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De mocra tic Ba la nce -

Ideal s of Com m u n ity in Early Portsmouth

Among rho-,c men And women wh o wer e th e fir~ t

En .l: h ~h 'elllc l'> of the Isla nd 01 Aquidneck in Narra
xansett Bay , several m drvrduals held with pas-ron

clear opmions no the due propomons and pu rposes of

civil socretv M any had \· i ~orously di ssent ed h om

come fea tu re of thc M asvach usctt s-Bav colony's

l'ml"r~in~ " Ne w Engfand way" and hy d iSSCllt ing had
discove red for th emselves th ose pattern s of com rnu
mty to which th ey might wrlhngtv gtvc their full
asscnr. The earliest days of the sm all plantat ion set

among the hills and ma rsh la nds a t the nor thern en d
o( Aqu idneck Isl and wer e troubled not by absence of

an ideal of cornrnunirv bue bv confl ict of too ma ny
such ideal.. 1('111 uncompromisinj::ly hel d

But the idea l of community wh ich eventua lly
prevailed in Portvmourh - b.uh in th e m ind s of

inhabi tan ts and in th e actual org ani za tion of the town
- deri ved more from the task of raising a town wh ere
no ne bef or e had stood than fro m expe rie nce of protest
an d em igra t ion Land had to be parceled our in
accorda nce wuh some rule or measure. and rhe parcel 
in).: could not wait . Civil authority had 10 he inst ituted
Jnd its powers delegated lest confusion bring an early
end to thei r undertaking , In the process of di vid ing

thei r lands and giving polnical order to their wilder
ness com mu nity scnler-, fashioned the ..... ay of lif e they
carne to agree was good an d prop er .

The pri n cip les accnnllng to which these cnm munitv 

shaping decision s were made were nut constan t

irom th e begin n ing but changed and evolved . T he
organizational ideals of William Coddmgron , Anne
Hu tchinson, Samuel Conon , and other!' lcss art iculate,

' Culaw r lit cducauou at the :"all"IM]I'nnrait Galll' l\'
W,rshm/:fon ,1) C, Mr. O'T.."lc WIll receive br-, I'hl)
f rom RrnWll Ul1Iv .... rvitv in tunc IY71

ThiS and all uthcr dales are as wnncn bv I7th 'l'cnturr
Rhode Island.'ls . wnh Man:h I the tirvt date 0/ thell
new ,'I:al

by /}CIl/JI\ A O'Toole"

we re tri ed by events in rhc wnlc mcnrv fir~1 mon th s;

"orne welt" found wanting ....-htlc orhcr, proved more
viable and ....e re incorporated into the community's
struct ure It rook fu lly tw en ly years for a "Cit led
pane m of li fe iii take lorm in Portsmou th And the

pattern whic h at las t ap pea red . I sh all a rgue. was the
creat ion of the town 's com mone rs. of its "popu lari ty"
or " m iddling so n," wh o in their town me eting won
for themselves an d the next genera tion a town socie ty
c1oscd, defer ent ia l an d , bv the ir own understandi ng,
democratic.

T he men who pu rchased Aquidneck fd and from

Narruganserr sachems Canomcus and ,\ l i;tnt nnom i on
H March I(,,~H we re agen ts of n ineteen men .....ho
formed tha t island 's first " Rud ie I'nlitick" come thr ee
....'feb previous to dale of purchase.I T hese niles an d

ref uge es from till' rel igious and civil discords of the
Hay, whose sma ll num ber included suc h men of sub 
sta.nl:e an d picty as willta m Coddington, John Clarke.
Wi ll iam Aspinwa ll, W ill iam lIaulsto ne, John Cogge

sha ll . and the Hutchinsonv, had abandoned ur had
been expelled hom to..... n" and churches of !\ las"achu
~etts Bay hut retained rh ..ir dedication to huildml:
Cod's kin,::dom in the ....-rldcmevs 01 America 2 The
ci \'jJ socictv thcv torrncd in .\1 arch ](,~R was III be a

Rihle cornmunwcahh ru led and governed by "lccus

Ch rist the Kmg of Kings t-. l ord of Lords .m d all
those pert l'n &. mnsr ah" ,!lll l' 1.1WS of h is gi\'l: n us in
his hol y wor d of rrurh ".1

Yet the Bihle, wit h its my riad, frequen tl y .in ti pa

rhenc commandments, admonitions, saYlngs~ nd
pa rables, wa-, art to prove I.,ss than a pe rfect guide for

I Darrctt R Ru tman's \\ IIllh r"I", /lo,/on POIflllll 0 ' u
Puritan Town. / h.1O-1 r,.;j 9 ICh,ll'd Hill Unn'CISII\ of
North Carulina Pre,s, 19(,:;] 71, lt'lS Cnddlllgl"Il . Aspin ,
wall, 1I.IUhlllll<:, Cn)!,):l'shall , and William Hutchmson
" , rncmbr rs of the l'urit.ut CIPlt.l]'S ~en t l Y before their
" l'paHur.. in rh.. wak .. nlth .... A n l in o m i;ln niSI' lare in
16.F , Edward Hutchmsun ,1IId hrs son Edw;tr<! II, were
simllarh' men o t subsr.m cc. and Iuhn Clarke. a man oi
the cloth, wav universuv cdu(;lIeJ and of some means

Recotds of the "land of Rhode Island. Mar 7, !tUIl
Mal. 12. If>.l..l . ," 5. ioh n \',,1 p I IR I. SUtc AlChi"'e~1

hereaher l:it.·d Re(OIds

•
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Aq uidneck 's first planters, many of whom stubbom lv
in sisted that every m an be lef t free to read God's word

in th e Ii~ht of his own co nscie nce. If they were to
becom e something other tha n a rou t of Bible-scan ni ng
zea lots, residents of Aquidneck wou ld ha ve to decide
who among them wo uld be aut ho rized to choos e and

to en force those of God 's law s most fit to give d irection
and order to the plan tation . T he task of establis h ing
and ~i\'inR due recogmnon to civ il au thorities pro ved
burdensome and difficult for the settle rs durin g th eir
first year on the island

Power to govern the tin y senlemem then calle d
Pocasset! during 16JM was unevenly and pre car iously
divided between assembled freemen in general m eet
ing .. and their elected magistrates, the judge and

ciders The "ffreemen lncorporare" chose: Will iam
Cod dington as their judge or magistra te in M arch an d
during rhe next few months enacted in genera l
meenngs thc acts and orders Coddington ha d been
commissioned to execute and administer." Then in
January J6.1R!,19, act ing out of apparent diss.atisfaction
with the division of aUlhori ty first established, th e
frcemen delegated their legisla tive po wer to the judge
and chose th ree elderv " to assist the Judge in the
Execution of Justice and ludgrm . And for the

drawinR up and determining of all such Rules &. l aws
as shall he according to God ; wch may Conduce to the
good &. wel lfarc of the Comon wcale." T his ac t co ncen
tra ted civ il authority in the han ds of fou r men -s- judge
and th ree clders - and gave Poccasscn's government
rhe a ppc.irancc Ilf a cen tr alized lay theocra cy.

