island's economy and socie ty durmg the first half of the
mneteenth cenrurv. With the excep tion of an incomplete
and laud.atOfY memoir puh lished in 1859,D.an King,
T he Lr'e 'Uld Tmle.~ of Thomas Wl150n Dorr [BOSlOn!,
there have been to date no hio,io:raphles of the Rhode
Island suffl.a~e leader



9 S UPTlMI~TlC Dt"llUCRAT

In the 1~4() Providence D irectory, Thomas W. DOll IS lined
III re.\idJn l{ .n 1'>0 Benefir Sueer, Ihen Ihe arJdres,~ of the
SullIvan DOH Mammn.

P"or",'~r" RillS Lil>,,,,v

April 11\42; to no one-s surpris e Dorr was overw h elm
ingly ele ct ed governor.

Meanwh ile , the Cha rte r Government forces were not
idl e eith er. A law and Ord er group , primarily Whi~ in
its po liti cal co m plexion, per suaded the General
Asscmblv to sponsor a Freem en 's Con ven tion. This
con ve ntio n drancd a docum ent llbcralizmg the

1 Ftecm anshrp could .1 150 lie secu red lIy nwnmg properl y
wlIh an annual rental value of 57 , In addi tion , the eldest
son o f .1 freem an also au tom aticallv acquired that status
Because Rhude Isla nd WJS such a nnv 51.111'. the op ponu
nilil:"S .1\' ail.able10 n..ntree men for uh t.nnmg land were
limited f',b ny oj the freem en resisted an expa nsion of
the sutfuRe lIy rdusinR ro ~11 .Iny parts of thei r land .

3 Sialis tics from Coleman , p. 256. 1.".9 note, 170.

sutfr"'jI;e an d mcrcasmg the u rban legisla t ive representa
tion hu t, wh en it was su bmi t ted 10 a ratifica tion vot e,
the Freemen 's Con-n runon faile d to gam approval by
the na rrow ma rgtn ot x,au yes votes 10 8,6S9 no vo tes

Don had ask ed h is sup po rters am on g the freemen to

vote no on th e ground that th is document was st ill 100

ann-r cpubhca n. rhcrr votes. whe n co m bined with th e
more extreme and uncom prom isin g defender s of the
old Cha ner Consnruucn, apparently made the
di ffere nce,'

The C harter Governme n t's General Assem bly also
reacted by passin g a law mak in g it a tr easonable offense
to support nr part icipate in the gove rn me n t es tab lis hed
bv the People's Consnrunon Providing such stiff

pcnalues as the possihili ty of life im priso nm ent, it wa s
pmmprlv labelled the " Aigerine l aw " by th e Do rr ites.
As a prosuffrage ne wspaper put it: "T h e Dey of Alg iers

has had hIS .Iii}' : and Rh od e Island is the la s! place in
which the arhi ttary doctrines of th is ex-potentate can
be revive d with success or impunity.''6 There were ot h er
ma neuvers 1110. T he Cha rte r Governor, Samuel Ward
King . urge ntly co rresponded wit h President John T yler
d uring the early months of lil42, try in g to persuade

him to commn federal m ilit ia for the defense of the
C harter regim e. A congress ional aCI of 1795 provided
that in the case of ar med in surrecti on again st the

gnvem rnen t o f a sta te . " it shall be lawfu l for the
President of th e United States, on application of the
legislature o f suc h Sta te (II of th e executi ve (wh en th e
legislature ca n not be convened], 10 call fonh such
number s of the milit ia o f any other S!;He or States ...
as he may judge su fficient 10 suppress suc h insurrec
t ion ." Tyler, an ;l1llhi~uuu, l rc mocrar with a states'

nght oncrnauou , had been elec ted Vice President on a
whig ticket led lIy William Henry Harrison , wh o died

sho rt Iy ;1Iter t,tki ru; otf tee Ikspite C ovcrno r King's
pn ,ddin g [he sen t till' l'rcsfdenr si x letters between Apri l
and Iunc ], Tyler responded cuuuuuslv , refusing to

commit fcd ernl aid in advance of an actual;violen t

.. Th rv porne of view ISdevelo ped in .1 recent article by
Robert l Cubum. who l' wor kmg on a mode m study oi
the con trovcrsv See his "Th e Don Rehellion in Rh od e
Isla nd The Mode rate Phase," Rhode is/and Hiswry.
v 1f' lIuly 1% 7), 7.1-87.

::, Mowry, 1" 1".1 1" ·115

(, Ibid.. p. B 4
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The Dey vf Alga'I.' who,,, IcpUI<lrlfln lor d",~p{lIISm was
Invoked by DOTl fmc'" 1Il 'tl,l';IIl<lllle the Charta Govern 
m"nr', "A/gaine Lrw"

outbreak. But he dul S.lY that, should the re he an
insur rccnun "ag.unst rhc guvcmmcnt of Rhode Island ,"
he would honor J request tur .nd. Alth ough refu sing to

m volvc himsclf, as Ill" wrote Krn~ on Apri lll, 18.\1 , in
the dcb.nc over the "real or supposed defec ts or the

existin.k: h"\Crnmcnt" ur III SCfVl' ,ISan "a rme d
arhrrruror," Tvlcr's word, clcurlv rccou nt acd th e
Il'/(Jl nv o t lhl' Charter Covcmrncur:

"II wd/ he my dIllY rn I(',<pcd rhl' 1("IUI,lilion.1 oi
rh'lt .c:<II'('fIHII,'1lI wJllrh 11<11 hcr'll u'co)o:ni;;;cd 1/< lh{'

7 l.:ames D Richardson, ,\It'><lgts and Papt rs of the
Prnl<Ienb, lV (19081.191,92.

{'XII/III,I: :,:ovcIIlIllt:nl or r/le .'>1<111' rlJrollgh all rime PIISl

unlil I Ihall/'l' <1dvj,<ed in texula , manner tha! i t iias
bccu a/rl'rcd lind almllliled and ,molhn sun, riw rcd in

1/\ placebv !t'X"} and pt'tlCl'<Ihle procecdinx, aduprcd and
pur,<ul'd by me <1l1rlJ, "iIU', dnd p('o"le of me 5r<lfe.'·7

Don, however, pu ..hcd O il, On Ma y :\ and t , IK.\2,

h i.. government. wnh rts popula rly elected assembly,
convened in an unfinished Prov iden ce building

intended 10 he a Ioundrv Surprisi ngly. the Domtes did
not attempt to take cont rol o f rhe Sta te House w hlch,
though lockt:d, was empty. Indeed , they eve n
reconfi rmed the exisling Cha ner Government courts
and juJges as their ow n. D OH'S General Asse mbly

then adiuurncd, ..upposedlv for t .....o momhs. and the
Charter Government reentered rh c scene, holdin g a
vhnrt se..sion at Ne w l"nrt and issuing wa rramv for the
arrest of Don and the represen ta ti ves elected under th e

People's Con-auunon On M ay 17 Don and a small
army med unsuccessfully, m a bloodless episode
marked bv a comedv of error.., to seize the Provide nce
city arsenal. The Ccncral Acsernblv anticipated a final
elton by the Durntes. and on lu ne 2:; It passed

le,RisLl.tion placing th e state u nder m arnalIaw.
Governor Kin~ gave it effect by is..u inl/: a proclamati on
waming "all persons a,Rai nst any interco u rse or
conncxion w ith the tra ito r Thomas Wil son Do n, or h is
del uded ad hercntv, now assemble d in arms aga inst th e
laws and aut horities of this Sta te." T he Dorrites were
warned "im me d iately to throw down th eir ar m s and
dis pe rse that peace and order ma y be restored to our

su fferin,R co m m un uv.:" Don. howe ver, tried again, and
on June 2K anothe r sm,11I a rmy that he had gathered
nca r C ht:p ;lchet was routed at Acne's Hill by th e state
milit ia wit hou t J real fight. The People's Governor fled
the sta te in di..;:r;l( c ; hi s movement was fini shed.

The Law and O rder forces , which included a sizable
fra ction of ann-Don- Democrat.. allied with its Whig
majority , now responded hy con vening yct another
con sueuuonal convcnnnn. It produced a document
exte nding th e su rl rnge, rega rdle ss of prcpcrtv holdings,

/l. Mow ry . p.l.Ui

9 ,bld,pp. 290-91
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to all native-horn male citizens with two ye ars of
resrdcnccm the st.nc ,IUd reapportioning the House of
Rcprcscntanves so ,I~ to reflec t ..ubstannallv th c
inc reased popu lation 01 the la rger cities an d towns .
[Ea ch town wa-, awa rded one, and only one , senator in

the upper legisla ti ve chamber, a clear bid for support in
the smalle r cu mmun u tes.] This constitution wo n the
approval of the stale 's Irecmen in November 1842,
despue a hoy con 01 the referendum ordered by Do rr
hom hrs temporarv exile in New Hampshire, and it
quicklv acquired de facto legi timacy . The Domtes
could not deny that the new co nstitution enfranchised
most of the slate's voters and gave them an opportunity

10 win control of the government through the ballot
box Accordmglv . the ,<uffrage leaders and the Rhode
Island Democratic pally convention advised their
followers 10 register. In the April 1843election for
governor. which was won by a UW and O rder
Democrat , 1t'/l20 votes were ca ..t . nearly double all
previous totals 9

It Dorr's Rebellion wa .. at an end , the constitutional
conrruvcrcv surroundmg It was only beginning. JO In the

debacle that desrrovcd Don's reform ist dreams there
occurred a link incident at Wallen , Rhode Islan d ,
Though mundane and trivial, it eventually led to a
clav..ic philosophical drecu..sion of the nature 01 popular

govcmrnem and 10 a memorable decisio n by th e
United Srarcs Supreme Co u rt , O n the ni ght o f
lun e 2'J, 1H41, an armed state m ilit iaman by the name

or Lur hcr M Borden. ailing with dgh l com rades,
rudcb , hrnkc into the rTlVa11' home of a sho em aker,
roused h i.. mother from sleep, and sca rched c-,

Irunlcsslv - tur the n.....nc r. T he intended qua rry was
a Dorrnc by the name IIf M art in l ut h er, He had served

as W arren town moderator under the People's
Consutunun. received votes for loca l and sta te office
und er that consutunon, and part icip:lIcd in th e May
uu ack on the Providence arsenal. T he milit iamen,

ac tlJl~ un der the uuthoruv III the ma rt ial law declared
hy th e Cha rte r Govcmmcm. h,HI ex plicit orders to

10 One as pect olthc co n ttov crsv, which IS bevond the
scope 01 th iS.utide. turns tin ils rel.monshrp tu the
slavery issue that hy the II40s was incrcdsm,E:! y drawing
other polrncal questmns 11110 ils vortex . President Tvlers
recogm uon oj the Charter Covemmern opened <I
congresstonal dispute ever th e power of the federa l
go vemmene to n:COI:IllZC nval state govemrnents un der
Amcle IV oi the Convmunon , which guaran tees each
§!ale a repuhhcan form of government (the so-called
Guarani)· Clause! dnJ over the content 01 "republican"
government The te ..l rssue In Congress was not the fate

Rldlwlr Will II weapon for hoth ndes of the su ffrllge
con srover-v. When Governor King offered a five-thousa nd·
doUm FI'Wllrd lot Dun·.s C<l p lUre, Domtes pIctur ed theI r
lelldn·s escape from lIl(ffcc!U<l1<lsSllilants.

W"ud<u' f ,om G ~"'Gd "It (J>to\"; d~nct. 1M2). RJH5 Ub,Gry ,

<lrre~ t Lur h vr whtl w a-, er runcou..ly believed 10 be <I t
hom e. Lu ther wn-, actually hi ding Out in nearby
Swansea. M assachuscu s, whe re he enjoyed th e she lt er
of all abode known hy rhc name of Corne ll's Tavern.
A few months lat er , Luther. wh o rem ained in

Ma~sa ch u se tl s u nt il Ap ril of th c follo wing year, filed a
tre ~pas s act ion ,1~<Iins t Borden and the other militiamen
in th e U ni ted Sta tes Ci rcui t Court having jurisdiction
ove r Rh ude Island ,l l [Soo n alte r Lut her returned to

Rhod e Islan d He was arrested and tri ed for parnci
panng in the Dorr Gove rnment; found gullry, he W<lS

01 T homas Don'~ rebellion or Presrdent Tvler's react ions.
hut slavery ;IS II ;I!fccted incumhem Southern state
zovemmerus and rermones app lying lor adrmssiu n 10
the Union, For;l drccussron set Michael A. Conran.
" La..... , POIiIlCs, and Ch id lust ice Taney A Reconsidera 
tion oi the Lu the r \' Borden Decision: ' Ame rican
tonmal 01 Le~al H,uory, XI (19671. .•81·8.3

II ."1ahlon H Hellenc h . "The Luthe r Cases In the Lower
COUTts: ' Rhode l .d<lnd Hruorv , v . .!I jApril 19521, 36 ;
Mo..... ry ,rp 2.U·.U.
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UJSI half-pal/. e tactua l 5/ :' 1'1 of Da n's Ihree·paKe
InluAA'ed letler of NOllemher 19, 1844 . to WaltH S, Burges
t etets 10 th l' Luther case.

•

•

im prisoned for six months an d fined $50,] and cou rt
costs.I By claiming a residence in Massachusetts,
Lut her wa s ab le to have hi s cast' h eard in a federal court ,

the reby ass ur ing that the profound issues il ra ised
would evemually be passed upon by the United Sta tes
Sup reme Court

In form, the case oi Luther II . Bmdcn was a rathe r

routi ne tI CSp;l"S action - a grou p 01 me n had broke n
into" h ou se an d wer e hci n ,li sued for damages. In
re ality, it presen ted all of the ronsmuuonal and

political issues that had eru pted in Dorr's Rebe ll ion
The reason was simple. Borden and the ocher
mtltuamcn defended thei r breaking and enteri ng inm
l ut he r's hou..c , whi eh ordinari ly wou ld have been a

II Don 10 Burges. Nov. 12, 1844, emp hasis in the ortg tna l.
See also Dorr 10 Burges, Nov. I and 19, 1fi44 All
manuscnpr letters cited in th is amcle arc from th e
Thomas Wilson Don Papers, lohn Hay library at
Brown Umversuv. Dorr's iudgment that his treason case
did not raise the proper ISSUes proved correct. While
Impri soned he filed a pet it ion lor a wril a t habeas COlpUS
WI th the fede ral Supreme Coure . bu t it unani mously
conc luded that it lacked jurisdicnun to issue the WrH.

Ex pane Don, 3 How. 103 11845\. Later , in /)0/1 v.
Rhode "land. an unreported case, he also appealed the
treason verdict th rough a W ill o f erro r 10 the Supreme
Cou n This cast was always secondary in his mind , IOf

•

clear case ot ac t ionable tr espass, hy ;\sscrtin,l{ that th e ir

cxrrnordtna rv actions were covered by the mart ial law

procl.nrned ttl rut down the ar m ed insurrection against
the cst abltchcd government of Rhode Island , Since
luther was aidlllg and aht'tting thi~ mcurrecnon . the
milirarv o rder In arrest him convurutcd a valid defense
of thetr action ; Borden and the miluiarncn ha d nOI
acted un lawfully , l ut h er , howeve r, a rgued that th e
milit iamen were without authority to act a~ th ey did ,

tor the C harter Gove rnment had heen replaced hy the
Dnrr Cove rn menr created un de r the People's
Convurunon - Rhode Island's unlv Icgllimate popula r
government . In short luther's Innocuous.seeming

trespass act ion was poecnnallv a vehicle lo r challeng ing

he doubted th nt the treason verdic t arreal could succeed
unless the People's Consutuunn was fits t up h eld in
Luther v . /I{)/(1el1, \ ....hen the Luth er appea l failed, he
instructed h is anomev IU ask the Supreme COUll for .1

dlsmi"al oi the treason case , DOli 10 Hallett , Ian. 12 ,
Nuv . H , and Dec U , 18-18 ; Jan 9 and Serl . 6,1849
Hallen to Durr.l':m· I I and Dec. 9, 1848 Accounts oi
the Dorr treason rna l rna,' be found In IWO booklets,
CU PICS 01 whi ch are in [he Don Papers. Joseph S.Pitman,
Rt'po rt or lilt' T rial fit Tlmnwl Wilmn DOIr for Tuason
A.I:<JIIHr the ,\ tatt' of Rhode hJl1nd [Boston, 18441and
Cecrge Turner and Walter S Burges [edv], Rt'port of the
Tnal of Thoma, wricon DOIf (or Y'('(I.';On (Providence,
1lU-t1. Sec also Mowry , ch . 19.
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the legali ty of th e 1842 Ch arte r Government and for
ret roacnvclv vtndicaring the People's Constitution and

the ius uce 01 Don'< cause. Put another way, Lut hn v
Rorder! provided Don and hi " followers an opportunity
10 win in cou rt what they had so ignominiously lost at

the Providence arsenal and at Acme's H ill in the
vpring of I Rol2.

Don him...clf certa in ly viewed the ca...e in this l igh t,
and he vragc. m anagcd the Iitil!:ation until its conclusion
in Ifl~9 , He had returned to Rhode Island in October
1ft4] , and th e next ye ar. foll o\\'ing a treason nidi
before the , u te Supreme Court. was sentenced to life

im pnsonmcru at hard lab or Writing a sm uggled letter
on a n nv piece o f paper and in miniscule script from
th e state prison in Prov idence to a politica l ally,
Walter 0;; Burges, Don commented th at " the great

question 01 sovereign ty " co uld no t really he presented
efl ccnvelv in his own trcason case. But, he im plo red,
"i t can be and is fully &.. perfectly in the case of Luther ,
which 1 rou ,r ur~e my triends fa push forward tY
,m,lain w1!h 1/1/ rheir mixht For God's scke do nor Ie!
that C<1'l' fall th w u:;::h !"n On his part. th e obscure
Warren shoe maker prohahly derived a measure of
gratification from the potential significance of his suit

again"t Borden The Don Papers contain a warm letter
of encouragement sent in 11\44by Martin Lut he r. then
serving his six month jail sentence for violati ng the
Algcnne Law , to the similarly tm pnsoncd Peo ple's
Covcmor. Signing himself " you rs in frie ndship and the
cause of right ." he decla red that he could serve the

cause rno-r usef ully in pri son . and that " if some half
dozen m ore should he found l{Uilty it would help the
party more than any oth er thing that can bedone in
Rhode Island " " Th is fear of prisons.t' he to ld his leader ,

" has been one great cause of ou r troubles . and it is t ime

l .~ Martin Luther lO DOff. March 2B, 1844

14 Luther to DOff, Dec. .!2 and \0, 18-1.5 ; March I. 1847,
On th e arrests that follow ed the rebellion's collapse ,
see ....t owrv. ch . ts .