Yet with th is cen ua lism was mix ed a full m easure
ot ant inomi a n indrvsd uah sm For th e free me n also

ln srrucr ed thei r maRi,trat es to govern acco rding to
ru les made hy th e freem en " whe n th ey have no

l'amcufar ru le h om Gods wo rd .. ." Furt he rmore,
j u d~c and c1dt:r~ were to he "A ccountable un to the

Hody once Evc rv Q uart er," wh en the asse mble d free.
m en would sc.m .nul Wl'lgh " all such Cases Acti on s &.

Rule wch have Pa' sed thr ew th eir [the magis t rates' ]

.t Rel'olds, p 1

s R«'nrds, p 7.

(, R"cfltd,. p , "lnhdhi!Jnts"- most of the sett lers in rhe
first vear - were independent adult males licen sed to
plan t and expected 10 1'01)' td~es whenever 1"\'i"J
"Preernen" were enf ranchived inhabi tan ts, given the riJl:ht
to vote III (OWn meeunas and t .. hold mater othces
Earl)' records show Jiso a third cateJ:flty "I "residen t v-c
not received either mh ahitant fit freeman - wi'll> lived
on the tuwn 's "'>cial and econormc !'CflphelY There seem
I" have been lew "recdcme.'

Will iam Cntld lO:<. r" n. dln','n hy /'<>e'l","'r freemen a, 'heir
chid maXl'trall' , remomed rot little nWH' dum a vcar. HI'
,h'parrure with a few 'ol/OW('" "to Propa;<<JIe A i'iamaucm
In th (' midst o f th e I,land or f kwllere·' f{"'ulted ill !he
foundrn;..;o/ Newport , wh{"f" he ""'('/lllIall y "ui1l thi ' hOI/it"

"'" / 'J,.... "t II,,.,,,. "I 0 .., F,,, <b ,h, .. ,, f ">In \\I"r<n<lJ
I 'on! !

ha nd, . by ve wo rd of Christ " and repeal an y wh ich

" the Bod y or an y of the m " migh t find cnn rra rv to their
IIwn un derstandin g of the l ord 's command me n ts."

Freem en !>l luRh t th e ene rgy and addrl:ss that ca n be
prop ert ies uf ccm rnlized aut hority, but they wer e no
less determin ed tha t such auth or ity be exe rcis ed on ly
in wa ys each of them judged to be in accordance with
princi ples of a Rihle com monwealth

T he ~tri v i ng a fte r a con trolled ccmrulitv whi ch

charac te rized esrahlishmcn t of civi l au tho rity in
Poca sscu also tYl'ified th e co nduct of the town 's
aff.urs du rin g 1(" ,:\);, Rl'l,:nrds of freemen's meeting s
dunug th.n yea I sho w they int ended thar growth of
their plantati on he plan ned and cOll ur~ led, not
hapha zard and unfocused. Any ma n wTww ish ed to

7 Th ... ",II n/ admrued inhahltan ts arrears Oil p 41 tli
Records. n.:lle~ til admission are clcarlv wnncn in the
mMRins. and the list ll,df is on a separate pa xe
u nattached tn anv records of mc-etlllJ:s "j the island
""vernm~·nt lohn Russell B.:IlIlctt, cd.. R"cmds o f rhe
Co/un}' 01 Rlrrl;I" h/<lIl</ ,10,1 Pm n ,!t'n u : f'lanrarlOlh 10
N ew En.'{1,m,l. IOv jPrrwluenCt , IIF06·]M'>I, mrstakenlv
placed this !1st with tht; record "j the meermg at Newport .
()~ tohe r L lti40. ThiS error misled uthe! "",hulan m ro
SUPr<>sIO,ii that the liM pcnamcd to If>.lO rather than
10 16JR
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seu le in Pocasscn had to he received an " in habita n t"
by th e !'ood y o f freemen before he co uld plant in th e
town . and th ose wh o aspi red to he en franch ised also

were required 10 see k and receive accept ance of those
already treem ene By the end of IM Kfifty -five men
had been recei ved "inhahnams" of the leland. .....h tle
just six me n were added to the o riRina l gro up of
nineteen freemen and the reby became members of
Pocassen's body pohnc,"

T he free me n also endeavored til zive Pocassen a
physiul as well as a govcmrnenral co re or (enter. No

m an was encou raged or permitted to remove himself
and his family from the town site and ma ke hi s home
on some isola ted LHm deep in the island'S wooded

heartland or upon its sloflinR southerly shores , In stead
the freem en - in whom proprietorship of lands an d

civil authorttv were joined - assi/!:ncd house lot s,
meadow lands, and plaminR ground abou t th e to wn's

(enter. which they o rde red til be lai d out at th e spring
bet w ecn the to wn pond and the .!treat cove. In struction
that a "meenng hIJw'SC" he huilt is evidence that they
also hoped their In ....-n wou ld cmov a spiritual unity
to march its nascen t gove rnmenta l and phy sical
cen tra li ty .-

Aquidneck records sho....-, however, that Pocasserr's
expenmcm in co ntrolled Chnsnan ce ntralism was
both short- lived and for the rnuvt part un succe ssful.
Almos t from th e firsl the names of men ne ith er free 
men nor inh<lhitant s ap pear in the records. suc h as

ei li:h t su mmoned w ap pea r hcfnre th e li:en era l meeting
for having com m ill ed " a Riott o f dr unkenness" in
Sept ernhcr I/)JI'l An order made 17 lu ne 1638 - wh ich

vet a fee of tw o sh ill in.lt~ for every acre of land taken

up in the to wn - is word ed in suc h a way as to imply
that the freemen ;tls(l were not co mpletely successful
in llmfnng scr tlc ruen t to parcel s of land handed out in
or about th e town cl' nte r,9 No less abortive wa s th eir
au cm pr to ;le hien';ll I l'a~lthe appearance of reli giou s
un ity. T he pro posl'd Illeelin,l; hou se wa s never er ected .
and by th e summe r III I/)·m I'oc assc u sti ll had " no

~ Rl'cnrJs. p. .\-7 .