IS Ha llet t. who was also a newspaper editor and
Democ r.mc pany pohucran. des erves a kw words 01
m rroduc tson. He frequ ently app eared in huganun, such
as the Luther case , In which he could argue his theories

-ome (If u s shook off the sin of cowardice and came up
with you to the help Ilf the Lord"- a pa ssage that
Don approvingly un dcrlined P lAs a matter of fact .
although th e Charte r Government made numerous

attests following the rout in Jun e 18"2 at Acoee's Hill,
it created lew poli tical martyrs to serve as living
reminders of the Peop le's cause. App roximately on ly

forty Dorntcs were sul l in confinement afte r July, an d
their pncon terms we re rela tively short. Even Don , the
rebellion's leader, wa s a free man hy the summer of

1845.1Subsequ ernlv . Luther designated Dorr to serve as
h is pr in cipal attorney in th e IitiJ;ation . l~

The case of Lu ther v. Borden. which also included a
related SUit brought by Luther's mother, Rachel . was
tried in the federal Circuit Court during its Novembe r

IH".1 term , Martin Lut her was well represen ted by IWO
leading l iorruc attorneys. Samuel Y. Atwell an d
Bcruamm F. Hallett of i\os rnn. IS Th ere was nn suspense
as to what th e resu lts would he in this coun. The
vvmpathics 01 the tw o pre siding judges. Supreme Court

Ius ucc lo-cp h Story and Federal Di strict Iudge lohn
Pitma n were unequivocally with th e claims made on
behalt ol th e Ch arte r Government. ludge Pitman was a

Law and Order man who in 1~-1.2 had written a
pamphlet prophesying that "licenuousncs... and
anarchy" would result if majorities were unfettered,

He instsrcd that "the rig hllJf reform i... to be exercise d
in contor mny with the fundamental laws of the Stare
and the rights of government, and if a port inn of the

people. under the pretense of reform , violate their
allegiance to the government, and set up a government
upon th crr own authority, th is is rebellion and treason .
and it is th e duty of the government to put it do .....n · ·16

Story h ad applauded Pitma n's views, com m entin g th at
" if ever there wa... a case that called upon a judge to

01 llu,lividua! righ ts . Bcsules the Don cause, his imtial
politi cal affiliations well.' ..... rth the radical Antimason§
in Mas"ll:husens and with the Jacksonian Democrats.
But the sluvcrv issue and consideranons of p.my
advantage cooled hIS radrcahsm . He ended hIS political
ca ree r ..~ a Doughtace supporter of Presidents Pierce
(who appointed him federal district an orney in Bost on ]
and Buchanan . DKll unar y of AmeUC<ln BlOgr<lphy. VIII
'~ew York Ch arles Scrib ner's Sons, 1932). 1~·55

16 Qu otN 10 Mowry', 1'1',86·87.
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writc and "p....ak op enly and puhl icly, It was the vctv
case then bctorc you. " Republican government, th e
Supreme Cou rt lusucc added , would be wo rth less
" if an unaurhonzed bodv may thus make, promulgate ,

and compel obed ience 10 a consurunon at its own mere

will and pleaeure.?"
le dges Pit m an and Srorv we re sca rcely impartial

iunsts in the Luther case, but th eir prejudices were
probably of lit tle significance. Roth sides wanted the
dispute to go to the United States Supreme Court , and
they had agreed that the Circun COUrt would accept

Borden's iusnficanon that his actions hold been taken
in pu rsu ance oi the legitimate comman ds of the

Ch arie r Covemrncne . Justice Story complied w ith a
formal ruling 10 this effec t, and the jury accord ing ly
brought in a ve rdict 01 not guiltv This cleared the wa y
lor an appeal that, early in IS-W, was docketed with the

Sup reme Coun.w

Luther 's attorneys ior th e ap peal were, in addi tion to
Halle n , Geu rge T urner of Rhode Island, who had
helped rep rese nt Do rr at his treason tri a l. T wo

nauonally prominent Democrats also joined the case,
Nathan Chtford 0 1 M ain e, who was President Polk's
Attorney Ge ne ral when the case was fina lly argued and

decid ed by th e Supre me Coun.!" and Robe rt I. Walker
01 M ississippi , a lead m g party po liticia n who was also
in Polk's Ca binet as Secre tary of the Treasury . Despite
M artin Luther's plea that he personally argue the case

be fore the Coun - " M r. Tu rn er has only th ough lt] of
th e case as any other lawy er would thm k , you h ave

th ought up on it with fec1ings"l0- Dcrr, wh o"e healt h
was not good. prefer red to direct the case as bes t he
could from his Providence ho me .

Th at he did so is confirmed in the Don Papers They
contain a memorandum w nuen by DOff entitle d ,
" M artin luther v L M . Bord en &. others, Ian . 11\47,"

wh ich lists var iou s poin ts to he ma de in the case, an d
numerou s co m mun icat ions between Dorr, Cli fford ,

an d Hallett d tscu sslng legal strategy. Writ ing to
Cli fford , who joined the appeal in its later stages. Don
explained Ih ol t " the brief for M arti n Luther as printed

by Mr. Hall en, has J;IOwn out of the research es of

17 Story to Pitm an, Feb 10,111..$1, in William W Story 100.).
Lrfeand Letrers of '~ph Story, II [Boston: little and
Brown, 18511, 416.

18 Hdlen ch, 39

M r Turner e, himself [wit h the aid of uur documents
of I H42, '4 4, &cl and of a full consulta tion held hy both
of them with me a ye ar ago , Mr H, ma king not es for

the additions to his first brief wh ich w... re thought
desirable" In this letter Dorr went on to state his
th eory of the issue in Luther v. Borden .

" MdT/in Lurher and his friends desire Ihal hi.~ case
SllOUld be plared 011 tlJe h igh gnnsnd of Popula r
Sovereign ry . and thar Ille main stress should nor be on
Ihe m inor puiOl, that in R Island there was n o
rre.~ribed mode of proceeding 10 amend th e gov ern

menr. and therefore the People here were at IibClly to

iramea govcrrrmen t in such mode of proceeding as they
deemed eXl't'llienl. We con tend for their absolute
.,o\·e reigOly over all Consti tution s and prescribed
modes o f amendment. with the limitatiOns only tha t
are establi ~hed in the Constitution of the Un ited States.
Th e eMablishment o f any mode of convenience, {or
amending a Consnrunon through th e action of the
U'Ki~lllture . cl1 n not im puir the I>:cne ral IInllJienilted 6J
inalienable ril>:h r of the People at large to make
alurariom in rheir orl>:anic law~ in any other mode,
which rhey may deem expedient ; Consurunons and
plam of gov ernment nor beinl>: ba1Tie r,~ agains t Popular
Sove rril>:flly, by Ihe rheory of ou r insti ru tions, bu t
forms oi ('xpre'.sing, protecting tt) secu ring the Righ ts of
the People. intended /0 renluin III use until rhe People
shall orhel\\.'i , t' Illdirule and dlfect ."u

As for th e limita tions imposed on the people 's
const ituent po w er by the fede ral Co ns titut ion , Dorr 's
memor an dum of 11'47 too k the pos it ion that there were

on ly tw o : "I T he Consti tution m ust be republi can.
:! The People must proceed without 'domestic
violence,' or 'm surrecnon.' " H e of course denied that

the suffrage movement had created any such si tu ation ;
in hi s mi nd , the ins u rrec tio n ists .....e re associ ated with
th e Cha rte r Govern me nt.

DOIT, as hi s co rresponde nce emph asizes, rem ained

thor ou ghl y convinced of th e nghreousness of his cause .
Thus, early in H!45 , he refused an amnesty offered by
the Ge ne ral Assembly on condinon that he swear an
oath of loyalty 10 th e \!l43 constitution, He was still,

19 Cli fford later served a long tenure on the Supreme Court,
trom 18.~fI 10 1881.

20 Luther to Dorr , Dec. JO, 1845.

21 Don to Cliffo rd, Jan. 24, 1848, em phas is in ongmal.
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he believed, Rhode Island's legal governor, and the only
bindinJ; co ns titu tio n h e recognized was the People's
Co nstr runon. IA Democranc-conrrolled assembly,
how ever , pa rdoned him la te r that year; in 1851 his full
political rights were restor ed an d, in 1854 , a few months
before hi s death, the Asse m bly ordered the verdict of
treason expunged from th e state's iu dicial reco rds.]

T he Assembly, however , subsequ en tly requested an
opin ion hom th e Rhode Island Supreme Cou rt on the
constitutionality of the legislative annul meri t of the
treason verdict . [t resp onded by unanimously declaring
the an nulment to viol ate th e 1842 con stitution with an
opinion that is a paean to th e separa tion of powers
doctr ine an d the power 01 judicial revi ew . The act ,
it said , was an " exercise by the Gene ral Assembly of

su preme rudicial pow er" in co nflict wit h the judiciary's
" final ami conclusive" duty " in all free co nstit ut ional
governments to decide upon the constitutionali ty of
laws passed by th e legislature." The judges delicat ely
noted that " the defendant" was now free an d possessed
all h is ri,l;:hh; had this not been the situatio n " we
should doubt the propriety of givi ng an opinion upon
th e co ns titut ionali ty of an act " to reverse and annul
the tr eason verdict. The q uestion was pu rely
theoreti cal, and the Cou rt's theory reflects a rather
delicious irony. One of Do rr's complaints against the
old constn uuonal struc tu re h ad been that th e judiciary
was ult imately subservien t to the lelo;isl.1 tu rr , which
olren reversed legisl ati ve judgments. The COUrt 's

opin ion . wri tten under d constitution wh ich the
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People's Governor did not recognize, now uneq uivo
callv atfumed the principle of an independent judiciary
- by deciding that, legally and officially , Don could
not escape the brand oi a treason iudgmcnt.u

This abiding convicuon of the lega l rightness and
moral iusmess of hi s cause explains Do rr's interest in
pu rsuing the Luther v Rordt'll case . To be sure,
a Supreme Court decision up hol d ing Lut h er 's sui t
aaamse Borden and th us recogn izing the Dorr Gov ern
men t as th e Sta le 's valid gove rnmen t in l H-I2 would
have had littl e practical ettec r Dorr's cause, wh ile it
still enjoyed pm form" support among the Rhode Island
Democ rats , was orgar uaauonallv shanc red after the
events of 1S42. Indeed, Do n and his by the n sm all band
uj active supporters could hardly finance the COSTS of
the Lu ther htiRation .!.l Furthermore , despite the har sh
comments that the Dor r loyalists di rected against the
sta te' s "T or ies" and " AI,Rerines," their cause had bee n
lar,Rcly rendered irrelevant by the sutfra,Re reforms
inaugu rated under th e new IR-I2 consnruuon . By the
mid-forties the Chatter Governme nt , no less than the
People's Constitution , had become obsolete issues.
Under these circumstances, a Supreme Cou rt decision
re(o~lljzj ng th e legi timacy of Dorr's Government
wou ld have simpl y been unen forceable . It wou ld not ,
however , have been mea n ingless. A favor able jud icial
decision wou ld have vin dicated Don and perhaps
encouraged him HI try a comebac k in Rhode Islan d's
pohucs. Mo reover, the litigation, with its ensuing
briefs and oral arguments that could be reported in the
press and published in pamphlets. provided Don
Another opportunity to set his cause again before the
people, for whose " unalien ated" sove reignty h e so
dOAAedly contended.

Ini tiall y, at least, Dor r was confident of an ult imate
judicial victory, per haps bec ause the Supreme COUrt of
the IH-IOs was domin nn-d by jud ges wh o had been
Jackson ian Dem ocrats ; its Chief Justi ce, Roger B.
Tan ey, had of course been one of Presiden t Jackson 's
mos t influential advi sers. Benjamin Hallet! and George
Tu rner were, however , Renera lly pessi mis tic, and th eir
pessimism was heightened by the fact that Daniel

22 Oprrunn of the Supreme Court, 3, R.I , Reports (18:;41,
299-.1 11.

2J Hallett to Dorr. Feh. 11, Nov, 11 , 11148, and Jan. 8, 1849;
Dorr eo Hallen , Nov. 27,1848. Sept. 6,1849,

Damel Webner.

E"~·~.'''I It\- H W Sm .h "0'" p-.:!."""JI: by A C; Ho¥. I" Th~ Work.
" I n~nl~I ""~b" • • ,. 1180>10" /812!

Webst er ....-as to appear, with Joh n Wh ipple of Rhode
Island . as the principal counsel defe nding Borden and
the Charter Government. Webst er was th en at th e
height o f his political career an d HAllett, for one , had
litt le stomach for cmssin,:: forensic swor ds with the
}:od like DAniel A ~ he ex plained to Walter S. Burges :

"t am xure thll t Govr. Don lind your,H:1f mus t conc ur
wi th me in the fo11y Ilf t he positioll for me !O take as
c1o.~in)( counsel to Webste r, Wi th Whipple or any other
mall ill R.I. I would nor tiesiune - bUI the m oral effect
m U \1 be looked al and if the cause tests on me (\) T u rner
alone Ihal m oral effect will crush it and us tool''14

14 Hallen to BU llies, Ian. 19, 1847.
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Hallett hoped that particularly Robe rt J. Walker or ,
alternatively , Nathan Clifford could be persuaded to

participate in the ural argument ; as it turned out,

Walker 's name appeared on Luther's brief , but the
actual ora l argument was made by Hallett and, to a
lesser extent, by C lifford Dorr's reaction to Hallett 's

apprehensions rev eals much about the man's faith in
his cause and the role he assiRtled to Luther v. Borden .
Early in HI·U Dorr sent Hallett and Turner an
evaluauon of the prospects and the Court's probable
lme -up. The letter deserves extensive quotation:

"You r Iener Ieave ~ i t Hill an uncerrainty whether

Mr. Wa lkcr WI ll appear a r all at the trial : and. if no
o the r dc~iraple arrangement can bemade. it wilJ be le ft
to yo u to buckle on yo ur arm or, and enter the arena
with oUl aHbtance, ttmtin~ in the potency of a great
and ri~hteous cau~e to sus ta in you againu all !he
aHau1r ~ of the sreat federal Algerine Dral(on himself.
Even Mr \VeP HeH acknowledxed power cannot
eusmm Inm zn a ca use, which , as appear.~ by your

s ta tement of the pom ls of th e opposing coumel. rests
mainly on the pri nCiple. thaI in thi s cou nt ry !he
~overcign ly is ~'e.Hed in th e governm ent and not in the
people . You are to be envied in your duty and privilege

of a~~ailinl( Mr websrer . or any oth er man who shall
occupy an old. exploded T ory ground like this.

"T he reasons lor going on with the argument 01the
case al the present lime ar e well understood by you.
and need 1101 be en larged upon . Our iriends are
impatient . Th<'ir ell cmlt'\ LIre tauntmg them with a
want of comidcncc III the case. The delay inju res us
here politically The C OUll i ,~ lull. excepting the absence
0'aludge who i ~ opp(J,wd ro us . The concurrence of
.s ludge,\ i\ necessary 10 nve the case al/;ain.H us. The
wOhl we huve /(l exped under present dppearances is
dn eiju<l1 divisinn of the COIlII . ,) and 4 , If Nelson be
now 'nJllwrvarive,' /w /1I1!i altered his mind since the
"UmlJJC1 n/1H45. when, in a convcrsuncn wi th d citizen
01 thi .' Stilte. lIot il /awyo. he expressed hi., entire
approbation of the proceedings of the R. Island Suffrage
party. We lIlay rely then II/link on WlxJdbury. Nel.mn,
Grier er} Catron , With the uddincn of Daniel we have

fohn Whipple of Rhode Island.

the decision in our iavor . Whm we might: gain by the
appointment of a .,uca.HIlI to McKinley we should be
very likely to [OM.' by thi' ubvence of some friendly ludge .

"/I the Supreme CO!!ll of the U Stilte.~ shall decide
thi~ ca,\(' dXQm.,r ns. they will damage themselves vastly
more than they will the ,li;rl'at right of reserved
,\IJVcreignty ill the People. Till' qucsuon will once more
enter rh(' political fields, /lrld lead eventuaJJy to the
expu rxatio/J of life ludge.~ from tlJe consnrunon.

"Nolhillg "lJOllld tncvcrn you from bringing the case
tv (jUdi afXUl1l1'lltlll the prexenr time. WeQ tt' oppmed
to any arrangement fOf illl argument in writing, and
de,'I'" that nur CIlU\C , in till its proportions ..,hould be
hetd lip to rhl' fulle" xcrnnny ill open Coull: where we
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also wish to have exhibited the unmitigated sen nmems
of the Algetinr T ory paTty. by the authOrity of i ts
greatest expositor

"Co on then . with or without the aid. which you
have been seekinK.. and we cannot doubt . from the
prepar<1liom which W e' know to be made by you. that
you will render ampll' ueuce 10 the cause. and aequire
an honorable dnnncuon in vindicating It ."1.'