9 Records. r 4 - ~

10 HO"'arJ M Charm /J"nrl/t,'nrlltv HI'lory 01 Rh",J,..
"'<10,1 1\' (P" wiJ l'nu' Ptv-tun .rnJ Ruundx. 19 16- (919)
2 Ko, ·AA

I I Rl"C",J~ , r t I

I! WilhJm D\ tv "I the C,>o.IJlI1/o:t<lll tacnon - secretarv " .
th.· 1><.>0.1\' r"IIUl - rook the book WhC l1 he departed

Church: th ere is a meeting of so me men . who the re
tea ch one another, and ca ll it Prop he sle."!"

These we rt; not th e shortcom ings, however , which

brought a sudden stop 10 Pocassetr's experim ent in

co n tro lled C h risti an ce ntr a lism - effec ted on 28 April
1639 when , for reason s th a t rem ain unclear , Will iam

Cod d tngmn, th e th ree ciders, an d a few other freemen
and in habi tants ag reed " 10 Propagate A Plantation in
th e midst of the Island or Els.where _." 11 Shortly

rhereaner Codd ington 's pany departed Poca ssetr for a
place they named Ne wport. Those who remained were
left without magistra tcs , wit hout the officia l book of
island records, and with but the m ajo r remnant of th e

now divided body of freemen - <I body po litic, as it
were, that had los t Its head and several of its
memhers.u

The sundering of the island's body po litic by

removal of Coddm gron and his confedera tes pr oduced
a year III confusion and discord in the pla nta t ion now
called Portsmouth. Th irty-one men wh o on 30 April

16.19 put thei r hands to the declaration of 10Y<lhy and
suhm ission 10 Kinlo: C ha rles I and hi s law s tha t was
inscribed upon the first page of the ne w town boo k,
in elfeCl declared their d i..illu ..ionrnent with the ru le o f
King locus and h is ho ly o rdi na nces and th eir convic
tion that there could he no lawfu l govern me n t in
Portsmou th umil ;111 resi dents joined in crea ting a new
" Civil! bodv I'oluicke."!' In their eyes th e departure
of the New po rte r, see med a mort a l wound to the
origina l government and civ il socie ty of the island;
th erd nre. they wou ld see k no t to repair th e first body
hut 10 form anot he r in its stea d

TIll' Llilurt, of ten of the tw el ve free me n still abiding

in Portvmnuth It , ;Itfix their signatu res to the declara
tio n an d cornp.rct indi cat es that the greater pa rt of the
town 's .l:ovc rn in.lt remnant con sid ered such narhs and
ple d,l.;es tll be unncccssnrv if not unlawful and wrong.
These ten men co uld not accept the proposinon th at
th e emi ,l.; ra t ion of some of their number had made

voi d their ri.ltht to dispose 0/ their plantat ion 's puhlic

Its remova l WJs not only .1 clever polrncal plov hU I one
,,/ severa l indecauons that the Newpor te rs helwved t he
xovcru mcn r lh,,)' ...ere to estahli~h WJS Identica l with
the once unified bodv of Aquulneck

U [Clarence S I\ri/o:ham l ed., Emly Record_ of Town of
Purr.""ollih lI'fonJcm.:e : E. L. Freeman I:-.. Sons, 19011
1-2• .r Firsl recorded U .. .I/o:C ,,/ na me Po rtsmo uth is in
records .. f momhlv mct"lln~ there rrohahl)' lune Ift.W
01 the ';UhKlIht"ts, 27 were mhahitants 2 freemen ,
anJ! neuher

•
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lands and ma ke rules Ior its guidance To have done so
would ha ve ieop ard tzcd th eir pr eeminence in Ports
mou th 's affai rs toge th er with th eir own best interests
and wh at th ey too k to be th e best interests of the town

Th e n rs t ac t of l'onsmou rh's new hody politic was
to elect W ill iam H utchi nson " Rule r or ludge" and

seven other men - all t rcemen and pu rchase rs -
to a~SI~t him in rhc con duct 0 1 the " publique busincssc
&. atfai res" oj the town . It is nu t remarkable th a t
Ponsmourh's mhabnams selected their magistra tes
from among the few trccrncn who, regardless o f their
iailure m proiess allegiance 10 the new arrangements,
were po:lS~eswd01 those skills and quahncs wh ich
marked them as mdrvpcnsable na turalleaders of the

town , What is rema rkable about th is election is
evidence that twenty-nine voters who were not free
men exercrced that prerogative wh ich previously had
belonged exclucrvelv to freemen . l ~

w hether 01 not these non-freemen continued to
mark thctr haUnts and ralSC thei r hands in to wn

mceung durin" the rest of Itl.W cannot be determined
w uh certarntv It is certain that monthly and quanerly

mcetinlo':s cunt inued 10 drspose of town business over
the cou rse of that yea r, and wit h a thorough ness which
indica tes that the ruler and hi s seven advisers se rved
in only an execu t ive and ad minist ra t ive ca paci ty

T be town meet109 pr im aril y co ncerned itself wi th
ordering and disposi n!o': of town lands, maki ng seve ra l
of rbe cuvtnmanlv vmall " ran ts o f house lots and
plan tin g ground m men it had ne wly received as
in habit.mtv an d to othe r res idents not yet a llo tted
land . M ost of these parc els wer e ap parently orde red to
be laid (Jut in such <I m anner a~ would pre se rve (h e

TOwn's xeog r.rphicnl urutv, a lth ough reco rds for this
yea r an' 100 fn'qul'l1dy obscu red o r oblitera ted to
permi t thi s pnin t to he made un cqutvocallv.u

However , lh l' tnw n mee lin..: wa s 110t th e only hody
whic h presum ed to tr eat the tuwn com mo ns as its
prnpcttv . On 10 February 16J 9/.\0, a group of me n
slyling th emsel ves "the pujrchn sc rs]" met and made

14 Brigh am , ,t Th at the .lJ subscribers voted is implied in
the en uy which records the election

IS BriJ:ham , ,l·Y. Town mcenng minu tes for JO Apn l 1(.39
IhfnU Rh May 1644 an: p;Htially obhterated. Na mes of
those who received ltI'ants and size and location of
J:u nlS ale not always obtamable.