This leiter wa s wri nen three years af te r the case had

been do cketed with the Supreme Court ; the Co u rt had
alrea dy postpon ed sche d uled ar guments tw ice and it
did so again in the spri ng te rm of 1847 . The long delay,
which was not unus ual in the n in eteen th centu ry, was

a co nseq uence of un filled vacancies on the be nc h and
absences due 10 iIIness.Uo Luther v . Borden W <lS of such
obvious significance that the Court W<lS appa rently

reluctant to decide it at reduced strength . As the
presidential election of 18-lR .approached, the Court
may have been influenced to a further delay because
the case was widely perceived as involving a co nflic t
between De mocr atic and Whig pol itical prin cipl es.17

Although th e Co urt's decision was no t an n ounced rill
I K49, following th e elec tion won by th e Whi g ticket of
Taylor and Fillmore, th e oral argument finally took

place in January 1848. The argument, in the grand
tradition of nin etee nth -cen tury Suprem e COUrt
hear in gs on cases of great public in terest , last ed for
six days. W ith Daniel Wehster, the most dramatic
Wh ig spokesman , and the Democratic Adm in is trati on 's
Att orn ey Ge neral Nathan Clifford, on opposite sides,

the Rhode Island case was a political event .
The pri nci pa l brief for Luther was presented by

Benjamin Hallet t who challenged the leg iti macy of th e

Cha rter Government land hen ce of the ac tions by
Borde n and th e other militiamen) with Dorr's th eory of

an in alie nable popul ar sove reign ty, It w as, Hallen
declared, a Iundamcrnal principle o f the American
system of government " that government is in stituted
by the peop le, an d for the benefit, protect ion, and
sec u rity of the peopl e, nati on, or com m un ity .. . and

25 DOH to Hallett and Turner, Feb. 2, 1847.

26 Charles Warren, The Supreme Court in U nited Sf<lfeS
History, II IBoston : Little, Brown , and Compan y, 19261,

when any gove rnment shall be found inadequate or
co nt rary to these pu rposes, a majoritvof the community
hath an indubiuhle, inalienable . and indefeasible
nght to reform . alter. or abolish the same , in such

ma nner as shall he iudged most conducive to the public
weal." U nde r " the institution of American libe rty" th e
sovereign righ ts of th e peo ple empowe red the m to

ch ange peacefu lly th eir form of governm ent - " in suc h
way an d manner as th e people ma y for the ms elves
determine"- and th ose wh o resisted them were the
cu lpa ble party.VI

Hallet t's or al argument expanded on th ese points
and atte m pted a difficu lt dis t inction between what he

labell ed a "change of government" and "the right of
revolution in the com mo n an d Eu ropean acceptation
of the te rm " Alt hough conceding that the latter were

forbidden by the federal Constitution because they
involved force an d insurrection, he placed the Dorr
m ovement in the category of peaceful change
permitted by th e Co nst itutio n. He argued th at th ere
was a right " peaceably to ch ange government," if done
hy a ma jority :

"NO! by first altackin~ th e existing govern me n t or
overturning the II/w,~ , and then ma king a ronxn runon,

,H in the revolution 01 '76, but by first adopting
peaceoblv a new or~anic law , eSfflblishing the iunda
mental principles on which the government shalJ be
con ducted, the offiCf'r ~ chosen. and !he law' enacted.
In order to do thi, . the concurrence of the old
xovemmenr is convenien t and desirable. bu t nor
indispensable. ' ''29

M ore spectflcal lv, Hallett claimed rharr he People 's

Co nsti tut ion superseded the C ha rte r Constitution since
it ha d been adopted hy a majori ty of th e state's adult
mal e vot ers. He took th ree days 10 argue these poin ts,

q uot in g cop iou sly h om an array o f hi storical
documents and Am er ican and European lega l and
poli t ical writers. It was a. legal tour de terce, and it
overwhelmed th e Su preme Co urt Reporter , Ben jamin

C. Howard, wh o frankly co m me n ted in the subseq uen t

IRR. Three iudges were nevertheless absent when the
case was finall y decided .

27 See newspaper commen ts, ibid. , 187-195.
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As ~mpha,med in mts detail from a cartoon of th~ time.
Ihe ,davery rssue plal/:ued DOH's pany. Hoi.Hed on the
ho rns of h u 1843 ,i:uhernarorial oppo nent fames Fenner.
Dorr exhihll$ one cloven hoof, explained in a paragraph
of the cenocn-' 'T rlal by fury lor £Scaped Slavu' known
to be uncon stitution al. And tending to di ssolve the UnIOn

"-

28 gepon 01 Briefs a nd AlfltUme:nts, Luther v. Borden .
7 How 1.19·20 (18-191. One: dIfficulty In assernng so
absolute a doctrine was ItS implication for the all
cun surrnng slavery issue . Obviously, from the perspec
tive: oi the South absolute popular sovereignty wedded
to oil definition 01 "the people" th at really included all
persons challe nged th e very legrrimacv of the slave SUle
Rovernments. Hallett 's hnef, which was addressed to a
Court that included fin' Southerners. sidestepped thc
problem hy takinll: ;I states' nghts postrion as [0 how
" the: people" should he defined , and hi s oral argument
reuerared th is th em e. He argued that popular
sovereign w applied 10 all citi zens. b UI not persons
m competent to iorm com racrs - children. women.
iduns, msane people, stranJ:crs and, in the Southern
stares. slaves, because "hy rhe laws of the co m mu nity
in which they are found . they are Incapable elf making
con tracts.' He further com me nt ed [emphasis in the
otill:tnal) th at " the a!temp t 10 alarm the Sou th on Ih l<
polnl is absurd." for " 1\ is nOI necessary in order 10
sustain the relauon 01 slavery in the Stales where it
ex i_IS, to limit the rights of J marontv of a free people,
and make them th e suhiecrs of a mmcnev.' Popular
ecvereigntv. in sho rt, was for cu izens onlv, and in the

SurreptitimHly iOlerted In Ute Suffra,.;e Consnrunon
By one o f Ihe publishmg com mr t ree. Thereby disclosing
the CLOVEN FOOT of Con u abcm d Abolition design

" . "n ..,~h....
_ ..., ...... lull~'·

South slaves co uld not he cit izens. Beniamin F. Hallett
The RI,i:h l of the People 10 £Ila f>li ~h Forms o f
Cuvemmerrt [Boston, 18481 , pp. 51-S2. This position
uudcrsrandablv mad e the People" Governor uneasy.
Wr itlnR to Clitford on lanuarv 2..\ , 18-18. be had thi s to
).;1\' on the pr ickly issue:

" Alllhat is ,ai d in lhe pre sent hnef on the .I ub ;ec t o f
,1,, ~' ery may nO! comman d aHl'nt. Our front IOwardI
opponents in the .•Iavr State.• i., cl eM ,y well defined
Th .. People m every Sla te. w nhrn the lim itation s of the
,""anonal Convnrurmn. are comprUnl to the maki n,i:
and allennl(. o f thell forms of government. Here. havmg
IIIl .da \'el. we had no dIff iculty a s to wh o Wel l' the
Peop le. When an y <ll/nlion o f .' OVefe(l(lIfy ,.hall ari.le In

<1 , lllve Stllte..•uch SI,lte will se tde for itself who are it.
Peopl e. If WI' were in ha bi tants o f Virginia and .~ uch a
queslmn 'houlJ unse. W I' should have no hesHation.
I presume. in sayrnll: with out tou chrng the lUsliu or
rl,i:htfu /ne.ss o f clavay. th at th l-' .</avl's were in facl
no parr of tbe <llvereign hody. Ilnd wert In a condmon
of pUl'illll/:e and incapa city di.<ilUalifyrng them from any
porucipouon in polItical pow er."

29 Hallett , Righi o f th t: People. p. 19.

----------------------
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report of the case that he was " a t a loss how to grve even
a skelton of the argument . wh ich exte nded over a
great vanetv of malter. "j() "Wheth er I did wen or not,"
Hallett wro te 10 Don, " is for othe rs 10 say . 1 kn ow I did

it fauh fu lly , and every poin t was m ad e that co ul d be
made .. 1 ha d all the attention from th e Cour t I cou ld
desire. Every po in t o t refe rence was taken by rhe m."!'

But Web ste r's a rgu ment was also im press ive, as even

Hallett conceded in reponing 10 DOli. Desp ite its
" broad fall acy on the face ," il " was of co u rse deemed
powerful because it came from Mr. webster. It was an
admirable forensic and Mr. W . laid himself our to do
his greatest "12 As Secretary of Sta te in 1841 W ebster
had advised Pres ident Tyler in hi s handli ng of the

Rhod e Island cr isis, and he now pursue d a brill iant
st ra teKY in th e Luther v. Bordell cas e. Fully admitt ing
that the people were sovereign, he insisted that this
soverei gn ty had 10 assert itsel f through the forms of
law an d the mechanics o f represenranve gov ernment.

Co ns titutions, too, could and often should be ch anged,
but the changes could nOI be dec reed by sell-appoin ted

bodies:
" Is il nOI obvIOUS enough that men conner get

logelher and count them.~dve.s. and say lhey are so

many hundreds and so many thousands. ancl ;udge of
their own qualifications. an d calI Ihemselves the
people, and .~('f up II gove rnmen t! Wh y. anot he r set o f
men. forty m iles off. on the same day. with Ihe some

propriety. and as good qualifications. and in as large
numbers. may meeland set up anolher government ;
one may meet at Newport and another at Chepachet ,
and both may c~lllhem.~e1ve~ the people. Wha l is th is

but anarchy~What Jibelly is Ihelt' he re bo t a
IUmulluary . tempestuous. violent , storm y liberty, a
\Or! of South Americnn liberty. without power except
in us spasms. a libe rty supported by arms to-day.
crushed by a rm.~ to-morrow. h that ou r IiIJerty l"·\l

The Charter Go vern ment, w ebster insi sted , wa s the
du ly co ns murcd government o f th e Slate, and it co ul d
be cha nge d only through processes in it ial ed by u s ow n

30 7 How. I , ll.

JI Hallen to Dorr , Feb. II , 1l\411 ,

.\2 ibid.

J.1 The Wrilm~ and Speeches 01 Daniel Webste r. XI
[Bcston : Little, Brown and Company. 19£1\I, 226. Even 301

a distan ce of mo te than one hundred years Webster's
rhe roncal skills excite admi ratio n. Con sider Ihis excerp t

" 11 is alJe,.ed thaI Mr. Dcr r. m,ue~d of brm,. a traitor
or insurrectionis t. was the l u I governo r of Ihe Slare at

aurhonues - as , he noted , had occurred With the

adoption 01 the 11\-12 consmunon Den's movement,

therefore , was exna.legal, and il raised the da nger of
do mes tic violence th at rhc federa l Consutunon an d th e

congressional ac t of L795 specifically pr ovid ed against
w ebster em phasized th a t the tcdcral government,
act ing through President Tyl er, had unequi vocally

recognized the lcgiumacv 0 1 the Charte r Go ve rn m ent
and ple dged to support it with tcdc ral u oops sho uld
actua l violence erupt- In addition, rhe courts 01 Rhode
Island, in Don's treason tri al. had similarly confirmed

the absolute: legmmacy 01 the Charter regime. As a
conseq uence, Webster told the Su preme Co u rt Ihal it
simply lac ked jurisdict ion 10 upse r rh ese de te rmina tions
by the federal govern ment and the courts of th e state.

To support l uth er 's su it aga im t Borden , th e Co u rt
would have HI endor se the Dun position that the
Peo ple's Consntunun ha d replaced the C harter
Co nsti tut ion by vi rtue oi its having been adopted by a
majority of the people. But the judges, he pointed out ,

could reach such a conclusion only by mvesnganng
the number of ctnaens living in Rhode Island in 18ol l ,
determining how ma ny attended th e meetings that

selec ted th e people's Con ve n non del egat es, and the n
proving, by sworn testimony, th e vot ing q ua llficnrion s
o f th ose w ho selec ted delegat es and wh o parti cipated in

the referendum on the Peopl e 's Conseuu uon.
In add it ion , th e jud ges wou ld ha ve to ve rify the

accuracy of the ballot co un ts. " II is en ough ," Webster
commented , " to Slate such a propos it ion to show u s
absurdity ."w

Fin ally, leaving no POIDt uncovered, w ebste r made
- in devastaung fashion - the pragmatic argument

that th ere was really no DOH Covc mmem to be
recogn ized iud icially, even if th e judges were in cli ned
to pa ss on the contending cla ims:

I .lllY dW I there is 110 evidence o ffered. no r has
any dhlinrt dllc!i:IJlion ban made. that thaI' was an
actual government estaoiisbed tlnd put In ore~ation to

displace the Charter government. even for a single day .

the 11mI' : Ihm Ihe: torce u,rd hv him was cxne1lrd in
def t'me of /ht' consruunon and laws. lind n ot 1I {{at ns!
them ; I]w t hi' who 01'1'(1'l'1I rhe cons /illHed aU lhorilies
W(I,' n OI Mr Dntr. nUl Govanor Klng, and rhal i r was
he who 'hmrJd have been indicred. and (rttd . and
senltnred Thi.• is riJrha an impollanr 1Il1uake. to be
sure . rf 11 bt a mrqake. 'Ch ,mge place , : cnes poor Ledr.
'change places. and handy-dandy, which r ~ the iustice
and which (he thiefl' So our le~rned oppolll:nu say.
'change places. and handy-dandy. which is (he governor
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BenJamm F. Halletl.

P"",m, It<>m H,,,,,,,, ...I CI~ Cod loy f ,ede"cl< fluman , v. 2
,1Iw",n. 1!l581

ThaI j~ evident enouxh You find the whole embraced
in thme two day s. the 3d and 4th of May. The French
revolution wa,~ thouxht to helomewhaf rapid. That
took three day.l. RIIt rhis work was <lccompli.~hed in

two. It is all shere, and what is itl us birth. its whole
life. and it ,1 dl'lIth were accomplished in forty·eiKh I
houn .. It never pofmmed one sinxle act of govern 
mr-n t. It n ever did a thin.\: in the world! All was
patrioriml. and illl wzrc papa; and with patrioti,m and
wah papa if went out on the 4th of May. admi tti ng
itself to be. as all rnuxtrexard it .a enn temprible sh am !"J.'

and which Ih~ rebdl" ibid" 218·2 19, The record 0 1
w ebster's oral ar~ument in luther v. Borden is the most
complete and reliable of his famous arguments before
the Supreme Coun. For a recen t discussion and evalua
non see Maurice G Raxter, Dunirl Webster I'll The
Supreme Ccun (Amhersl University of Mass.achu sells
Press . 19661, pp . 58.(>4

,lJ Ibid , 2.38 ,

35 ibld.. 2.uJ.

Dcm oc ranc an d Wh i ~ newspapers took predictably
opposite views of Webste r's argu men t. The Democratic

Roston POll called it " in famous" an d " worthy of a
mon arch ist and a des piser of everyth ing de mocrat ic or
republican. " " If," the PO~I con tinued, " it was ma de in

conside ration of a fee, it reflects d iscredit an d dish on or
on the man who can be hired to embrace and enforce
dogmas thut are only calculated 10 oppress , debase and
enslave a tree peo ple. If it embraces the real opinion of
the m an . they are entitled, with their au thor, to

popular execration " The Whi~ press saw it d iffe rently.
The New York Tr ihune 's co rrespondent reported that
" M r. Webster demolished what was left of Dc rrism.
His argument .....as alike brilliant and profound .

it is. perhaps, the best exposition of cons rnurional
Iiberrv ever made . "'~

Securuy surrounding the Supreme Court's proceed
ings w as farlaxer than It is today , and by Febru ary th e
pres......as rcporung that the decision .....ould gu against
the Don cla im .. With apparent access to inside

information , new spapers told their readers that the
decision would hegrounded in the proposition that the
federal iudrctarv had to deter 10 the judgment of the
Rhode Island courts and 10 rhc polu lcal recogn ition

given the Charn-r gnvu mmcnr bv President TylerY

Don himself w as torewarned hy friends rhar the
decisum wou ld ~o against Lut her's su it Shortly afte r
the argument Hallen sent Do n what proved to be an
accurate appraisal of hnw the Su preme Co u rt iud ges

would vote, also in forming him tha t the decision
would not he an no unced until the subsequem term
" I will he h app ily dis appointed," he ....-rore. " if they

do not un dertake 10 evade a decision by h old in g thai
it is a polit ical &. loca l question, which th ey cannot

in te rfere wit h , &. that th ey can t gn beh ind th e exist ing
Ccvt & the dec ision of the State Courts.vw

Durr, an eternally optim isti c bel iever in popu lar
dem ocracy. took co m fort in th e fact that th e merits of
hi s cause ha d hecn full y prese nted and that there

co u ld be yet another appeal -"to the gra nd tr ibunal

,'\6 Quoted In Warren. 18R,I90

U Ihrd.. 192·19 l

.~ Hallett to Don. Fell 11, 18-18 , a similar predic tion of the
Court 's response IS contained in a letter 10 Don
from one 01 lus ardent cnngresvron al supporte rs.
New Hampshire Represenranve Edmun d Burke.
March {;and Mav 22, 18-18. See also Hallett 10 Dorr ,
Nov 11, 1848
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01 pu blic optmon." " I h ave co nfidence," he wro te a
frie nd , th at it " wi ll n ot only vin dicate the right of
sovereign ty, but dethrone the bench of life-iu dgcs,
who, it is well u nderstood . lose all their democracy

both of opinion and sentimen t in that unsafe
elevanon.v-" " O ur cause," he told another supporte r,
"cann ot be damaged by the Tory judges o f the Su preme
Cou rt of th e U.S." This br ava do, however , lost m uch

of its lorce in the face of the fact th at the Co urt of the
late 1840s was dominated, not by conservative Whigs,

but by jacksonian Democratic judges - a point that
did not escape pu blic commentary. "Dorrism," th e
Whig New York Tribune accurately predic ted, was

about to be co nde mned by a Cou rt "com posed of eight
Loco-Poco an d only one W h ig, Judge Tan ey, the frie n d
and disciple of Jackson , is to be , it is sa id , its Execu to r.
Wh at will Loco-Foco ism say to thar!"~

The Su preme Co u rt 's decision was announced by
Chief Just ice Taney in Jan uary Ifl.l9, in an opinion that
closel y foll owed the main po ints of Webster's ar gument.
Noting tha t the Dorr Governmen t had never rea lly
exe rcised authority and thaI the consequence 01

upholding luther 's sun would be to "U1d rer roacuvely
all actions taken under the authority o i the Chatter
C ovcmmem in 184 1 and 1842 , Ta ne y wok the position

that 10 the Am erican sta tes it had alw ays been accepted
that the " poli t ical depanment" of government. nor rh e
judiciary , passed on the validirv of constitutions and
their amendments. Dorr's treason tr ial before the
Rhod e Island Supreme Co un, a co u n operating under
th e establishe d and lcuallv recognized govcm me r nof

the ne w Ifl42 co nsti tution , ha d conclusively ruled that
in IB41-·n the Charter Government represented the
legitimate state authonty . Not only did the fede ral

cou rts customa rily follow the srare courts on such
questions, but Tan ey, echoing W ebster 's argume nt,
pointed out that th er e was no prac tic al way for th e

federal COUItS to determine whether th e voters wh o
allegedly adopt ed rhe People's Constitution actually
rep resented a popula r maionry or wcre properly
qu alified to vote.

Chi ef Just ice Taney dr ew fu n her strong sup po rt fur
h is opinion from Article IV of the Fed eral Cons titution,

J9 Do" to Burke, April 8, 184ft

40 QuOied in w arren, 193.

which gu arantees to eac h state a republican form 01

govc rumem an d ple dges to prmcct them irom domest ic
violence. T hi :. provision he contended . placed the
responsibility for deciding con flic ts bet ween nval
claimants 10 a state's government upon the political

the legtslarive and executive - branches of the federal
governm en t. Congress coul d determine which Ilf two
fac tions consti tu ted ;I sta te's cstubhs hc d go vernmen t by
deciding whose rep resenta tives to scat in the House and
Senate. Taney pointed OUt that since the Dorr Covem
ment never tried 10 send repre..entauves and senators
to Congress the re had been no op portun ity for a

congressional decision , bu t non etheless " the ri,l:h t to

decide is placed there, an d not in th e cou rts" T an ey
also stressed the fact th at President T yler, act ing in
pursuance of the 1795 anti-insurrection la w, had

recognized Covemor King, and he nce the Charter
Government, as th e rightful authority of Rhod e Islan d
by promising 10 su pply fede ral m ilitia if serious
disorders should erup t. [Even Dorr, it bear s noti ng, had

to concede that the President had intervened on the
side of the Charter Government ; in one le tt er he

referred bitte rly to " the atrocity of Tyler's mi li tary
intervention in th e affairs of this Sta te."4! Surely , Taney

con tinu ed , a federal C ircuit Coun could nor intervene
effecti vely in such a dis pute while it was raging. How,
then, sho uld the court conclude that the Pres ide n t had
recognized the wrong partv. could federal judges order
the discharge o f persons arrested or detained by the

federal forces or the forces of the gov ern ment
recognized hy the President ! " If," he observed, " th e
judicial power ex tend.. so far, the guarantee cont ain ed
in the Consnrunon of the Un ited States is a gu arantee
of anarchy, and not of order. Yet if this right does not
res ide in the COUrts wh en the conflict is ragm g. if the
judicial power is at th at t ime bound to follo w the

decision of th e politica l, it must be equally bound wh en
the contest is ove r,"41

A subsidiary issu e ..trongly urged by luthe r'
counsel was that th e Charter Government, eve n if

deemed legrn mate. had exceeded its au rhori tv in
pt ocl airning the m ar tia l law that just ified th e h ou se

breakin g activi ties of Borden and the other sla te

41 Don to Clifford. 'an. 24, 1848,

41 Taney quo ted from Luther v.Bo tden, 7 How. 1,43 (1849).
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President fohn Tyle r.

milit iam en . Tan ey re jected this contention , noting that
maniallaw h ad been proclaimed for only a temporary
pcnod dunng the cris is. The s ta tes, he declared, could
us e terce to put down military threats so long as it did

nut exceed th e ne cessiti es of the circumstances,
a condition that had hecn met in the Rhode Island case.
Ftnally . the Ch ief lu sti ce concl uded with a paragraph
that ha s stood as a cla ssic sta tem ent of rhc doctrine of
polit ica l qu estion s in American constitutional law :

"Much of the argumen t nn the part of the plaintiff
turned upon political rights and political questio ns.

ol] Ibid., ~7. A recen t and provocat ive: arucle suggests
that Taney's celeb rated oprmo n was far more: politi cal
than its doctri ne: of politi cal questions superficially
Impli es , COOlon, 377·88.

UP O/l which the cou rt ha.~ been u rged to ex press an
oprmon We decline doing so. T he high power has been
conferred on thl~ court of passing judgment upon the
acts 01 the State ~overeigntle.~, and of th e legislative and
exccunve br<lnches of th e federal gove rnment, and of
detemnrung whether they are beyond th e limits of
power ma rked out for them respectively by th e
Consutunon of the Uni led States, T hi s tribunal,
therefore..~hould be the last 10 overstep th e boundaries
which limit us own jurisdict ion. And whi le it should
alw<lY5 be ready 10 meet <lny question confided to it by
the Consntunon. It is eq ually it.~ duty not to pass
beyond its appropriale sphere of scuon. and to tak e care
not to involve nseli III di~cussionswhi ch properly
belong to olher forums. No one. we believe. has ever
doubted the propmition. that. according 10 th e
instiluliom of th i.~ country, the sovereignty in every
Stale resides in the people of th e State, and that they
may alter and change thei r form of governmen t at their
own pleasu re. But wherher lhey have changed it or not
by abolhhing an old gove rnment. and c!ilablishi ng a
new one in its place. i.~ a ques tion to be settled by th e
political power. And when Ihal power has decided. th e
courts are bound to lake notice of its decision . and to

follow il : '13
This doctrine had h ad ItS ups and downs in the years

s ince !tW,J , mo st recently when the Warren COUrt of
rh e 1960s reversed ea rlie r judicial sta temen ts by
co ncl udi ng that qu estions of legislative apportionment
do not fall within it s proscriptions and may therefore

be decided by rhc federal cuuns.s- Nevertheless, the
basic cons tuu rio nal doctrine of Lut her v. Borden
ce rtain kinds of questions arc su exclusively political

that the Constitution commits their resolution to the
nonjudicia l branches lIf government - has endured .
Federal cou rts, for example, do not challenge
congressional and presidential determinations in
foreign affairs, and they do not pass upon questions

Involving disputes ,IS to whether congresslopal laws or
constitutional amendmcms have been enacted
according to proper forms.

The Supreme Co u rt's de cision wa s by a five-to-one

ma io my , tor three of the iud.l:es, Catro n, Daniel , and

-U Baker v. Carr..W} us. 186119621, and subsequent
reapportionment cases. e:spc:ci<lUy Wesbu ry v. Sande rs.
376 u.s. 1 1196-11, and Reyn ohlJ v. SimJi , 377 u.s. 5J3
(1964).
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McKinley , were absent due to illness and other causes
Their presence would not hav e changed the results,
even though Carron reportedly favored the Don
claims." The sole dissenter, Lev! Woodbury of New
Ham psh ire, undoubtedly found himself in a d ifficult

situation. A leading Democratic poli t ici an, w oodbury
had en dorsed the DOH cause while serv ing in the
Senate at the height of the controversy in 1841 and
1 .!l4 2 .~ He re mained sympathetic and , indeed , in Hl45,
only one month prior to his appoin tment to the
Supreme Court by President Polk, was invited to

attend a " Libe rat ion Fete " in Rhode Island for Dcrr,
who had just been released from prison . Although
unable to 10m " the democracy of Rhode Island in thai
public celebration ," Woo dhu ry rejoiced " thai M r. Dorr

is aga in in the enjoyment of that liberty - for which
he has made so many sac rifices and endured so much
suffering &. reproach.'?" H all ett and other observers of
Luther v . Borden h ad co rrectly predicted th at Woodbu ry
would vote on the Don side ,4!I but he did so on
relatively narrow grounds. In a very long an d comple x

opinion Justice Woodbury took the position that
Luther 's suit should be sustained because Rhode Isla nd
had exceeded its authority in declaring manial law.
But on the basic conflic t be tween the rival govern

me nts W ood bury followed Taney's statemen t th at thi s
was " a mere politi cal question." "Cons tit utio ns and
laws," he ex plained, "precede th e judiciary , and we act
only under and after them, and as to disputed rights
be ne ath them, rather tha n di sputed points in making
them ."49

Woodbu ry 's opinion, which historians and legal
com mentators have neglected in favor of Taney's
classic declaration, is noteworthy for a sophisticate d

and realistic discu ssion o f pop ular sovereignty and
rights. Althou gh em phasizi ng the re could be no judicial
redress in situ at ions suc h as the Rhode Island one,
Woodbury claim ed that the 3AArieved parties neverthe
less h ad some alte rn atives. T hey co uld first t ry
conventional political ac t ion - the u se of th e ballot

box, the petitioning of th e leg islature and execu tive,
the propos ing o f co nstitutional amen dments and

45 Warren , 19.1.

46 Ciaburri,8 1'&'3-

47 Woodbury to William Simmons, "Secn:u.ry of the
Liberation Commi ttee ," Aug. 26, 1845.

UVI Woodbur y

I'olUd" d'dwa dad mVdved by I • L:..."",r~. The Nall o...! Pomall
Ca ll• ., of n..u aVlIohod .tr.mcnunl , • 1 (/'hilo d~lp/"'J. 1&15/

co nventions, If these failed or .....e re forbidden by th e
pub lic aut hor it ies, an d the people'S su ffering was
"irttole rahlc," th en " in extre me cases" they would have
to act exrralegally, "as did Ham pden an d W ash ington."
Where SIron): majorities favored [he reform tpe

legisla ture would probably respond , and there would be
litt le violence. w here the legislanve representat ion
was of a completely unresponsive "ch aracter," and the

48 Hallett 10 Do n , Feb. I I, 1848, Edmund Burke to Don,
May 22, 1848

-19 Luther v. 1I<Jrden,7 How . 1,51-52.

50 ibid" 55.
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popular cause was turned back, Woodbury suggested

that as a practical matter there would be few h arsh
reprisals if large numbers of people had favored the
change. He concluded his analysis of the problem of

popular discontent and conservative government with

some shrewd observations:
"{Ch,m"es demanded and supporred by large

maiomies] will usually be alJowed to go mro peaceiui
consummeuon. Bur when not so allowed, or when they
are anempred by small or doubtful majorities, it must
be conceded thar it will be at their peril, as they will
Il.\!/dlly be resisted by these in power by means of
PW\t'cution.'>, and somcnmes by violence, and, unless
cmwnt'd hy success. and rhus sub.~equenrJyrarified,
riley will of len be punished as rebe11iou.~ or
t reuscmcble.

"If rht' l1laiorities, however, in favor of change.~

Iwpl1t'n to he large, and still th ose in power ref use 10

vield 10 rhem, as in the En"lish revolution of 1688, or 111
our nwn of J776, the popular movement will "enerally
\ucceed, rhou"h it be only by tl union of physical wi th
mOl,,1 srren",th, and when rriumphanr, ir will, as on

those occa~ion" confirm by \ub.\equenl forms of law
whal may have begun without rhem_"'iII

In face, w oodbu ry's analysis was a fai r descrip tion of

whae had happened in Rhode Island. The su ffrage
forces had been turned hack by an unrepresenta tive
government, and Dorr paid the price of being convicted
as a rranor. But the Rhode Islan d Suff rage Party had
de monstrated impressive support in t8~ 1 and l8 ..U and,
ult imately, if relucta nt ly, the Charter Gove rn ment
acq uiesced in the suffrage an d reap port ionment

reforms tha i were promulgated by th e new cons ti tu tion
of 1 1l ~ 2 , There had been, moreover, no serious violen ce
in the Slate and, with the exceptio n of the brief
im prisonmen t of Don and a handful of hi s supporters,
few reprisa ls against the reformers.

Don rea cted to the Su preme Coun's deci sion , which
he had ex pected, with equa n imi ty. For one thing, he

fe ll th at Da n iel W eb ster 's a rgu me nt concede d too
much in lIS em phasis on th e sove reign po we rs of the
people, even th ou gh the grea t Wh ig co nsti tutionalis t

'>1 Dorr to Clifford, Feb. 8, 1848; to Haiku, reb. 1:1, 1848

.'>2 Dorr to Hallen, Ian. 15, 1849.

53 White 10 Dorr, Feb. 17, 1849.The point was well taken
As the extra ct quoted above shows, Chid Justice Taney's

Ins isted that th is sovereign power had 10 be ex presse d
through the est ablished lega l forms. As Dorr saw it,
RhoJe Island's "Alge rines and W higs" were d ismayed

by the "discovery th a t he attributes too much to
government' and tha t by his admission tOO much can
be done here upon a change in the legislatu re from
Algenne to democratic.">! For another, Hallett's

atgurnenr had been published in pamphlet form and
his defense of the DOff Covemmenr had been publi ..
cized in the New Eng land Democratic press. The
COUTl'S rctusa l to pol'S on the merits of the ri val
governments' claims enabled the Dorrues to a rgue that
the legiti macy of the People 's Constit ution h ad not
heen disp rovcn. Do n phrased the atgurncnt this wa y :

"Tin' W1Ji~ Sr<llemelJl of the xrollnd.~ rllken by rhe
511p, COUrl of the US in their d('chion nf the Luther
cases. d(Jtl~ nor wtlrwnf the exultation of nU T op ponent.,
upon the \uPI'O-\ed illdicilll rlwrrlu{)w 01 the Rhode
/sltmd cause. The tusi pomr of the enure which
inclthle\ <III the test. i .•111m rill' act of sovereignty.
whkh the People of rhi\ ')t<l!e claim 10 lIave performed.
i~ a political und no! a le~1 mbil'(". The COUT! dedine
f081\'e rlleu opinion upon tile R/ Quc.srion ior this
reason They regard the ,(overnmenf in lact a., the
,(overnment in right, so tar <I~ they aTeconcerned "52

Similarly, Aaron Whue. ~ lawyer who had served m
the sutfrall:e cause, assured Don that, a~ even
"intelligent Algerines" would adrmt, "this decision of
the Court is based entirely, no t on the old princi ples of
Law &. Order, but on your principles (If 'popular
sovcreignw.' "'-1 " You r view," W hi te co ntinued, "of

what would ha ve been the result of succcsstu! force in
beh alf of the People 's Co nstitution is certain ly co rrec t
& no om: ca n say (hat yo u did not do your part to m ake

th at force successfu l"
T homa s W ilson Don undou btedly agreed

" Im possi bil ity and despair ," he once com m ented,
"a rc words not 10 he fou nd in the dic t ion :ny of a
dem ocrat. " A some what quixotic Hgu re who rich ly
deserv es a scholarly biography, Don never wavered in
bchevmg hi s cause jus t and his People's Co nsti tu t ion

legit imate. By th e early eigh tee n flft ies he acknowledged

opinion, 10 a rather casual obiter dictum, paid at least
lip service to Dorr's theory of popular sovereignty by
deelarlng tha t "the sovereignty 10 every Slale resides in
the people 01 the Slate" and "they may alt er and cha nge
th eir form 01 govern men t al their pleasure."



t 12 OPTIMISTIC PE\lOCRIr,T

that " politically, my days are numbered.vv But he
continued to follow public issues closely, and h is
co rrespondence is filled wi th wide-ranging di scussions
of nati onal polit ics and on such topics as slavery and
the dea th penalty, bot h of which he hoped to see
abolished Nor had the fires of emo tion burne d out in
the People's Gov ernor - Webster, he acidly remarked in
one letter, was " th is most detestable of all our poli tical
hypocrtte's" ~~ Don also retained a lively interest in
European developments Rejoicing in the revolutions of
1848, he described the French Revolution of 1848 as
" sublime" l" th e finest revolution ever made by any
people" I.S6 To h is Rhode Island opponents of 1841-42

Dorr may have been a wild-eyed Loco Foco, but he was
no social or economic radical . He held no brief for the
doctrines of communism and socialism, which we re
attracting attention , commenting in one letter that
" they have presented themselves in an anti-Christian
array, & deserve to fail" s7 When the de mocratic
revolutions that briefly swept Eu rope in 1848 falt ered,
Dorr was saddened, but could still avow himself
" deeply in terested in all that concerns democracy &
humar utv. in a position of comparative solitude."
Despite, he wrote a friend , the approaching " in evita ble
hour" of death , he was " cheerfu lly will ing to commit
m y memory to the de mocracy of my counrrv.vv He
d ied o n Decem ber 27, I854, at the age of forty -ni ne .

Per haps the best and most appropriate final glim pse
of Thomas wilson Dorr is provided by an entry in a
diary-li ke ledger th at he used to reco rd th e deaths of
frien ds , miscellaneous occurrences, an d politica l
events. Among the notations for 1851 is this one :

T . W. DlJn resuned to
puluical atui civil riKIl/.~. by
GCIl. Assembly, May 9 '5 1

No specsal otJth of alley,iance-
no oa th taken AIKrrine.~ hacked out.
A proof of /h e effka'Y of never giving
up in a )l;ood cr use. Wait. erJ your enemies
will come to yoU. ~9

54 Don to Edmund Burke, Dee. 10, 1851
55 Ibid.

56 Don 10 fohn L. O'Sulhvan, March ,10, 1848.

Alfl' ~/ i n,ll: tn D on ".> pnpular (o /lowlo,ll: rn hH own urnI' were
such uems a ~ Ihl.' .,ke lch from ' he cover of <I cigar box.

To a ma n with th is kind of fai th in the righteousness
of his cause - a democrat whose dictiona ry did not
co ntai n such words as "despair" and " im possibili ty"
the events of IK42, and the decision in Luther v. Borden
were hut temporary d isappoint me nts. And , in fact ,
mode rn American consnunionallsm confi rms th ose
dcmoc rauc provisions which Dorr fought for during his
lifetime, T he ballot box is open to all adult persons,
w ithout regard to their property nr wea lth, their race,
or theil sex . An d the Supreme Cou n, st ill sta ffed with
the life judges that Don opposed, has ruled,
notwi thsu mli ng Lustier v. HOlden an d its doctrine of
pohttca l qucstiuns, that the Cons titutio n of th e
United Sta tes autho rizes th e judiciary to require th e
appo rtio nmen t of state legtsluturcs on a oosis o f popular
eq uali ty -"one man , one vote." Wh o is to say that,
in the pers pective o f hi st ory, T homas Wilson Dorr's
ideals have not come closer to fru it ion!