16 BIIJ:ham, 8,9 A lanuary entry records a challenge to

"ye purch ase rs." Adam .0.10(1- not amo ng the or iginal
rUlcha'Ot'ls- was hctcd in anendance at the general
meeun g 2 1.1nuuy l ti.lR f .~9, hy which time he had been
made a freeman .

ele ven spacious ..:. rants (If land Th at these "pu rch ase rs"

were Por tsm outh 's res iden t freemen is implici t in th e
ident it ies of the eleven recipie nts, all but one of whom
ha d ber-n pu rch<lse rs 01 the island. The s ize and Ioca
nons of the gra nts lead one ro be lieve tha t these m en
acted nut o f d isa tfection wi th ca utious and restr ic t ive
land poli cies (If a tow n meet in g they no longer co n

trolled T ypical we re gra nts ol.uxJ ac res 10 Will iam
H utch inson on the " Nort h side of ve sa lt C ric k. a t
Sachua East ," far down the eastern shore of the island ,
and wtlham Prcebome's l .m acres " <I t his li t tl e
meddow &. sol' scw rh west " along Aquidneck's
western shore. I'" These allotments totaled in excess of
2.070.acres, were of such size and so distant hom the
town center as to requ ire permanent residen ce of those

who would fa rm rhem Not only did Porrsrnourh now
have t .....o bodrcs acting like proprietors of the to w n's

undrvlded acres -the tow n meeting and the freemen
s ta ndm g alone - hut its two groups were pursuing
dtrlerent and contlietin!o': policies in division of the
com mon lands.

Th is pnrcnnallv calamitous SI.1te of affairs .....as soon
stopped by the freemen , ten of whom journeyed to
New port in M atch 10.\0 in hopes of he ing joined

together in civil society with thei r brethren 10 the
south O n 12 March tht:y presented themselves at a
Genera l Cou rt 01 Election a t Ne wport, and were
" read ily lmbr accd" and " Reu nited to th is Bodv.'?"
This reuni on (If the greater part nf th e island's freemen
re vived that hodv pnltnc which had lived on ly in its
pa rts since th e fo un din g o f N ew port in spring 163 9 ,

and ret ur ned to the freeme n assembled in their
Genera l Cou rt and in thei r respect ive town meeti ngs
both civ il and proprie to ria l co ntrol.

T he island gove rnme nt co ns t itu ted by th e freemen

wa s, hy thei r own definit ion , " a Dcmocracie or
Popular Govern me nt [thur is to say) It is in th e Powrc
nf th e I\od y of freemen or de rly asse mbled or major

I'an of th em to make or Const itu te lust Lawe s by wch
th ey will he regulated & to depute from among them-

17 Records, p. 26.

18 Records, p. .14

19 Records, p. 26. Only freemen III gene ral assembl y. AS b ad
bee n the case before depar ture of the Newponers, Well'
recognized to have power to enfranchise ot hers.
Freemen in town meet ings d id not have this power

!O Aduh male populanon then was an estimated 68,
de rjved from combi ng all records for evidence of
residence on that da te Thirty-one freemen represented
~'" of th e: adu lt male population.
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selves such nunistcrs a~ shall see [hem Ianhfully
executed between man & man ." IB By this definition,

what dis tin,!;ui ~hes th e dem ocratic from an y oth er
form o f go vern me nt is th e location of lcgislaeivc,
elec to ra!. and ntficu-h nlding pow ers among a society's

free mem bers. Th is is a dem ocracy of freemen - no t
of.1 11 me n - and in prac t ice free men the ms elves. in
~cnc ral assembly , had powe r 10 decide wh ether th ey
would be few o r many,I9 T he list of i~land freem en
eewred 16 M ar ch IM I shows [ha t assemble d freemen
made lib eral usc of thei r power to enfranchise e the rs
Thfnv-one m en of Port sm outh - alm ost one half th e
adult ma les th en in the town and more than twi ce th e
freemen there before Mar ch 16-l0 - we re enrolled as
freemen by the begmrung of 1M I .m This q ui te rapid

enfranchisement following reunion of the island's
freemen i'i anot he r piece of evidence whi ch support..
the vupposition th at some non- freemen may well have
become ac tor's in town mccnng as a res ult o f the un 
certa inty caused by th e Newport schis m o f ApriI1 6,W.

In Port smouth the ch id conseq uence of the reuni on
and the Iou ndmg of the island go ve rnmen t was resolu
tion of th e co nfusion of public authority that had

troubled the town since the ernigra tinn of the
Coddin)?;wniles Freemen in the tow·n and they alone
were empowe red by the General Co urt to elec t
Portsmouth's town an d lvlan d magist rates and offici a ls,
to choose men fro m among them selves to divide th e
mwn's com mon lands, to selec t jurors for th e par ucu

Lit co urt of thei r town an d , in gene ra l, III " have the

T ransac t ion of the affaires that sh all fall wr hi n their
owne Towne ,"21 The [Own government, lik e its

parent the island government, was now .1 freeman's
democracy in which on ly freeme n could mak e [h e
laws hv which th ey were governed and chno'>( the men
bv whom they would be rul ed .

Frnm 16-l0 trccrncn in tuwn mccuux gove rned
Portsmouth wnhout ch allenge. Offices IIf ruler and
adviser - ins t itu ted u pon w ith drawal of the fudge an d
elder, III April I(...W - were never filled aga in al ter

2 1 Records, p, 1(,-.N,

!.2 Krixh,lrn . 29-J I

!J Occasional re-erences occu r to plots located in what
seem to be common fields which mav have been Farmed
by the open field method The "non h tield" .'Ind a
" 'H 'Sl fiel<J " .'!rIO' mentIOned In the dCN hetween
WIlliAm R.'Iubton and SAmuel HUll'hmson . 17 lune
\6S8 , the two t" Kchan~cd pau:ds locared "in the no"h
ffelld" and "in the Tract of land Calkd the t wcnt~'