57 Don to William 5 Wan , April 16, 1851

58 Dorr to Edmund Burke. Dec . 10, 1851.

59 Dorr Papers, Miscellaneous. 1849-52.
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Black Settlement House,
East Greenwich, 1902-1914

Few people In East G reenwich. Rhode Island,
remernhcr N eighborhood Cottage, and still fewer recall
that it wa s firs t opened as a mission for the town's
Negro population. This is perhaps not su rp rising.
Today th er e are virtually no Negroes living in East

G reen ...-ich. an d the Town's shore front , once called
"Scalloptuwn" and given over to a squaner colony of
indigent blacks, is now a tangle of bait stores and boat
docks.' Yet the story of Neighborhood Cottage deserves

to be told , especially since it is mo re than an interesting
bu of loca l h istory. Duri ng the first deca de of this
century, the Conagc was one of a h an dful of settlement
houses in th e U n ited States working exclusively or

primanly tor Negroes . According to contemporary
viandards of se ttle m en t work, its program and methods
were hi~hly en ligh ten ed - but even its founder,
Mrs. William L. Hodgman, admitted that the work
fai led.! While this failure may be partially explained by

ci rcum stances which made the Cottage unique among
settlement houses, 1 believe that it was at least eq ually
the result of rhe very methods it pri ded nsclf on
adopting. Tn <1 cert a in extent, therefore, the failu re of
Neighborhood Cot tage must he seen as th e failure of
th e settlement house movement to understand the
American racia l dynamic ove r which it sought to
preside. Bur before w e turn to the story of N eighborhood

Cott age, it would be valuabl e for us to examine first the
bla ck se t tle ment hou se movement of w hich it was

a pan .
The existence of a bluck sett lem ent house was nOI in

itself co ntradictory to the goal of et hnic assimila tion
espoused by the leaders of the settlement house
movement. A set tlem en t wa s almost always designed

to serve its immediate neighborhood, and if that
neighhorhood w ere populated by , let us say , Italians,

'Mr Hess, ms rrucror in American Ctvihaanoe ar
Roger Will iam s College. IS a can did ate for the Ph.D.
at Brown Univ ersity .

In I%S, o ur o f a total po pulat ion of 8.128, there were
nineteen Negroes officiall y residing in Ent Greenwich ,
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Special Census of
Rhode Island. October I , 1965, p. 68

then for ;111 practic al purposes the settlemen t .....as an
" It al ian house." In the same .....ay , it was possible for
"Negro houses " 10 ari se . Usually, ho.....ever, a
se tt lem ent's neighborhood was less homogeneous. If
not all settleme nts were, like Hull House, surrou nded
by peopl es of eig h teen different nation alities, it was

st ill common for one to serve a variety of ethnic
groups Many centers wel comed such heterogeneity ,

and one leader of th e movement maintained it better
enabled a house to real ize its aim of "Americanizing"
a ne ighborhood :

.. [Seulement workl Pdrlicularl}' cc r nnves how to
bring into working rd at ion s persons o f different
natio nali ties and religions who live all about th e
senlemenr, Such close· rolnge service is . involved
with the iundamemal problem~ that in la rge part
determine the postnve upbuildmg of the bone and
smew of ou r m duslIIoll and pol itical citizens hi p, , ,3

By 1910 mo st of th e bla ck set tlement houses were
located in northern industrial cities in which the
Afro-American po pu lation was still rel atively sma ll
and not ye t walled into the dearly defined ghettos that
after World war I came increasingly to characte rize

northern urban life . Negroes therefore were often
member s of a mul n-ethmc co m m uni ty, and so me
set tleme nts, especiall y th ose founded by .\ 1Is. Quincy
AgaSSIZ Sha w in the Boston area, m ad e a co nc ert ed
effort to serve both their white and black neighbors'

Others tri ed but failed Hanner Gui ld in Indian apoli s,
for example, at first served both whites and blacks but,
as a spokesman for the house ex plained, " It was fou nd
inexpedient to have colored and white children attend 
ing the same insm unon."! A Boston colleague was

more explic it : " W h ite people wou ld keep away from
any pla ce except a church where it was known th.at

! Mrs. Alhen Har kness, personal int ervi ew, Apri l 24, 1969
Mrs. Harkness is th e daughter of Mrs. William L.
Hodgman and was herself active in the affairs of
Neighbor hood Conage.

3 Rubert A, Woods. "Settlement Expansion," Charities llnd
the Conllw ml, XVII (19061, 228.

4 Allen F Davis, Spearh ea d.~ for Reform (New York, 19671,
p.9.<; .

5 Robert A. Woods and Alben 1_Kennedy , eds.,
Handbook of Selflrmrn Ll; [New York, 19111, p- 83;
hereafter ci ted Handbook_
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A post ClJrd of the 1920s,

colored people resorted ''6 Thus, as Robert W ood s and

Albe n Kennedy, bot h residents of Bos ton 's South End
Hou se, concisely pu t it: "Large groups of co lored people
In a ne igh borh ood pr edominately white may force a
set tle men t, agains t its inclmanon, to choose betwee n
the tw o.':" O ccasionally , as in the cas e of Planner Guild,

the house was given ove r excl usivcly to the black
populat ion ) m ore often, however, N egroes were

excluded Either way, the choice seems not always to

h ave been an easy one for the serrl emem to ma ke, and
it occ as ionally placed it in a ra ther awkward posi tion,

6 Davis, p. 95

7 Robert A. Woods and Alben I. Kennedy, .~('rllemenl

H or Izon lNew York. 19221, p. ,'1..17 i hereaner cited
Serdemenl Horizon . Some set tlements seem to have
worked ou t a compromise position which did not entail
actually chcosmg between either race . A later settlement
In Philadelph ia, for example, SImply drvsded its classes
"on ractal lmes." while in several centers in New rersev.
Negroes and wh ites used the eame ho use tacilmes. bu t on
separate days. Occastonallvcas in the case of Kmgsley
House , pnrsburgh . in ]9 19, J set tlement wou ld turn its
plant over 10 a Negro grou p if its neighborhood becam e
increasingl y black. and then relocate in a wh ite section ,
l. J. Wooft er, ed. NeJi(w Prohlem.s in Cities [New York ,
1928\, r .15 1 Int erracial Committee of the N,I.Conference
of Social Work , The Nell.1O in New Tersey (J9.U ), p- SO,
Han dbook , p. 51, n. 4

8 Set tlements in southern and border states were spared
such indecasmn and emharrassme m since they adhe red to
a SCl/:leJo:J.uonISl policy. As one center in Kan SJs City, Mo.,

since the workers usually continued to pay homage to
the ideal of "brorherhood.:" East Side House in
New York City offers a classic illustra t io n of the

disc repancy be tween ldeologv an d action cha rac te rizi ng
those settlements refusing to se rve bla cks, O ne issue of
its weekly bu lletin began wi th a long panegyr ic on
bro th erh ood, stating in part : " People object to th e
doctr ine o i bro the rhood because of what they call its
unpleasant consequences A.-. a principle [they say] it is

all ri,l?;ht Practically it is all ..... rong Does any doubt
that the practice of brotherhood .....iIl yield blessed

announced ". , . All hu t Negroes are received into our
classes." H<lndllOflk, p. 1:;0

9 &N Sldt Hnu.\c Bullttm , II [lanuary 14 19d.),2--l

10 S/'ul emcnr Hottznn , p. .\..\7

II Davis , r 9."

12 Handhook. rr. 27!, :!IO, 121·122,

u H,md book, Pl'_97 , 30 , J9,187, SO, 298, R. Gilbert Osofsky,
Hurl..m The Mukioll. 0; a Chene INcw York, 1966)<
1'1'.-"'6-9.

14 These black sett lemen t houses arc: Calho un Colored
Schon] and Settlemen t (Lownde s Co., AIa,l , Elizabeth
Ru"dl Settlement { Tuske~t:e, Ala,!: Colored Social
Scnle rnenr ID.C.); Cha rles Sumner Senlcmem, Emanuel
Senlemem, Frederick Doualass Cen ter, Inst itutional
Church and Social Settlement, Negro Fellowship
League. and Wendell Phillips Settlement (Chicago)1
Planner Guild (Indianapolisl, Carroltown House
(Balt imore). Robert Gould Shaw House (Roscon!.
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results; Let him try . and see ." With an irony th at

must surely have been unintentional, th e editor
inserted irnmedraruly after this srirring di scussion the
tollow i n~ house news item '

Al its last meeting the quesnon of admifting a

colored boy to membership in the House wa.~ brough t
neiere lhe Council. Two votes were ,aken - one on
thl' principle, the other on the expediency of the step.
The Council voted unanimously in favor of the
principle involved, but spli t on the qu esnon of
expediency. The negative vote wa s 5 to 2.'

When a senlement decided to bar Negroes fro m
membership, n occasionally fo llo wed the adv ice of

w oods and Kennedy that "the soundest pra ct ice is to

establish a sepa rate branch, whe re special forms of

work fined 10 the needs of colored people lean bel
carried on ," IOSuch a procedure, wh cn settlements

could afford it , seemed like a perfect compromise, for it
h ad " the dual purpose of se rving the Negro populat ion
and keepi ng them away from the main settlements."!'
In 1892 in Ph iladelph ia the College Settlemen t helped
start a Negro house which was reorganized in 1'XXJ as
Starr Cen te r , in 19f)t; In N ew York CI ty the Henry Street

Seulcment opened the Stillman Branch for Colored
Pcople , and in 190K in Boston the South End Hou se
sponsored the Rohert Gould Shaw House " to promote a

ce nter ior social wo rk among the colored people of the
South End »n

Nnt all black seulemenrs. however, originated as
hranches (lj la rge r white houses. O rganized charity
asscctartons in Baltimore and the District of Colu mbia
helped start blac k scnlemcnra , churches, often

Civic LC~ ,L:u e Neighborhood House [Englewood, N.J,);
Colored Social Center IBulfalol; Lincoln Settlement,
51, Cyprian's. Stillman Branch for Colored People of the
Henry Street Senlemeru, and White Rose Workmg Gi rls'
Home [New York Cityl, Eighth w ard Settlement and
Sun Center (philadelphia!, Neighborhood Conage
{East Greenwich , RI.j; and Locust Street Settlement
[Ham pton, Va,) , Handbook , Osntskv , pp- 5(,·57 ; and
Allan H, Spear, mdck C!Jicai/.o : The Mdking of II Negro
Gh.: fto [Chic ago. 1967), PI" · 9"·96 .10:">·106.

Two Important points should be made First, the liS!
mentions onlv black settlement houses that were in
operation during 1910. Several black settlements had
already gone out of existence hy that da le and many
more were to he established later. Secondly, It COUnts
only those organizat ions tha t either clearly identi fied
themselves or were identified hy others as social
-enlemerus This fact make s the black seulemenr house
movement look much smaller than it was . for many
hlack churches land far more often th an their whi te
count erparts! doubled as settlement houses with out

Episcopa lian in denomination, foun ded others, as in
Chicago and Rhude isl and i and individu al .....hi les, suc h
as Celia Parker Woolley in Chicago, wer e also active
in promnnng settlement houses for Negroes . But apart

from the spo nsorsh ip of whitcs, Afro-Americans also
founded several centers in both North and South for

members of the ir own race. In 1890 M rs. Jan ie Porte r
Barrett, a Ham pton gradu a te, establi sh ed Locust St reet
Social Settlement in Hampton , Vir ginia , in 1897

Mrs. Victoria Earle Mathe .....s started the whueRose

Working Girls ' Homc in Ne ..... York CitY i and in the
same yea r Mrs. Booker T . W ash ingto n opened th e
Elizabeth Russe ll Sett lement in Tuskegee. Alah ama. I ,\

Considering th e diverse circu mstances under wh ich
blac k scnlemen rs were es tablished, it is perhaps

incorrect to speak of a " black settlement house rnove
mcnr" as something distinct from the larger settlement
house movement thar swept across the country d uring
the early tw entieth ce ntury . Nevert h eless, by 19 10, out

of the fuur hundred senlc mem hou ses in the United
Stones, at least twc rnv-two catered either ex cl usively or

primarily to the needs of Neg roes.t- While the
activities of these centers did not differ greatly from
those of white institutions, over half m aintained day

care cen ters or kin dergartens, an d al most all st rongly
emphasized se lf-help and ind ustrial t rai n ing. In th e
.....nrds of M rs. Fan n ie Em anuel , h ead wo rke r a t Emanuel
Settlement in Chicago: " ... We help people to help
themselves by securing wo rk and fitt ing the m for it ."I!

But if the origins an d ac ti vities of black settlement
work appear to co nform to th ose of se tt lement work in
general. the re was sti ll an awareness on th e part of

callinll: themselves such. On the latter point see Fannie
Barrier Willia ms. "Social Bonds in the 'Black Belt' of
Chicago," Ch..m tles and the Com mons. XV1Oct . 7,
1905!, .t1...t2 i Spear , pro9S·96 , 103

IS Handbook . p. 47 lndustrral edu cauon was hy no means
confined solely to black settlement work. Rober t Woods
argued Ihat it would have as beneficial an effect among
rmrmgtanrs In the North as Booker T. Washington
proclarmed il had had among Negroes in the South
"We nearlj- all look upon industrial educanoe as a
means 01 overcoming racial disadvantages and
preiudrce at th e South It will have the same value at
the North , Every social worker knows Ihal boys and
I(irls of certain laces are ha ndica pped in th e employment
market . When these ... have th e resources of skill
which the employer so ll:reatly desi res, quest ions of
nalJon alily are going to fade int o the backgro und ..."
"Industrial Educarion from the Social Worker's
Standpoint: ' Challlles and lhe Commons. XIX
io«. S, 19071,855.
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AlthouYJ SCIl lloptown's actual begm nm,ltS are unknown ,
c/lppm,ltS from Leslie's Weekly of November 10, J871,
indiUltC' an economic reason for the asme.

"Geneud vic:w of Scallop town. laS! Crunwich. and the
/i,hinX·Xrounds."

those engaged in it rhar it cons tituted a unique branch
of social work, and the need to develop J. suitable
program 10 answer its uniqueness was felt at an ea rly

date. In 19m!, Mrs. SJ.CJ.h Collins Femandrs, a Hampton
graduate and a settlement and organized charity
wo rker in the D istrict o f Columbia , urged that
" .. . in this incipient stage J.general plan for colored
settlement work . . be worked OUt, such a plan J.S will
reach social co nditions peculiarly ucial. " l6 l a te r, after

Mrs. Pernandis had become head res iden t of
Neighborhood Cottage she elaborated further he r ideas
on black settlement wo rk. In pan she said :

If we ,Iucceed here in East Greenwi ch , / am confident
if will be an example that wiII encourage settlement
work for negroes throughout the North , a,~ wel1 as the
South. But the work, to accomplish the best re.mlts
must be under the immediate direction of colored

16 S.arah Collins Fern andis , "Social Settlement Work
amonll: Colored People," Ch aIlUeJ; an d the Commons.
XXI IN ov , 21, 19(8), 302 : see also "Th e Color Line in
Social Work ," ChamieJ; and th e Commons. XIV IApri!.
Sept . 19051.64S. In la te 1900 or early 1910, Mrs fern andis
contac ted .a numbe r of black settlement houses
"sug est ing .a conference of workers in colored settle
men ts of the country." However , the meet ing seems
never to have been held. femandis, "Ham pton's

people. The shiftless negroes need one of their own race
as an insp irauon to show what colored people can
aeellmpli.~h The pe n on aJ in fluence that can be
exerted by the sertlemenr worker is full y as \·aluabJe as
the ," u rucnon tha t is given 17

Almost J.II o f the black set tlemen t hou ses in 1910

we re vuuatcd either in large northern in dustrial ci t ies
or in sourh em rural communities N eighborhood

Conage. ho wever, WdS an exception, Although East
Greenwich wa s te rmed "u rban " by census takers, its
totJI pnpulanon in 190:; wa s only J,2 IH and farming

.....J S J m.uor occupation . I" But In a sense Neighborhood
Cou.ige was norlocarcd in East Greenwich at all, but in
"Scalloptown ," wh ich as far as many citizens of the

tuwn proper were concerned cou ld land preferably
should I have been situated miles awav . Wh ile there
were J few poor whites living in Scalloprown, most of

Relati on to th e Consrrucnve Needs of the Negro."
Southern Work man . XXXIX (April 19101.~.

17 ProVIdence Sunday toom al. June 6, 1900,
hereanee cue d lourn a /.

III R I. Bureau of Industrial Stariancs . Advance Sheets 01
the 1905 Rhode Island Stare Census [Providence, 1907l.
pro26, 68-71.