;Kres," descrihed a, hein ~ i ll "the Com"n a" nnw it

I6.W Nor is the re any evidence th at non- free me n

succeeded in exercisi ng ri)?;h ts and ptlvi!cges of free"
men auer 1f'-l[Jand before 1(>47. The stronges t proo l
of this is found in th e list o f names writt en in th e

margin of th e town book beside the record of th e
"gcnc rall Towns meernng of th c tree men "
H Nove m be r IM 4 Eve ry one 0 1 the sixteen names 

u ndoubtedlv 01 men present and vonng - ca n be
found on the roll 01 island freemen o! Mar ch 1M I
Terrmnnlogv in usc after I(W() also sUR)l;cs ts rha r the

tow n meet ing had becom e th e e xclusive domain of
th"sl' who had hccn en franc h ised M ccnngs, like rhJt
l l f 14 Novem ber I(,-l-l, now were somcumcs te rmed
town meetings "o t] freemen " an d nonce of a fort h 
co rning town meeting went In " .111 the free m en . , ,"11

Freemen previdcd uver ponvmmnh'v common la nds
in to wn meering. choosing not 10 commivcinn one or a
fe....· o f rh eir nu mber to wield th is important power as

they had been authorized tn do by the General Co urt
of thl' island . This reluctan ce 1lI del egate propri etorial
au thority scem s to have ste m me d fro m a nruiccahlc
uncertai nl y a nd nmbrv ak-ncc as to pro per usc of the
commons, At first there was agreement th at the town
m eetin g should co ntinue ttl parcel out portions of the

co m mons til de..c rYin)?; Inhabitants. hut nn ccnscnvu..
existed as to how much land dttferent me n vhou ld
recei ve or where lot s oug h t to he la id out T he grea t
majority of all otm en ts were fro m five tn ten acres and
were laid our to non -freemen ne xt to o r ncar the house
lot s of th e town or with in knees nf common Hcld-.!'
Ho.....eve r. the freemen al so made eleven other l/:ranls of
fift y acres o r more 10 men whn, with on lv two exccp 
nons. ....·e re free m en at the timc. ~ 4 Several 01 rhc~e

"g rearlotts " were lai d out ~tJutheastw ard toward
Sach ue ast, as wa .. Thomas Burton'< :UX1·,lCre ~r;IOI . 2~

while others were pl aced "un vc Nonh <;idl',")~

pn-sumablv som ewhat nearer the town prop er Seem 
inglv th e freem en bel ieved rh.u a small ncchold in or
near tow n was th e firtmg abode fnr men 01 sma ll o r
mi ddli ng e-rarcs. while a commodious arm some

lyirh .. ." IIrl ~h ;lm , ,t~ I ·, ~ S l. The method of f arnll ll ~

these fields and the period of their open culnvauon.
Ii ever there was such a period . can nut he detcrmmcd

.!A Because 01 nblitt'Tation ui parts 01"',ITh- ruw n rneellnl:
records . IJ entl tlc<, oi th(l~e whu rcrel\'ro {he;.c I.1rRc
KtanlSmUM he I:0llen lrum RecOlJs I....·e null' ,~1. Sec al",
Lmd [ \'ldeneC' . 2nd Rook. 1\;0 I . \1 S tohn n.l , anJ
To \<o'n C"unul Records. v ! ITllwn Il all. l'urt ..mlluth L

2S Ih igham . 14. Rl'enrds, p. 46

26 Rrlxh a rn, 1.\.
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durance from the town cemer wa s th e proper seat for

"m y free man. T h i.. f reeman's democ racy WJ" also a
freeman's proprielor~hip.

Bv winter 1f>.W , at lea..1 a mujoritv of Portsmouth's

freeme n were rcrsuaded that wh a t remained of the
town 's undivided lands ough t to be hel d in co m mon
the rea fte r for the use o f J Il. O n Decernhc r H th e
freemen orde red "tha t nne more lan d.. shall he lavd out
wrh in the bou nds of .. all th e Common About th e
towne undispos-ed ,I{ th is [day ] soc 10 Rcma ineing to
the town forever.'?" T hi s aCI was an a t te m pt to cflcc 
li vely close any further di visions No lon ger wo uld
the town m eeting help a man - he he free man ,
inhabi tan t or resident - Hnd his due place in Its

I<:r3duated socit'ly

Al te r tuet six and one-half yea rs of settlemenl and

I<:ro ....-rh, srabtliaauon and balance rather than contin
ued expansion and change had become oblec t ives of
to....n leaders A community in wh ich a Iew m en h ad
la rge. dispersed htlldml<:s while man y owned lots of
!l1odcrJle III sm all proportions near the ce n ter-
a democr acy in wh ich only th e free gov erned th em 
-clvc-, hut ,111 wer e pnv ilcged to hew timber and graze

caulc uron (onHlHl Il lands - wa s the ideal Ports
mouth's freem en now acted III procla im and protect
Their a ttempt to achieve J mea sur e 01 srahrluv hel ped
btin~ ..triden t discord ra ther th an q uiet. Their quest
for equilibrium died aborn ing an d w a.. succeeded by
ten vcars of pclincul ferme nt and rapid change in the
structure oi their cnrnmunirv. By the middle of the
It>:;o.; (hei r bodv polilic haJ come 10 include the la rge
maiomv of rhc town's independent farmers . an d they
had hl.:~un HI rcurdcr irs socicrv afte r thei r own notions
oi wdfare and tixht

A st udent of deeds. will s, invcmonc.., and town
Illl'e ti ng m in utes co uld paint a ra ther different pictu re

" I th is pl'ri nd Ins ll'"d oi fit·ry reds ,1Ild llf;m gl's of

17 IIrixh<lm .31 .

ll'l BUll:ham .19- ~Il

19 Rale of <oeHlo::m"n! L' calculaled hv m<:asuTln~ the r:lIe J- t
which men 's nam n tirst arpl"ar Actual OJIe of firsl
..eulement lur any IOldence is usually lmposslhle 10
dete rmine with cen ainW. II IS Mmilarly dltflCUIt In

deu:rmme lust .... hen a yuun~ man !-«nmes inJepl"ndent
Jlld sell,surruJlm~ Because of these ditflCulllt"S, fate of
senJe mt'n! IS only an ~umale .

, ~) Slf()n~eS I evidenu· /or helicving lhe n<:w <:nl"ny ,!;ov<:rn ·
men! had ,!;nnell .1 fuol hold on Ihe island hv late 1644 m
early 1M'; is in <I lctler to Mass,ll hu,<: tl .. I\;;y -
" . we!.' canno l hUI wonder thaI hci n~e Nnw found in
the posture HfGn vctnmcnt from the '.I01e :luthn n ly,
u nto which ynu &. wee cquJ lly Suhie<:t . You should

tu rmoi l and altercation he migh t choose flal gtavs and
brow ns of ca lm and stagnation to de pict tow n life from
1f>.W 10 1641l. For no to.....n meeting was held be tw een
13 December 1644 and 14 N ovembe r )640 , no m an
w as received inhabitant or freeman bet ween
2.\ December lM4 and 10 July jMR , ius t four Rran ts
of land were made between 29 AURUSI 1644 and
4 Sep tem be r 164R,28 an d th e rat e of nc w scn lcrn en t c-,

h i~h dunng 1M 2 and 1M3 - fell off in l fi44 and to
vinu<llly nothing in 1M.'; and 164fi ,lY little moves in
suc h a pict ur e ; cvcrvthing hold .. irs place and is as it
W.1 S. Yet it is a crude representa tion , for lt tcll .. nu thi ng

of the mind s and sen nmcms of men who lived the
events po rt rayed nor o f Port smout h 's rela tion s w n h
men an d governments beyond its boundaries In iust
these areas change occu rred most rapidly alter 1644 .
and these chan~es in turn soon generated vrgnificanr
modification.. in the st ruc ture 0 1 the community .

Catalvsr of these changes .....as the return hum
Em: 1.-111d of Roger William.. in Septembe r J{>44, w ith a
ch arte r of in corp ora tion for rhe Enghch ..eule mems
abou t Na rragansett na y. For tw o and one- ha lf years
the reafte r Port sm out h an d th e whole Island of Rhod e
Island debated and fell out ove r whether or not to cast
their 101 wuh inhahitants o f Providence and Warwick

III the ne w charter government or m.nrnain indepe nd
cucc as an i..lanJ co m mo n ....-ealth . By summer Ih4S t wo

different governmentvc--jh.at of Providence Ptantanons
and the island gove rn men t he aded by wtlham
Cod dmgron - competed for the allcgrance of Pons
mourh and New po rt 10 Nor w a.. the dLsaXleemenl

sim ply bet ween Rhode Islanders - th e co lony of
Plymouth ..em one of its m agrsuarc.., Mr. John Brow n,

among the resid ents uf Ne....'port and Por tsmouth ,
" RivinR them wa rning las fro m the Court of Plymou th)
nOI to submit unto Jny xo \"crn me nt Ih al WJS estab
lished hy virtlll·of a tal l' pretended C h;lrte r . . ." 31

J("iire us 10 furheare the Exercise of such a X0\"ernment,
Colonie (If PruviJence Plantacuns ;Js~emMeJ .11

~e .....pon '}th 6 Mo. 1M ',, " Chapin 1 117·<)

.'1 Samuel GoTtun. S/mrIIC l!r'.~ Dc/em:,· '/,(Iml' t Senen
H/'aded PolICY . r.f>If(dlO" ~ Rhude·h/anJ Ht'l ,meal
,S('Ot'IV2 (Prtwid..nce . [K.l, l 168.

" A t'Omllllltl1 / I' III ",llIdl d few Ill"" lI<1d "If.-':'·..1"1'('1,,·,1
ho/<1I11'-':' ",hIlt- IlWllr """'110'<1/01,' 01 1Il0dCl,Il': or 'nllIll
1''''I'"rri''Il' IW<l1 rill' ..nUl'l .

,\T"I /0<' LJ'~,,,J II 1\ ,',1. Rh"J" L,J.nJ H"""" ..l s"" ",, l :"II,·c""",
,~")" / JW
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because " a grcut pan of thei r supposed Covcmmcnt
is withi n the lim' of thl' Covemmcr uof New
Plimou th " 31

Willi am Coddin/:ton and others who felt as he did
were dccplv divtrcvwd at rhc pmsihi lity nf federation

of the island tOWllS with Provid en ce and Warwick.
Coddmeeon 's letters to Iohn Winthrop show that he
st ruggled 10 prevent subordination of rhc island
government 10 Providence Plamanonv and conspired
to attach the towns to e ithe r Plvmnuth or Massachu
setls Bav 11 The prospect 01 sharin,l:: rhc bench of
magrstrecv wuh turbulent Samud Conon and others
of hi ... ilk homfied Coddmgron . as did rbe likely end of
an Independent icland society, which Coddington
mlvrakcnlv cun vrdcrcd to be hh own creation and

domain Yet more than loss of govcmmenral
independence and subsequent association on equal
terms wuh umulv schismatics . Coddington and those
who followed his lead feared rhar the new order would
produce alrcrauons in town societies they could not

tolerate.
For the pol lent oj incorporannn - with its vague but

explosive summons to the "Inhabitants" of the towns
of Narra,l::;m"<l.'tI Ray III " rule themselves ... as by

volunrarv concern of all , or the greater Part of them ,
they shall find most sunablc to their Evrare and
Condition ,, \4 _ ....·as read by some on the island as

an tnvnauon III remodel their communities in ways

more plcasi n.l: 10 the "middling so rt " than to the ir
herrcr-, \ Vhen Plymouth's M r. Brown vis ited in wi nte r
[(.,u/-t=; , he attended "a pubhq ue meenng .
appoin ted for you r new ma~i~tratcsand people."
which h ad. as he put it, "a most vile end; viz, to take
into considcrntiun ,I new dlspcsall of the la nds

formerly giVl'n "ut, ;IS if some ha d too much an d some
too littk, and fur no respect of persons, and th eir
esta tes was to bee laid ,lside .... M r. Coddingto n,
M r Hrin tnn , &c,," Bro wn reponed, "a bh or red their
eoursc, Jhst,lined tn-rn their meetings, looked up on
thvrnwlvcs ,IS rl'rsons in great d 'lllger , and hem oancd

thei r condition to din'rs thei r frknds, bcinJ!: no w

,12 Chapin 1.22-"

,\ 1 Must ,eve ,1Im/: is Ihat of '" AU.l:uSI 1I'W-t. in which he
sUI ...S Ihal " the Irewth is. I J~ire to have ei ther such
al~'ence wlIh yorsclvC'S or Plimuuth . one 01 hoth , as
mi.l:hl he s.afe fo, us all " anJ Ih ...n asks Winthrop to
"hurye whall wrill' in J ...e~ silence . ,." Ch.apin 2-177·8,

overwhelmed w nh cure and feares what wou ld bee
the issue of th ings."JS

"The issue of Ihings"- at k;l,t III Porrsmcuth 

could not have been 10 the Iiklll.l: flf those who, like
Coddington . posscssed LU,I!;e hold in,l::s in land and as
freemen were .iccustorned 10 exercise gcvcrnmcnral

aurhomv and to the prl'sti.l:e and benefits it bestows.
By mid-16:;() manv mhahnants had succeeded in

brcukmg the freemen'< exclusive hold on the tuw n
mccune and had embarked upon a program of land
divmbunon which tavurcd commoners