19 Handbook , p. 287; TournaI. Jun e 6, 1900.
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" Infer io r of a SClJllop sbanty - 'cutting .scallops·
lor rhe market ."

ire, mhahnanrs were blacks "showing a decided str ain

of Indian blood" A contemporary description of the
quarter IS tumished by a Providence newspaper
repor ter :

A li ttle row 01sq ualid ,han ties on scucuer territory
alon,lt th e ,hore. where no on e knows the ownership of
Ihe land , t/l e 'et tlem ent is cut off from the rest of the

town "y the hrgh hluff "<lck o f it. For Keneraliom it had
bel'/I leit ro il'i own devices. aside from the boar and
fish hOUle.'. lind Ihe in iquity which existed there was
neve r measurcd)"

O ne of th e first activities of th e set tle me nt house was
to undert ak e a ce nsus of the colony, and the results
appear to show th at the black po pulation formed a kind
of 1a r~e , extended family : "T he set tle m ent numbers
15 families, so calle d, though fami ly lines in Scallop-

ID lourna l, lune 6, 1909. Further evidence for the idea th ..t
she hl..ck community in East Greenwich w..s organized
on an extended family h..sis is given h)' census
information . fly lookin~ thrnU,i:h the censuses from
III ID to 1905, one can trace the .i!:lIlwth of several
families, it is obvious that the black populanon was
heavi!\' interrela ted. (Many 01 the East Green wich
censuses are in RIHS Lihrary and al State Record Cen ter .
Providence). Although the newspaper account,
presum..hly relying on info rmat ion fum iehed by

town are less ri~id than elsewhere, and it was a
complicated task to son out the relationships of the
W inu/\·luuals. " l1.1 Only eight of the families could be
"legally Sll clas-aficd.' and there were twenty-six

children In rhe community . Although there was
generally " li ll ie con tact between the town and sho re
people," " there was a forced school anend ancc of a few

ch ildren .' and in 1910 twelve bl ack ch ild ren be tween
the aRcs of six ami fourteen ye ars were at te nding the

East Greenwich public school svsrem."
From the sta ndpoint of the white Cit izens of the city,

hous mg and san ita t ion condi tio ns in Scal loptown were
extre me ly poor. Th e dw ellings wer e m ostly wooden
shacks, and "s u rface drainage, the prom iscu ou s

th ro win g of gar bage aro un d th e huildlngs and
co n tami nated well s are lis ted as some 01 th e dangers to

."' rs Femandrs. places the populanon 01 Scalloptown at
el.':ht)· mdrviduals. she elsewhere Hxes the number ..t
sevenrv Pemandis. "Colored Settlement w ork,"
Chl.lmi..s and the Commons . XX tlul)' 18, 19081, 507.
The poor whites in the area appear not to have been
included m the census , and their number IS unknown ,

11 TournaI. Iune 6, 1909. Fernandis, "Colored Settlement
work.' 507. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thnteenrh
Cemus 0; Ihe United Swtes (Washmgton, D.C. 19131,
III, p. 631.

..
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A postcard ni vScallopetown Isicl Views, um Greenw ich .
R.I." shows Kenr.\ of Ctlrly /900,1.

hie." One hurldmg ot tour rooms wa s found to con tain
eighteen occupants Jnd,.1t one time, an old woman

known d~ "GrJnny Robmscn" had rwemy-elghr
people living m her house Since the mhahitams of
Scalloptu ....-n were squatters. they paid no rent. an d they

had lu tle mcom.... Th...y ea rned some m on ey fishing and
clammmg. hut .IS one contemporary observer
co m me nted, .. They hve on anyrhin,l; th ey ca n pick
up ." By town standards. "regular" employ me nt wa s
vmuallv u nk nown in Scalloptown."u

No one wcrns to know exac tly how or when

Scallnptown came rrno cxr- acnce. According to Mrs.
Fern andis, who prcsumahlv W JS rel ying on to wn
trad ition , Scallopmwn ha d alwa ys been an isolated

encl ave populated hy indolent bla ck s wh o were co nten t
to liv e a from-h undto-muur h exis te nce:

Mall }' vein» d,l:(J the re drifted to the shore of an inle t
where ttiere was xood ti.,hin,l(. a few colored people WI10

21 lou rnil!, [une 6, 1909, Mrs. Alben Hark ness.
Rhode bland Pendulum. May 9, 1912; hereafter
cit ed Pendulum.

~qU<Hletllhere In mnerable huts under the shelter of
!he hllh upon which a Ihli\'ins; town was growing.
They w{'re rhe off.,prinS( mmtly of the emancipated
dd\'e~ oleIJrly Ne w EnS(land time-s.

holale.l lhu\, and lelf 10 form rheir standards
unaidl'll. rhcy lived there in ccrefess lice me, picking up
<l precanuus Irving, but never in danger of acma l
\!an'alion. Clam\, eek and other seafood we re close
and ahundant. Never touching the interesH of the to wn
in IIny dose way they became more and more an
Cllil.lide. neglected communily.l.l

Since it wa s co m mo n for colo n ial N ew England

town s to segrega te th eir free black s in waterfront areas,
Mrs. Pemandis is prohably correc t in assuming the
annq ui ty o f Scal loptow n.J" However, o th er parts of her

accoun t are dearly in correct. The lRSOCensus was the
first in Rh od e Island 10 furnish occupational data, and
ir reveal s that in that year all th e black males in East

2.1 Fern.anuls, "Colored Sen lemen r Work:' 507.

H Lorenzo I. Greene:, The ,'Jegro In ColOnial Ntw England
(Pon Washmgton, N,Y., 19661, p. 311.
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Greenwich hcrwccn the ages 01 sixteen and sixry- five

w ere J::ainfutly emplll)'ed, and evidently they earned
enough to suppun thei r families, for only one woman
in the black curnmuniry was working. Fu rth erm ore,
IWO of lhe families were worth five hundred do llars or

mere In real cstarc. These srausncs would defi nitely
seem to refute rhc idea that Scal lop ro wners had always
lived in bolated , careless hce nse.> The IRRD Census
gives a similarly industrious picture. In thirty years
rhc black population in East Greenwich had increased
trom forty-one 10 one hundred seventeen and, with

onlv a sin.i!:lc exception . all the black males between th e
ages of sixteen and slxly·fh'e had occupations. Unlike
thin..' vearv he lore however, almost an equal number
01 black women were now also reponed to be working.

Perhaps this snuanon is partially explained by the Iacr
that employment lot the men had become less steady;
dunng that year. nine of the twenty- two men employed
were OUI of work lor four or more months.U.

SInce East Greenwich blacks had been gainfully
employed in the past , one may well wonder why

.\\rs Fernandl' painted such a slothful picture of the
earlv mhahnanr-, 01 Sculloptown. The answer seems to

hlothat she assumed that the condinons she found in
Sca lloptown 10 1905 were the-e which had always
exlvtcd. Th c 190~ Census leaves linle doubt rhar
uncmplovmcnr W;IS widespread among the East
C rcen w ich black populat ion a t that time: of the
Ionv-sr x men between the ages of sixteen and vixtv-five,
only 1\.11£ had occup.niuns. and only u handful uf the
women were wnrkinK1 7 NO!all of the East G ree nwich
blacks res ided in SC'llI0l'lOwn, hut most of rh e uncm
plovc d mos t prohahlv did live there since, as squatte rs,

rhev would nor h.rvc to pay any rent.

wh e n one compares rhc census returns for 11'lRO with

those tor I')(lS, It is, lhviutls rhu t the economic con d inon

oi E;ISI Crccnwrch blacks had drusncally dct crl or utcd
Wh ik it IS posslhle to Jttrihute Ihis decl ine to th e

}:; Census 116U, .\.," , ~. 1'1' 113·169 IRIHS Llhra ryL

}(, Tl"lIlh Cl"nsu, I ~~ l \tS ,. I rr, IMH9\
IRII1S Llbl.1f\1

27 Ea'l Glcen"'lch Cemlls Rcturns 101 1Sl(F. ISla te RecOId
Cl"n1el

}X Cen lI' 0' Rhl/d., h Jund, 11195 IPro \'Hk n cc, 18981.
PI' 2, I W, ·U6-~.!7. Advanu Sllt!'r, o i 190:i Rhude hl,md
Sfll!e C<'n 'IH , Part ..l ll'ro\·ldence 19071. 1'1'. 18, JJ, 68-70.

lanncss 01 the SCJllorlowncrs, as M IS, fernandis
tended ttl do, I believe rhat the economic history 01
East Greenwich yieldsol tar bener answer.

1895 1905

TOI<lll'lJru/awJIl 3,(196 3218
Mack I'upultlf/on 120 123

Total Emp/uyed 1,248 977

A.\:licul!Urt' 225 195
.\ Itln u l<l. Iminx lind Mnhanio 577 4~

A' rhr-, rahlc mdicarcv, the job market in East
Greenwich had shrunk considc rablv nom IS95 to 1905,
even thou.l:h the (Own ', pupulanon had increased
Ernplovment opportunities muvt theretore have been
very hmued c-pccrallv lor the unskilled boor which

the black communnv pw' Hied The ever present racial
dtscnrmnauon in hinng. coupled ...ith the prevailing
hard limes lI:'Jl:S tal, I believe. In explain why so many
"'cJlIllpl"w nct s ...ere uncmplovcd. There was . as a
conrcmporarv noted. smJII demand m EdS[ Greenwich
tor the labor 01 Scalloptowncrs.'?"

l.en~orall\' lhl' people 01 List Greenwich regarded

",cdllnrll>" n with either good-natured contempt or
calm mdutcrcncc A, rhc local newspaper cheerfully
av-erred ~I rhc he~mllmg nt rhc centurv . " T he life in
'scalloptm\ n IS a \.:ood illuvtt.nion oi rhe fan that
wealth and marble hallsarc nOI absolurclv necessary to

pcttcct h;lrpInCSS ' 111 the townspeople had little to do
wnb ...clllllpto.... n there w,1' still one lact ahour the
quarter ot which the\ ...en thnruughlv convinced. it

'"h perh'lps mfN vuccmcrlv vt.ucd by a vratc charity
workcr who c lllt-J tfu- a rcnvthc filthiest, mOSI immoral,
,1110 leohl ci\'dl::ed wnlernenr In Rhode lsland "!' The

town new-paper was In agreemenl with this verdict.
l'mcl.nrniug III uncdunnulth:n" 'Scalloprown' is a

,h\"'IIHI'III~hl rcpruuch torhovc who ha ve mo ney and
mtfncncc ill ilu-, town," it addcd:

rlt" 1'0,'1 VI7,~iI '<lid rilllt "the dnccrH to f-/ell IVa,

c.rvv" 'lIldlll nJ"dcm 10m, we mi,l'.lJt ,'lIh,Utllte the

East Glccn....Kh Cl'nsus RClurns 1m 190:; (exammallon
of Ihcsc has ,ho....n ,hal the puhllshcd fi~rc tor the
EaSI Greenwich hl,l(;k rorulatmn In I'XlS is in euar
Ihe SloHIMIC III the aho"e ubiI.' IS the correel onel

19 Inumtll. lune 60 1<,1(";

'0 Pendulum , Ocroher N 1901

.\1 loum<JI, June 6, 190')

•
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euphonlOussymmym "SCllJ1oprown .. All roads lead
down til rhal Unit/lit' city f<lmou~ once for itI,heJI
t1\hcry ,md now an nlfcnw OX<l1I1\1 every sen.'e of civic
"('duty dnd uti/it}' \1

Mr~ Fcmandts W<l~ equa lly critical of the "striking
conditions o t lawlcscncss" which made Scalloptown
'a mi,::hty fine pbce lor badncss :"" Yel signlficantlv

" cr imes uf violence" were "rare." Thc immorality of
the area seemed hmned 10 d runkenness, vag rancy.
idlencss, rhen. and "le .....dness ,,'"

It ..... as in teSpon...c to the immorality and unsanitary
condllinns in Scalloptown that Mr<; Wi lliam L.
Hodgman and a Jl:WUp oj bdies, .....ho "composed some
lit the most cultured and resourceful people of the
town " peunoncd Rev Will iam Wo rthington of

5t Luke's [r"scopal Church 10 help found a mission for
the rown'c black squatter colony Mr. Worth in gton
agreed. and on October 1M, 1902, ":I small at t ractive
center for classe... and reli~ious services" was opened on
Queen Street in East Greenwich. nor far from the shore.
The rmssron was named "S t. Luk e 's Cottage" and littl e
is known about its hisrorv. Alter abou t IWO yea rs of
service. the work was reported to be in "prosperous
condition": "Bapn...mv. 10, Sunday-school, 30; boys'
club. 20; girls' club, 28" In 190K it w as decided to

reorganiz e rhe wo rk alonK scnlemcm house lin es , O ne
reason for rhrs decision was the belief that a non
sec tarian scrrlemenr house wou ld more eas ily gain the
support o f the other churches in rhe ci ty and of th e
co m mu nity in gcncr.il. O n M arch I , 190R, th e new
settlemen t house was op ene d with M rs. Sarah Co ll ins
Pema ndis as head re s iden t. J.~

Mrs. Fernandi s came to Scallnpto wn with an impres
sive ba ckground in m issiona ry , organized charity, and
sett leme n t work. Aft er grad uur ing from H am pto n

32 Pendulum . Sept 19,1 912.

33 Handbook , p . 287. Journal, lun e 6, 1909,

34 Journal. lun e 6. 1909. Mrs . Harkness disagrees with th e
idea that violence was ta re in Scallop town and says that
the town speople, especia lly at the IUrn of th e centu ry,
felt It was un safe 10 be near the area alte r da rk. Miss
Marlha R. McPartland, the town hmortan , supports thi s
view. She wrnes ..A~ a hnle girl, the firSI joke 1 recall
recognizing as such was when a young un cle of min e
asked , 'Hear abou t the fellow down in Scallo ptcwn!',
making a eutt inl; sound wu h his mouth and drawing
b i~ fotefinl;er anOM his th roat from ear to ear.
'Throat eUlr every one asked brearhlessly_'N ope, dirt y
neck!' u id my clever uncle. That gives you an idea of

Sarah Collins Peman dn,

f,am Tb~ P,,,,v,d.nu Sund .y )ou,nal, 'un. 4,19(19.

Inst itu te in 18 8 2 , she spent seve ral year s in the South
engaged in m ission ary work, and in 19m she became

h ead resident of th e Co lored Social Sett le me nt in
southwest Washington , D ,C. While with the Washing
ton cente r, Mrs. Ferna ndi s sho we d the influen ce of her

the popu lar conce ption of th e area called Scal lopt ow n -c
a place where a slit thr oat was an expec ted develop
ment." Hi.lfory of Easl Gree nwich, Rhode l.d(lnd.
1677·J9(,(} [East Gree nw ich, 19601, pp. 186-187.

Whil e the tow nspeople may have expec ted such
bloodth, r5ty behav ior on the sho re. it does not 10 Iact
seem to have been the ru le. I have looked thro ugh
almos t all u tant bac k inues ot the Pendulum from
19(X) 10 1920 and found no cases of murder and very few
of assault . It is, of course, qune possible that the town
constable did not overly concer n himse lf with shore
afJan s; unfo rtuna tely hIS weekly reports lor this period
arc no longer in existence I ha ve, howeve r, come across
one occu rrence 01cti mina bry 10 Scallopto wn wh ich
definitely trigered a town scandal "A Trio 01 Human
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Hampton educannn hy h er persistent en couragement
of m or al u pli tt, self· help , dnd industrial training. Her
att itu des arc clearly presen ted in a story sh e tells of
" a you ng w oma n [w hol recently applied for charitable
assistance Slove nly and indo lent, it wa s plain her

grea test need was assistance 10 self help." w;
Upon rakin g u p res idenc e a t St Luk e's Cott age,

M rs Femandrs det ermined 10 em ploy th ose methods
she h ad fou nd useful in he r previ ou s work. When
queried about th e aims of th e COllage, she replied that
they were "to foster self hel p and se lf activity. The
effort has been to work wit h rather than for the people.
Thev have been encouraged to foli ow th e now popular
method of Hampton In titute, ' lea rn ing by doing.' "37

Mr s Pem an d ts loo ked upon Scallopmw n as a kind of
tes t for the Ham pton method. which at that time had
the gene ral ap p roval of those engaged in black senle
men! work In appraisin ,lit co ndi t ions in Scalloprown,
she wr ote :

Industrial capablluy and opportuni ty seem the key to

the economic siruaflon. Better homing and improved

Sfandard~of 11\'inR would easily /ol1ow these. W elded
uno a pro"re~si~'e community of thei r own race . the
ch ances would be gua tly in Ihe i r favor . T he wh ole
v rueuon is one which makes the possibil i ties o f
senlemem work an inrcres flng question, and the resul ts
at East G reen wich of social sigmfi~nce. J8

In her first year at the COllage, Mrs. Femandis
sta rted a kinder garten . a day nursery , a stam p savings
bank, a readmj; and game mom open four evenings a
week, a sm all circ u lunng lihrary, and classes in sew ing ,

cooking, ch air caning . basket weaving, and singing.
She also opene d the town's first free clinic, arranged for
health lectures, and attempted 10 find employment for
those who Jcsi r~'d 11. In addition, the center housed

Hyenas Perpetrate Dasurdly Deeds on the Shores of
Greenwich Bay." Although the exact details of the affair
were "too filthy for public printinJo: and almosr beyond
belief ." th e crime seems not to have been , at least not in
the accepted sense , "violent" in nature. Interestingly,
the newspa per account Ron on to state: "Th e surprising
teaeure of the occurrence is the fact that all the foul
ru ekev buz::ards concerned and mixed up in the fihhy
atfJir were white .." Pendulum , luly 27, 1899.
McPartland , I'll" 1116-187,

.' s Mrs Alben Harkness. Handbook , p. 287. Femandis,
"Colored Set tlemen t Wotk ," 5tJr. loumal of Procudings
of thl' On e Hundred and Fiftunth Annual Session of

religiou s servic es and a Sunday school. At the end

of her first year, Mrs. Fernandis was able 10 report
that despite " th e s ize of the group and the strength
of the prevailing dem oralizing co nditio ns, sevenry-five
per cent of the se ttle me nt are enrolled in one or more of

the variou s act ivities . and il can be said that during
the year a number of individuals, representing
one-tenth of the group, have been brought up to and
ar e now maintaining higher moral and living

st andards.""
Hearten ed by Mrs. Fernandis' energy and apparent

success, the Board of Managers of St. Luke's Cottage
de cided 10 expand the faciliti es of rhe center.
Mrs. Hodgman pur chased for the use of the organization
a h ou se that wa s still near er to th e shor e on London

and Long Streets, and the senlemem was then
reorganized in M.ay 1910 as " N eighborhood Cottage
Assoc iation " But as the work continued, it became
apparent th .at the im na l successes were either
short-live d or illusory . Aft er th ree years as resident,
Mrs. Pcmandis was forced 10 report in November 1911
th at "the civic betterment of the settlement neighbor
hood has been among rhe earliest aims of the work, but

the results are not sa t isfy ing, and conditions still
prevail which must needs bring about a degraded
citiz ens h ip and a weak ened com m u nity life ."
To improve the .....o rk 01 the Couage, she recommended
that th e public school sys tem take over the kinder
garten at the sct tfeme n t, that several of the children
" be removed from their su rrou ndings" and " placed in
educational institutions provided for their race ," and

finally that the city investigate the activities of several
of the men of Sr.allopmwn . At this time she also
submitted her resignation effective March 1912.40 The

exact reasons for her departure arc unknown, but it

the Rhode ' .d llnd Epu copa l Convent ion.
May 16, 1905, p. 100.

\(; W hal Hampton Graduaul Are VOJnit [Ham pton, va.,
190411. p. 26. Fernandra . "A Colo red Social Settlement in
South W~Shlnltton:' Chllrltle.~ and lhe Comm ons, XV
IDee 7, 19t1'i1, H,; " In the Making: ' Charities and the
Commons. XXVIII ISept . 14. 19081,!()1 Handbook.
pp. 3(HI

37 Handbook. p. 187.

38 FC'TOanJis, "Colored Settlement Work ," 5tJr.
39 1ouTOal. June 6,1906

40 Pendulum . Nove-mber 16, 191 L
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Sr, Luke's Cor ta!,,',
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seems plau.-.ihle that hcr dis sa uctacnon with the results
or the work was a t leaM part ially responsible.

T he Board 0 1 ....b nJj;l·r; ac ted immed iately on IWO of

vtrs FernJ ndis ' su Rgestlons Two girls we re placed in
"most e llcellem homes" in Prov idence an d two more
were enrolled In black schools m the South. But the
a ttempt to hJ"O: rhc CLtV ~pon~"r th e se ttlement kinder 
eancn t.uled.evcn thouJ:h East G ree n wich WJ Sat tha t
umc withou t one T he records 01 rhe Sch ool Com m ittee
reveal rha t ". the cle rk was directed III advise the
Secreta ry lui N eigh borh ood COI(.I,I;e! that we have no

tu nds available tor the purpose. Also lhat sho ul d th ere
be in th e futu re a demand lor J ki nde rga rte n it should
he open lO all pup ils who w ish to attend and in J.

loc ation mure COnVCnll'!H for them than the Cottage."!'
In Seprcmher 1\)12, th e Cotta ge sec ur ed a wh ite

socia l wo rker, ,\1Ls'" M ar)' Eva ns. 10 replace Mrs.
Fem and ts as head wo rke r ,\1 IS'-' Eva ns h ad previo usly

done .,nciJ\ ..,m rk in Phil adclphra an d New York City,
bUI ...he craved In E.J.-.t C rcc nwich onl ..· un ul February
19 U , when vhc let t ior -cnlc mc m work in Boston."
T he departu re lI i ,\1 1...... Evan s seems 10 m ark a tu rn ing
point in th e hiv torv uf bot h Neighb orho od COllag e and

Scallcprown. Sinn' the Moa nl wa... u na ble 10 find a
suita ble rcplaccrn cm for i\li ... s Evans, the ladie s decided
to run th e va rio us acuvmcs thern sulves Perhaps it was
the llr... r.hand exp er ience of the fru strarlOns involved in
sculemen r work rh.n led the Board to revise its th inkin g
abo ut Sra llop mwn. or pe rha ps it was sim ply the fact

that aft er s ix ye ns 01 missiona ry work and five more of
advanced se tt leme nt acu vitv. Scalloptuw n ha d still not
nonccnhlv im proved its wav of life . w hatever the

41 Pendulum, D« 18, 19 n. Records o f rhe School
Commnree. Town of E.:m Grun wlch, Rhode Island,
Feb. 6, 1912, P 138; Much 5, 1912, p, 140

42 Pendulum, February 20, 19 13

.l.J Pendulum, March IJ and December 18, 19 IJ.

44 Pendulum. March 19. 19 14.
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rl:a~ons, the buies decided th ai "condi t ions on the
vhore could never be grea rlv improved unti l the people
were compelled to leave the shacks ihev we re living
in " Sealloptown wa~ no longer 10 be rctormed it was
!O be removed. In March 1913, a month alter Miss

Evans ' dep art ur e, Ncrghborhood Cottage pu rchased two
01 the shacks on the shore an d decrrovcd the m and,
as the Board la te r decla red, " W ith these two hou ses
gone it seemed as it we were )l;oi njl; til sec the beg inning
01 th e end of Scallnptow n.t"! But the total abolition of
Sca llo ptown req u ired gre ate r resou rces than the Board
itsel f co uld muster and, tberdore, the lad ies of
Neighborhood Couagc decided 10 enter into th e alw ay s

fa~inating world oi small tow n politics.
While Neighborhood Cortege suugglcd to reform

Scalloprown. East Greenwich experienced two political

upheavals The first occurred in May 1912 when the
town ne ws paper, The Rhode Island Pendulum. changed
hand s. The ne w editor, a tempera nce ma n with
Bull M fM )';1: wmrathies, soon made it kn own that he
mean t to "clean up" the Town Counc il: "S hall th e
people of East G reen wich h ave th e pow er to guide the
affairs of th e town or shall a few Rum .Sell er s or Politi

cians manipulate the des tinies of this fair town?"44
The second event of un us ua l political signi ficance

occu rred in June 19 13 when Me- Jam es Freeman,
a reform candidate, won by a narrow m argin a scat on
the Tow n Cou nc il. T he stage w as set for a po we r
st ruggle, and the ladies o f Neighborhood COllage .....ere
to provide an isvue: the futu re of Scallcprow n

O n October 30,1913, Mrs. Hodgman and several of
the members of th e Board of the Cot tage pe t it io ned the

T own Cou n cil to investig a te condi t ions in Scallo prow n.
At the meeung. M rs. Hod gman ss td in part: " W e wa nt
th e Town Co u nc il to take care of th e wrong livi ng an d

to clean up the huts. The people th ere live in a state of
misery and de~radati()n. The work we want to do is to

4'> Pendu lum . Nov. 6, 1913. Records of th e Town Council
of u m Green wich. XII, Oct. 30, 1913; he reafte r
cited Tow n Cou ncil.

help the children OUI of their cond ition and to keep the
place in a hener shape, hut it is impossible to do it alone
Three or four ,itirls should be taken away to some

msritutions " The petition w as st ron!':ly seconded by
Councilman Freeman, and it was vo ted "thai th e T ow n
Co uncil as a body do thi.; day invcsugare the condi t ions
that arc rep oned by the represen tat ives of Neighbo r
hood Con age. to exis t on th e shore."4s

Although the invest igat ion was qu ickly begun and

qu ickl y co mple ted, its findings were variously
interpre ted. Accmdi ng to the Pendulum, th e Council
had "found conditions even wor se th an rela ted." By
th is tim e, ho weve r. the co nservative faction in the town

had established an oppositio n press called The Kent
County Newv. an d it strongly disagreed w ith

the Pendulum'
The inspection of thar much dj.~cus...ed district

revealed nunc ot rhe di~graceful featUre, of Me that
have been altnhuted ro the neIghborhood in quesnon

It would appear itiai the ~Ium~ of no place are
betta under control than rhosc of £a,1 Greenwich.

And in its next issue it add ed : " The invest iga tio n ..
has pro ven beyond 311 dou bt that while there is pov erty
and squalo r enough to rem ove, th ere are no evidences of

the te rrible for ms of vice whi ch have been rcp oncd.v-s
Whatever the co ndi t ions act ually were in Scallop-

tow n, on Novembe r 28, 1913, the Town Council voted
ttl co ndemn the burldtngs occ upied by fourtee n people

because "by reason of th e wan t of cleanliness the same
have hecome and constitute a cause oj nuisance to the
public "It was tunher voted that cvicnon notices be
served and that the resi de nts vacate the premises by

April I , 191 4,.7The Co uncil's decision seemed to be a
clear victory for the reformers and the Pendulum
exultcd: "Sc alloptu wn will soon be a thing 0 1 the past.
The liquor t raff ic will lo se one of its a llies. The cle an ing
of Scallopw wn will lead to other ci vic improvements."

4/'i Pendulum . Nov. 6, 1913. Kent Cou n ty News. Nov. 7 and
14. 1913; hereafter cited N ews.

47 Town Ccuncrf November 28, 1913.
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The ,\'/,,1'1',. how eve r, was not to accept defeat quietly

W h ile it h ad prev iously po int ed out th at Rhod e Island
law gave squatters le~al t itl e to their la nd aft er ten year s
reside nce, it now raised a few other troublesome

techn icalities :
We queancn wh ether th e Council has the right to

decla re the homes of those poor colored cueens a
nuisance and a menace to public heahh. in th e absence
of an y o fficidl repon lrom th e re~uIarly accredited
health officer, W e dl,',(I question wh ether or nor th e
pe(Jple can he Ie.\:i tima tdy rem oved. in case such a
report be made . [,' provided the y d ea n up the hea lth
en dang ell ng condiuons. ;l8

Neighborhood Cott age appeared to ha ve succeede d
in its plan to abolish Scallcptown, how ever , it soon
realized that victo ry broug ht resp onsibilities. At th e

annual Board meeting in Decem be r 1913, the
Secreta ry reported :

We reahu that poor a, the ~e shack" arc, they ha ve
been homes fO the peo ple and wh en they h ave been
orde red out there sul/ ft'mai m the problem o f geltln~

them In to be lfe r su rroundings In trymg 10 ,mlve our
prob lem wh ich for m any years has been such a
lr emen dou ,~ msk W I,' have never want ed to throw rhn e
peopl e in to ano the r co m m uni ty an d so put the tespon 
.srbl1u y Onto nrher~houlders. If i.~ our problem for u.s to
solve and Ne tghborhood COllage appea1.s 10 th e T own

Council and all th ose mterested m the improvement of
Uht Creenwrch to h elp these 1'1,'01'11" fin d new homes ~\l

Act ing al m ost im med iately on these sen tim ents,
members of the Cot tage met with representatives o f th e

Co uncil to try to work ou t so me plan for th e future o f
the evic ted Sca llopmw ners But th e first m eet in g of this
" Sho re Committee" w as unproducti ve , and no fu tu re
ones were sc heduled .w Despi te it s bes t intentions, the

Board o f the Co tt age was to witness what it had sough t
to avoid . Since new h ou sing wa s not made available,

th e evicted Scallo pto wne rs began to drift aw ay from
East Greenwich to nearby com m un ities, And at least
one neigh boring to wn took measures to gu ar d itse lf
aga ins t th e poss ibili ty of an in vasion by East Greenw ich
blacks. In March 1914 , Warwick, apparently taking a

legal cue from East G ree nw ich, evic ted a number of

48 Prndu lum . Dec. I I, 1913. News, Nov. 14 and
Dec. 5, 1913.

49 Pendulum . December 18, 1913.

50 Town Coun cil. Dec. 26, 19B. Pendul um. Ian , I, 1914,
Neves, [an . 2, 1914

"i l Pcwruxet Vil// cy Times . March II , 1914 ,
News. March 13. 1914

Scallopeowners from th e cit y on the ground s th at th ey
constitu ted a " n uisance to the public."!'

As April I , 1914 , t he date set for evic tion ,
ap proach ed, N eighborhood Cottage and its allies
seemed unaware of th e reve rsal in ev ents that wa s
about to take place . On March 30, the T own Counc il

called a special meeting to hear the arguments of tw o
ou t -of-town lawyers who bad co me to East Gree nw ich
to represent the inter ests of "c ertai n taxpayers who had
ob jec ted to th e eviction ." Argu ing th at the eviction
proceedings had a weak foundati on in law , th ey

asserted that the T own Co u ncil could be held personally
responsible for any damages. M rs. Hod gman 's husband,
himself a lawyer, was presen t at th e meetin g and

debated th e matter , bu t the Cou nci l prudentl y vot ed to

take " no action against any of the occupants o f cert ai n
buildings in Scalloptown." The reformers had lost the

hat ti e, and in June 1914, Mr. Freeman was overw hel m 
ingly defeated for re-election to th e Counci l. Shortly
afterwards, its purpose evidently fu lfille d , the News
sold ou t to the Pendulum.52

Alt hough Scalloprcwn had bee n granted a last

minute reprieve an d was to remain in exi stence until
the Great Hurricane of 1938 swe pt away the last of the
sq ua tt er shacks, the threat of ev iction h ad almost the

same effect as that of an act ual evic tion . Less than a
month after the eviction or der was passe d by th e
Cou ncil, Neighborhood Cott age rep orted that "sin ce
severa l o f the colored fa milies with young ch ild ren

ha ve moved away within the la st few m onths, we have
rhoughr it advisable to gi ve up several o f the classes."
T h is cutbac k in settlement acti vity for th e black

po pu lation was ca rr ied further at a Board meeti ng in
Mav 1914, wh en " the future of Neighbo rhood Cotta ge

was ve ry th oroughly disc ussed" At that time it was
vot ed " th at th e work .. be reorgan ized to in clude all
the peop le in the neighborhood. not working exclu
sively for Scallop T own " It was also sta ted that " the

Board o f M an agers feels th at it has don e its u tmost for
th e people on the shore and now leaves it in th e h an ds
of the Town Co u ncil to better living conditi ons in [hat
vicini tY" 'SJ With th e passage of these resol u tions, the

hismrv o f Neighborhoo d Cottage as a bla ck settlem ent

."2 Pt'ndu luII/, Arril 2 and Jun e 18, 191 4 Town Councd.
M arch :\0. 1914 News. August 1914.

"i.l P~ndu'um . December 18, 19 n ; May 1, 1914

S4 U.S, Burea u of th e Census, FOll ll(~t~ n1h Cen sus of the
United 5t<.ltrs IWdsh in,l;to n. D ,C ., 1922).111, p. 917.

5S Record,1of the School Com mnree. Oct . 6, 1919, p. 132.
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house came to an end Although in the next few yean
the Cottage, which continued in ex istence unti l 192 7,
kept on serving the Negro community, th a t community
w as fast vanishing, By 1920 there w ere only

t .....enty-eigh t blacks left in East Greenw ich..... In
reor gan izi ng itself , th e Cottage evidernlv expected to
ga in wider commun ity support, and its expecta tions

w ere pa rti a lly reali zed . In 19 15 and 1916, it launch ed
its first public fund-raising drives and th e results were
mod erately successful. And in 1919 , the East G reen
wich School Commi ttee, apparently convinced that
the Co ttage's location had now become "convenie nt"
enough, voted to in corpora te th e settleme n t's
kindergarten into the pub lic school system. ss

Before we can properly evaluate the success of

Neighborhood Cottage, we must first examine th e
response it evoked among the people it sought to serve,
tor this perhaps more than anything else is an index to a
se ttlement's success, The first res iden t, M rs, Fernandis,

recognized that it w ou ld take time fo r Scalloprow n to

accept th e settlement, and it ap pears that the me n of
the community were at firs t pa rticu la rly suspicious of

the center's intentillns.''>6 After the first year, however,
she thought tha t the Co ttage ha d succeeded in
establishing good rel a tio ns with its neighb or hood, but

her judgment tu rne d out 10 be pr emature. An advert ise
ment that ran in the to wn ne w spaper for fou r mon th s
in 1911 is particularly helpful in .1ssessing th e
relationship between the Cottage an d the shore people.
II called fat " a strong young colored woman" to do

" houseclean ing - wo rk by day or w eek" at th e
senlemem.v After th ree yean o f ac tivity which h ad
loI rongly emphasized indus trial education in " home

m aking" for wom en , the Cottage appears not 10 have
es tablished the close, informal rel a tio nsh ip w ith its
neigh bor hood which would have m ad e suc h advertising
u nne ce ssa ry . When Mrs. Fcrnandts submi tted her
resignation in October 19 11, the secre ta ry of th e
N eigh borhoo d Cottage Associa tion praised her work by
declaring, "She has labored in de fatigabl y among an
unresponsive people." S8

Recogn izin g that th e success or failure of an
in di vidual set tle ment house oiten rests upon suc h

56 lou mal. tune 6. 1909.

57 Pendulum. September 14· December 14, 1911,

58 Pendulum. November 16, 1911.

S9 It is necessary !lJ poin t out, however, that black
economic vucccss has not always led to white accept
ance, As leon Litwack has observed, ".. . Economic
improvement might incu r even greater hostility and

imangrbihncs as the resident's personali ty and
Intelligence , I believe that an analysis of the program
adopted by :"l"elghhorhood Cottage may still have

relevance to the expcncnce oi other black settlements,
especialh' when one considers that M rs Fernandis
championed a method tha t was upheld ..... ith eq ual
loya lty by ma ny 0 1 her co lle agues.