The di'linl,;tion between inhabuant and freeman was

tarmhar and unambiguous dunng rhe town's first six

"",US Bald'" vrarcd freemen ruled and inhabitants
were ruled By 1f"P - when porr-mourh formally

iOlned Pm, rdencc Plamanons and finally -cvercd her
tics with Newport and the island govcmruent - the
line bcrwccn freemen and Illhahiunls was becoming
blurred a.. an incteaslllJ!:h' large number of residents
a-vumcd rights and rc..pnnsihl1nie, ot tree men

A "townc mccnnec of the lnhabnan rs" held 10 lulv
16-1~ made nine residl,llts "trcrnen in the Choyce

01 rhearc officers and in the eovcmrncm ;" it was
"rhc lnhahuantv of rhis townc of Portsmouth .
whose "Vna tcv concerning the [colonvl lawcs

presented to this townc ." we re ",nlici led on
12 November 16SO; and on 2 February I(.=; I1:i2 in h abi·

tanl, orde red new allormcmv In he made of the
common lands The town meeti ng, with bTOad civil
and proprietorial rowers, uncc the exc lusive pr eserve
of freemen , was now in the hands 01 rhosc te rme d
"the in hahitanls."'Y;

The possihili ty remains tha t those now designa ted
in ha hun nt s were none other than rrecmen ren ame d,
rh.nrhcv were hut as ol d wine in new skins, The list of

colony freemen in Providence Planta t ions in M ol Y 1655
provides iu forrn.mon whic h see ms to rule out th is
pos, ih ili ty_l' A corrected version of th is list and

fu rt he r records [nr [6SS provide names of si xty- fou r
Portsmout h resident , who were freemen f-l f the co lony
and, hv infermce, free of their town by the end of

,1-1 Baulcll I 145,

.1'; Charin I :22.'i

_16 Bri.l:h.am , ,\7-K, 47_Under Ihc fume of ~overn ment

lIc\'bcJ for ProviJenee P1anlJlions . freemen in lheir
re~~CIl\'e !Uwn meellnj/;S could vorl.' 10 acccri or reieel
all proposed eolony leglslation_



II [AUY F'I.)RT~\I{\UTU

In /f>l1/'nrl'IIl<lulh f",rrr<lllr "lIne<!I'I"vrdl'llc,' I'I,JIlI,llrnn,
(lml ,,' vnrd hn Ido llon, wi/l1 l,,,'('wl'''/I lind Ill,' 1\ldml
:.:m·,'lIIl11cI11 T()d<J~' A1,,1I1H H"I''' R r id.~,· alchn 1/"1/1
"oll,mouth 10 Iltl'!ol. d Imk l'clwl'l'lJ III<' 1,I'JIld <In<llhe
It',l {Ii fhf 'Mf<'

1(' ::; ::; , These sixtv-Iour represent almo"l two -thirds of

J Il adult mall: population nf one hundred and IWO then
dwelling in Portsmouth." These figures offer a

vtriking co m parison with numbers tor Nov ember lM~,

wh en tw cntv<t h ree freemen co m prise d slighlly more
th an one quarte r of the town 's ei,lthly·t~·n adult
malcsw Sumcnmc be tween ) (-..f-l and It1S:lthe numher

J7 n.,nlctt I :299·J(XI.

J M ....lure precisely , freemen cons nnncd {,.,"",, _The figure of
1m was ar riv ed a t hy "t.I rt inJ: with ill resident ill IW ,
addill!: all subsequen t senlers restdcnt In 16"'''', and
suhtrae:ti llJ: 82 wh o had either died or departed hy th e
end of 16S"'.

of free in ha hnanr-, ne a th- rrip led and th t:ir percentage
01 the T'OpULllinn oi adult males more than doubled
Freemen 's deruoctncv had become decidedly more
dcmocr.u! c than il had eve r been .

It is quite difficull, untorrunatclv, 10 drscever
prt'cisely .....hen and under .....hose auspices rhrs broad 
ening oi the town's hody pcliuc wok place. Record s of

,W Freemen had decl ined as a re lcenta~c of adult malt~

since the end of 16.W, due 10 the emrgtanon of Co rron
and hI" company and the cont inue d growth of adult
male pop ula unn during this pcnod
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the island government fur ea rly 1644 th ro ugh 1647 a rc
mi ssing - it Indeed they were ever kept - and the
same is true of recnrd v tli the colony 01 Providence
I'lanrauons before May 1647, of William Coddington's
conciliar government of the island - which held sway

tor only a few months In 1651 and 1652 - and of the

rump asse mbly wh ich arrea rs to han: mad e a falt ering
anempt to regu la te the Islan d of Rhode Island from
rev oc atio n of Coddington's go ve rnmen t in Ifl51 until
rees tabl ish me nt nf provinci al gove rn me nt in I (iS4.

All that can be said with confidence is that th e town
meet ing of Portsm ou th enfranchised nine m en in [uly
1648, and that colony records co ntai n no en fra nchise
men ts by the government of Provid ence Plan ta tion s
hom M ay IM7 unti l 1655.

There is something more thar one can ventu re to
"<Iy . Examination of th e list of sixty-four Portsmouth
freemen of 1655 reveals that Iorrv-cne are nowhere
reco rded as admincd freemen be fore 1655. Yet each
had been enfra nchised hy some government before
IfI.'i.'i , since the Iistm g is a record of recognized free
me n by th at da te and no t of a mass enfranc h isement
effected by th e co lony gove rnment so me time in
IflS5,-l(] And of the sever n! possible en fran ch ise rs we
ca n d ism iss th e town meeting since - with th e
exception of nine made free in 1648 - not one of the

rhr ncen received inhahuants or freemen from IM 5
through 165.5 appears among the colony freemen of
1655.1 Apparenll}· Portsmouth's restdcnrs still held
that only freemen generally assembled cou ld enfran
chise orhers This mean.. that, assuming W illi am

Coddington had no stomach for significantly broaden
in~ the body politic (In the island while he was in
powe r, either the colonv gnvernmenr nf pre-M ay 164 7
or the rump assembly from lti:i2 to ltiS-I- en franc hised
mos t 0 1 those rccngnf zcd ,IS freemen in 1!'i .'i5. And
the fact tha t rwcnrv-fivc of th e fort y-on e Punsmourh
men wh o had no record of cnfranchlvcmc n r before
16.'i5se tt led in th e town before 1(;-1-4, suggests that a
la rge tr.rcucn of these non-recorded freemen were
enfranchised before 1M!! and most probably by th e
embryonic co lony govcmmcm .