To sim pli ty matter s, let us assum e that Mrs. Fernandis
W,IS correct in hellcv ing th at th e " Ham pton method "
was th e key to Scallopmwn's economic an d social
betterment because it would have fost ered a higher

standa rd of living which in turn wou ld have led to

greater acceptance by the rownspecple.w Even if th is
supposition had been true, the way in wh ich she

applied the Hampton method seems to have been
basically self-detcanng. She translated " voca tional
traininJ:: " into cI<o\sscs in sewing. cooking. basket
weaving and chait caning - none 01 w hich wou ld
appear to offe r, at lea ..t lor the men, much of an
economic futu re in a town where far ming and textile
m anufacturing .....e re the pr im ary tra des, and espec ia lly

in a ne ighborhood where m ost of th e peop le sup ported
themselves hy fishin g and cla mming. Mrs Fernandi s
was not being per verse in he r selec tio n o f such acri vi 

ries. She w as on ly trying to im plemen t the progra m she
had used for m any years at the South Washingto n
Scnlemem and which had the suppo rt of many othe r
settlement worke rs among Negroes, In deed , as lat e as

1922, Woods and Kennedy declared that "among th e
most useful forms of pracrical jserrlernenr] .....ork
[for Negroes] arc . . classes in sewing, cobbling, and
chair can ing."60

As o riginally conceived, the Hampton idea of
vocational tr aining w'as not limi ted to an y specific

activities. In stead it .....as a hi ghly pra gmatic method
which was intended n ot on ly to teach in dust ria l
di scipline but also to accomplish somethi ng of
eco no mic value - one has on ly to th ink of Book er T
Wash in gton 's brick-ma king at T uskegee.1,n th is sense,
it w as in perf ect harmon y wi th the settlement spirit,
which, accor din g to l ill ian Wald, th e founder of Henry

Street Settlement. ....'as "flexible ... nnt committ ed to
any fixe d pr ogram . . allowing opportunity for

suspicion" because ".. those who rose above depravity
failed to fit the stereo type and somehow seemed
abnormal. even menaci ng." NOrlh of Slavery [Chicago,
19fi91, p. 1m . For a general cri ticism of the Hampton
Tuskegee line, see Stokely Carmichael and Ch arles V.
Hamilton, Black Power (New York, 19671, pp- 122-145

60 Settlement Honzon, p. 3..17.



exro.:rimentatiun . "~ 1 In act ual proctice . however, in dus
mal education for N egr oes WJ~ usually insti tutionalized

into ~reedk t\'J'll' ~ 01 IT.lln illg that we re considered to

be 'gllod 1m Ncgroc-, "Since ch .n r enning obviously
lacked drrec r economic urilrrv . the reason for its
pop ul aru v amo ng ..ct tlcrn ent worker.. for Negroes must

he cl..cwhc rc Pcr hap.. the answer is supplied by th e
head resident of 1\o"lOn'.. Rohen Gould Shaw House,
Mi..... AU~S1a PEa"," , w ho in a speech at
~elghborhood Cot l3ge III 1912 stated :

Th<.l l m.lU<.lriaJ \\'f rk I~ neccwcrv for them fNe~ro(' ~J

l~ a que flI n nn one could Oppo,e T hose minds oflen

driic em musr be p<lllemly trained in lh l ~ way before

tht'v can be made rcaI'm (' for Ihe hzgher t1ain in~

whIch mu I fol/nw later on 62

Since programs 01 indusmal education were often

predicated on the avsurnpnnn 01 Negro social and
imellecrual intcriornv 11 I" perhap.. no wonder that
tru e voc at io nal trarrung wa ....ac nficed for such
acnvinc.. as ba sket weaving and chair caning. which
evid emlv were conc eived of as " ch aracter building"
and menial rherapv \I.'hile ..uch a program douhtless

spared th e cenlcme n r worker th e em ha rrasvmcm of
rraimng a NeRIO for a trade from which he most
probahlv would ha ve been excluded anvwav. the lim e

would still seem 10 have been bcrrcr spent formu lati ng
and im plcmc n un a vocnnona! programs which . in the
case of Neighborhood Cmtagc, would have ha d greater
relevance 10 condit ions exi sting on thc shore and
in East Greenwich.

The tailure of the settleme nt wo rk in Scall opto wn
cannot be Js ..il:l1eJ ,olely to the 1.1I;k ot an ima~inati ve

yet realist ic prllgram III IllJustrial eJucation, A fa r
more impon'ltlt re,I"<Jn for the CnHa~e's 1;ICk of success,

I hl'1ieve, is the rrevall'llce of :I ha<;ic atti tude towar d
the Nel:IlI whidl selllem..'n t workers, wh ile and hlack,
u..ually held But hdOle Ihi .. ide;l can hc fully
developed, it i.. neCl'....ary to say something about the
,elllelllent IllIlVeml'nt's ;lIlitude to wa rd ethnic ~roups,

[n En~lalld, where the setlicmen t idea was first

conceivcd , the aim 01 the wor k was primarily to
media tc between the 10lerests of differen t soci al an d
economic c1as..e... In the United <;tates, ho wever, the

61 lillian Wald, The Uou'e on Henry Street
IN ew York, 19151. p, loti,

62 Augusla P, hlon , " Neighborhood Impressions,"
unpubhshc:d typed MS 10 pos..~C:SSlon of Mrs, Alben
Harkness, r 6.

63 Davis, p. 119

scnlcmcut W.I' nut ,t.. concerned wi th class structur e
a, it wa .. with ethnic relationships As colonies of

loreil:n ' ,> peaklll /: irnrmgranr.. sprouled and mush
roomed III indu..mal center, at the turn of the century,
man v Arncncnn .. became incrcasmulv convinced that
the irnnugram po.....-d a threat to u admonal American
cult ure and democracy , and the sct rlerne nr house
movement in thi.. country wa .. e..rabhshed la rgely 10

eliminan- su ch a J'lo..... ihihrv Early III the movcmcnt's
hrcmrv <eu lemenr worker .. con cluded that it was no t
enough 'Imply to find th e rmrmgranr a job. it was also
nccec...arv to " Ame rican ize" him, which in practical
terms meant teJ ch inx him English and imhuing him
with rh c COUnt ry's accepted middle-class mores. Such a
task was nor caw . and mo..t ' ..cnlcmcm workers

apprecia ted the iaet Ihal fllT manv Immigrants the
proce..' ni Amcrica ruzanon was harsh, and often
meant nppmg Out bchct.. 01 a lnenme 6J To soften the
Jemtlrah :m/: etfe([.. 0 1 "c u ltu re shock," workers

uvuall v mcd to ma inta in the immixram 's ethnic pr ide
b... show lllJ!; im crevr In h is cult ural heritage. They also
aucmpied . a.. lar a~ il .... a.. possible. to respect and to
uul i:c tor rheu own purp!:J"c" the various folkways ,
tamily pattern.., and in smunons which the immigrant
had brought w nh him.

But il -c u lcmcnt w",kef~were abl e to uccc pt a

ccrr.am amount 01 cultu ral relunvitv III their attempts
to Americanrze th e rmnuxrant. they completely tailed
IfI dfl~' 1 wuh the :\Ic/:tfl The prob lem was rhut rhey did
nOI believe rhar the NCJ,:HI had .mv cu lnn c, or at least

not one rh.n could po,..ihly aid him in the process oi
as..imilunon . whrle they recognized rh.n Afro

Americans did have a cerum hfe "lYle of thci r own,
they saw it onlv 'I'> the pernicious and immoral

ahl'rctkel' ni c;lavery ..... hidl .....ould h,we to he uprooted
ii Amcricani:at ion were 10 succeed . Even as
enlighlened a "Ud'll t11111ker as lalll' Add am .. shared
these npiniOlh. In hl'! comparison li t the Amcricani za

t ion proCI'S.. Ill ! I h.., Ila lian immi~rallt and the N egro,
she wrllte :

Th e Ita11<111 p(/!l'nl,~ rrpre-f'lll the lociaJ t1<.lditjolls

will ch hd\'l' been wmked flUI f1urin )/; cr n rm ics and
dlr1lOu~h \Ucll CIt- Will I 0 (1<'11 become a dctnrenl to
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ptugsess thwll,l':h the very bi:.:otry of their adhe rent."
neverrht'1ess i/ is largely rhrou,l:h a modifica tion of
these customs and manners rhat alien groups are
assimilated into Amnican life. The civilizations in
Africa are even older than rhose in Italy and na tu rally
Iriba/life everywhere tias its own tmditions and ta bom
which conttnl the rela/iom nt·tween the sexes an d
between parenH and children Bur of CDUHe these were
broken up during the period of challel slavery
It was mevitable that the tradi tions were lost and that
CIlSfOm~ had In be bllilt up anew, /t ,l':ives an American
community le~s ;ilSti{1cdtion for with hold in g from a
colony 01 colored people thme restraints and customs
which can only be communicated through social
under~tandin,l:.M

In most cases th e only bla ck cu lt u ral heritage that
set tl ement workers encou raged wa s in the for m of
Negro sp irituals. And it see ms th at th ey did so as much
to cater to their own sentimc-ntality as to fos ter bla ck
eth n ic pride. It is to be feared that too m an y workers
would have readi ly agreed with Mi ss Eaton when
she sai d:

And their voices - who could bu t be moved by th e
pathm of the old planta tion melodies sung by the
genUIne Darkie. When the old horne is alluded to. the
tpan in the voice cannot bllt have 11 response in the
misf which ll.dlhers in the 1i.~tene r·s eyes. W hat is m ore
in\pirin,l: than a good old M ethndist hymn mng by d

chorus in the full swinll: of the ancienr runes.6S

N eigh borh ood Co ttage. I believe. offers a good
illustra tio n of a sett lement's tenden cy to ignore 0 1 to be
blind to the cu lt ural and institutional life of a black
com muni ty by aucmp ung to impose on it . fro m th e
outside. .....hite middle-class mores. In dealinll: ..... it h
immigrant groups, a sett lemen t tried to pr eserve as a
sta biliz ing infl uen ce the tr ad iti on al, eth ni c family

pa t te rns. The Cottage, howev er . did not make th is
at tempt because it d id not beli eve tha t there was any

w holesome family life in Seall optown . As proo f it
pointed to the fac ts that only ha lf of th e ma rriages were
" legal," that " fam ily lines . ale less rigid than
els ewhere," an d that "i t wa s a difficult task to sort out

the rela t ionships ..." Suc h facts. h ow ever. are not

64 lane Addams, Thl': Social Thou,'l:ht of tone Addams,
ed. Chr istopher Lasch [New York . 19651. pp. 206-207.

65 Eaton, p. 2.

66 Pendulum. f ebruary 29. 1912.

pro of that the sh ore colony lacked a socially satisfying

fam ily l ife. bu t they do unqu esti onably demonstrate
that it di d not co nform to the standards of middle-class
society Other facts indicate that family orga ni zatio n in
Scallopm wn played a significant role in serving the

needs and m ediating between the interests of the
in ha bi ta nts: isolated from th e town . and apparently
..... itho ut any " formal" soci al insti tu tions, the Scallo p
to wners still seemed to ha ve managed to live in peace
wi th one ano ther - des pite pov ert y and crowded
housinR con ditio ns The Cottage w as dedicated to the
"H am pton method," but it see m s never to have

encou raged coopera tive economic ac tivi ty in the black
co mmunity. even though such activity m ay possi bly
have alre ady existed. The ex tended fam ily organization
of the co lon y an d its ability to maintain, feed , clothe,

and shelter a fair ly large population . even during a
per iod o f hard tim es and wit hou t "regular" em ploy
ment, seem evidence that th ere were among its
mem bers at least some informal patterns of economic
coope ration.

Instead of working through soci al pattern s which
existed III and served th e need s of Scalloptown,
Neighborhood Ccuage Virtually decla red war on th e

commu nity. It co nde m ne d its fam ily life as im moral,
attempted to place its ch ild ren in m stuurions, and
in troduced classes in sc winK. cooking, basket weaving .
and chair caning as desirabl e vocation al pu rsu its .

Ho.....ever. the cro wni ng ab sur dity came when the
children . .....hose gtand farhers had li ved as freedmen in
the N orth . wer e taught by th e town sinRinR teacher
th e "o ld plantation m elodies."M lr is perhaps n ot to be

wondered that Sca llo ptow n resisted such reformation ,
This is no t to deny that such activiti es as th e kinder
garten and free clinic wer e of be nefit to th e commun ity

and that funh er educa tion al and h ealth facilities were
most proha bly needed , But a settl eme n t failed when it
beca me simply a charity organization . Its aim . as
Mrs. Fernandis herself had expla ined, was 'l to work
wi th rather th an for the peopl e." Unabl e to accept

Sca llopto wn on its ow n term s and unable to reform it ,
Neighbothcod Co tt age had no other ch oice than to
try to abolish it .
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Although our SOCIl:ty has not been involved ..... ith
historic house prewrvanon to the same impressive

extent a" either the Newport County Prcservanon
Society or the Providence Preservation Soctcrv, our
interest and concern lor saving historic houses and
buildi ngs dates hack tnthe earliest decades of th e last
cent ury. ln 1834 the Trustees of The Rho de Island
Historical Society attempted to raise fun ds to save
Governor Coddmgmn's house in Newport fro m

demoli tion Unfortunately, all they were ahle to save
wa ... a single casement window of leaded panes. A few
years later the Society ....·as more successful. calling the
attention oi Yale College to the dilapidated condition
oi Dean Berkeley '...Middletown farm, WhilchalL which

the college owned. The building was saved and survive..
lOday Similarly in thi!> century , ..everal effo rts have
been made under the Society's auspices 10 compile an
accurate invenrurv of Rhode Isla nd'.. buildings and
site .., many of which now hear distinctive bronze
marke rs. W it h the ..Igning of a con tract wit h the Stat e
Histor ical Preserva t io n Co m mission t his N ovember to

sponsor the wor k oi the Commission's s ta lf, our
Socie ty wil l renew its pre..e rvarion efforts on J scale
greater th an ever before

The Pre..enrarion Commi....ion , csrabli..hed hy la w in
19M , is charged with identifying ..ires . buildings, and

Stephr:n Hopkins' sllvel teapot conUlbul1':S to OU I
undentandi ng of life in the 18th centu ry.

areas ot archaeological and historical ..igruficance and
also with developmg a ..tate-wide preservation plan.
To prepare rhis invenrorv and the plan the Com mission
I" conducting J tow n-by-town su r....ey ot sites and

buildings. Othe r programs of the Commission include
th e Rhode Island Cleannghou..e, a pla cement bureau of
histo ric archhcc rurc , th c cxami na non 0/ preservation
legislat ion ; and coord ina tion of th e Hi..tort e American
Buildings Survey Prog rams in Rh ode Island. The
Commission is the official bod y which nomin ates
Rhode Island building.. and sites 10 the National

Regi"ler of Historic Places , ma intained by th e
US National Park Service. No r only do these ..ires
uhtain a degree nt protection when they are placed on
the Regis ter , hut rhcv become eligible for match in,::
lunJs from the Park Service. Since the inception of th e
Commtssion's work ou r Society has made sign ificant
co ntrihution s throuKh the rese arch facilities of ou r
Lihrarv , we look for ward no w to even d o..er ties as the
Co mmission's sta ff tech ni cally becomes part of our own .

In a m ixture of both joy and relief we learned
recen tly fro m Sena tor Pasto re's office tha t the Society
was the recipient ui a S10,000 grunt from the Nation al
Endowment for th e Hu mani t ies fo r ou r Rhode Isla nd

Film Archive . Aside from the ~eneIOUS ~ihs of film
from the relevrsion stations and priva te collectors th e
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RT3 D l is the first monetary su pport outside ou r own
small resources The money wi ll enable us to ca talog
much of the film on hand and help us sha re our fin di ngs
and cataloging system with other historical agencies
and researchers. This archive solely devoted to Rhode
Island 's local history is the first of its kind in the nation .
Mrs . Kathleen Karr has joined the staff to conduct
this work for us.

A nu mbe r of bequests have recently enriche d OUT

hold ings at loh n Brown House. From the estate of the
late Mrs, Ralph Hamilton we rece ived portraits of
Mr. and M rs. William Pab odi e painted in 1813 by a yet
un known Rh od e Isl and art ist . Also fro m M rs. Hamilton
ca me a very fin e Aubusson ru g, now on display in
loh n Brown's d ining room . Ot her bequests include a
coppe r luster pi tcher and blown three-mold flip glass,
descended in th e Durfee family to Mtss Mary E, Rowe
of Poultney, Vermont, as well as a bu st and a portrait
of former Governo r Emery l . San Saud by [he
Rhode Island a rtis t Duphiney from the estate of
Mi ss Mary Louisa San Saud,

A mong gifts recently received were two spec tac u la r
pieces of silver from Mrs. William C. Crolius o f Sou th
Ki ngstown. A porringer belonging to Mary Wan ron is
one of six known porringers made by John Coney of
Boston before 1705. The other piece is an inverted
pear-shaped teapot which belonged to Stephen Hopk ins,
Rhode Island signer of the Declaration of Independ
ence. It also was made by a Boston silversmith. 1. Clark.
Suffice it to say both these objects have a new place of
ho nor among our collections.

The complex worl d of lohn Brown an d his family
has con tinued to be the subject of ou r in tense in terest
as even more documents have come to life. Mr. Henry
A, L. Brown has deposited with us more loh n Brown
lett ers recently discovered among the records of th e
Francis and Willing Co mpany as well as several
hund red documents conce rning th e Co nawego Canal
o f Pen nsylvania in wh ich lohn Brown had a ma jor
interest. O ther lohn Brown le tte rs have come from

Mrs. Elizabeth Brown Holton along with twenty-five
volumes of John Francis' library ; Mr. Francis H.
Brown, lt. , has depos ited a simila r number of books.
Since our la~t report. M r. No rman Herreshoff ha s
deposited ove r UXX> documen ts of the Herresboff
family , containing additio nal Joh n Brown letters to his
children and notebooks covered with eighteenth
century wallpaper which may be some of the missing
pauerns in the loh n Brown House rest or at ion .

As many members who are frequ en t patrons of ou r
Library know , we are very pro ud of ou r manusc ript
holdin gs and conduct a comprehensive modem
program o f library conse rvation and preserva tion .
Assistin//: us in th is effort for ma n y years against this
silent crisis ha s been th e National Society of the
Dau ghters of Founders and Patr iots. Under their
sponsorsh ip fou rteen volumes of Moses Brown Papers,
each volume con taini ng over two hundred documents,
have hecn unbound , deacidi fied , strengthened,
repai red, and placed in acid- free folders . Through their
ge ne rosiry a ma gnificent Rhode Island her itage ha s
been preserved. We are further gra teful th at a new ,
sim ila r project has been unde rtaken by the Rhode
Islan d Society of the Cincinnati ; they are assis ting us
in the res toration of th ree volumes of Jeremiah Olney's
Paper.., a great bu r dilapida ted source of Revoluti on ary
War documentation.

A fair amount of time this summer was spent by the
Society's stAff in preparing a new brochure about the
Society'S Iacilines and resources. It ""i11 be used this fall
and winter in an effort to doub le the number of
members in the next yea r and a half ; copies will be sent
to all present members in the hope rhev wiII pass it
alo riR to a friend not now a mem ber . We ho pe, too, thaI
member.. will ava il themselv es of lectures, th e Library,
an d visits to lohn Brown House. In families where there
are two or more members, use of the family member
sh ip category of fifteen dollars will result in fewer
instances of duplicate mail arrivals of ou r publications
and anno un cements.

De$iYll~d by M/Jlcolm GtUt Dt.!igrJtrS. Inc. 1969
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