~o The list was th~ result of the General Court's atte mpt to

h rinll: some order i11l11 the confus ion hrouuht on hy
Coddington's commission of xovenuucut . The Court nf
Commissioners on .' 1 Auxust 16.',4 nrdncd tha t "311
those inhabitants in this Colonic that have been

This a ttempt to discover the pace at which Ports 

mouth 's body politic ex panded and the impetus
behmd Ihal movement is conjectu ral and somewhat
inconclusive. What is more certain and more im
portant is that the number and percentage of free
inhabitants increased substantially betwee n 1644 and
I!'iS.'i , an d tha i th is growing body had a prompt and
decisive impact upo n the shape and direc t ion of soc ia l
order . In fall and w in te r of I fl48 /49, rhc to wn meeting
reop ened com mon lands to its first exten sive irn pro
priuti nn s since December 1(;44. Du ring these few
months th e "inhabitants" m ade sever al gra nts which

co nta ine d nearly thirty ac res on th e average. Recipi
ents of these lots were m en wh o for the most pan had
been resident no longer than five years ; only one ,

W ill iam Woodell , is known to have been a free man at
the time these allotments were made.'!

A st ill more liberal provision was made on
Febr uary 2,165 1/52, wh en the assembled "lnhabi ranrs

of Portsmou th" ordered that
those men !hut are the desposets of /<J.f1de in the

layd Towne . . slwll accmidate the inhabItants of
rile sayd townc (With lande) which wcnr or hove had a
!ej{al/ gran t of hmd forme rly. an d that 200 acts of
land shalbe set aPt by thee sayd de.\posers for !he
acutu idanng any deseierabJ Puc or Pnes that may bl'
inhabitants am ongH us heer after. and that then all
rhl' remain der o f Jande unaPPat ed ~haJ"e buunded
Common to rbc Inb cbnaru s of Ihis towne and tht>ir
he iets fO T ever.. and nut to be di'sspm rd 0' wrhou! the
con-e m of all rhe lnhabi tanb o l lhe~ayd fOl'ine.4J

Th is act was a broad decla ration and acse ruon of th e

land po licy of Portsmouth's recen tl y ex panded body
polinc - adequate lots for every resident adult mal t'

of independent status. to he la id ou t wh erever
co nven ient; encou rageme n t to n ew comers thr ough the
promise of land; and preservation of th e com m ons for
the futur e usc of th e enure town. Th e "Inhabitants"

in ten ded to insure that eve ry man wo u ld ha ve land
enough to meet his needs, even th ough he Were but a

plain ma n , a man of small pans and mean esta te,
a commone r.

received freemen 10 act m any Towne or Collon ie since
Mr. Coddmgron's comm ission was exlnbncd , shall be
owne d freemen of yc Cnllonic , and that vc names of
those that arv nOI as yen recorded , shall he brought tu
the next Court" Balli ett 1:180.
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The disposers do nOI see m to have discharged their

task unnl Decem be r 1656, whe n they co nfi rm ed and
" made up " eleven previo us gran ts to ta ling I,I -W acre s
and m ad e twenty-six new allo tmen ts totaling ove r 600

ac res." Th is division provoked the wrath of
"t n hnbrran ts" and bmug hr in its train a sertes of
act ions and decision s which were bot h the culmina

tion of m uch of Portsmout h's previous his to ry and the
bcgin mng o f another epoch in the community's life .

The fifteen disposers commissioned to "acomidate
the Inhabitants of the sayd tcwnc (With land I which
....-ant or have had a leaal l grant of la nd form erly:'

we re chose n fro m the town 's bes t men Will iam Baul
stone . Joh n Sanford, John Porte r, William Freebornc,
and Phili p Shea rman were amo ng ori ,l: inal purchasers

o f th e island an d had frequen tly held the highest
elective offices in gove rnments of th eir to wn, island ,
and co lo ny , while eac h of th eir ten fellow d isposers
ha d become a freeman by M ar ch 16J.1 II ap pears th at
they - or some others who earlier se rved in a like

capacnv - had done the bidding of the to ....·n mccnng
in parcel ing out public lands as earlv a.. Septembe r
IM~.

Cooperauon which see ms to ha ve ch aracterized the

relanonship between dis pose rs and to wn meeting unt il
1657 W ,IS not bu ilt up on the firm groun d of shared

ime resrs and ideals, hut up on what pro ved to be th e
le..s ..ur e fo undation of the co m mo ne rs' customary

deference 10 thei r socia l supe rior s. M cctin!,: on th e

rhud and tenth o f Decem be r 1656, d i"po.-.ers parceled
our land in a m anner which indicate.. thaI they could
not o r wo uld nOI satisfy the needs and desires of
Ponsm o ut b's free mhabiranrs. The d ispose rs' first

co nc e rn W2S 10 co nfirm an d - in those cases wh ere a
lot had not yet bee n completely la id nut to its owner
-"m ake up " severallarge grunts made in 1639 and

16-l.0. When they tu rn cd th eir att cntinn 10 those
" wh ich want" land, dis pose rs became cau tious and
..elective T ....-en tv -vix me n received grarns rans;in,::
hom rhe loo- acre allotment to Samuel Wilbore, It .
to six-acre pa rcels assi,Rncd to Richard Bul!,:ar an d
loh n Rri~s the median grant being one of fifteen

~l AJml"lons hr the to..-n meeting III Iulv IMM were
exccpuonal. smce al IhlS nrne no Island gcvemmene
c:\1..ted ,mJ the General Assemhly of the colonv dlJ nUl
a'sum... r'''''ron'I''llit\ ,,/ t:nlr.lIl t:h,sll1J: "thers

.p BriJ:h.lffi, \.K.,w.

arrev" Seven men who received grams of thiny acres
or mor e. excepting W illi am Ear le and Thomas
Brownell , had been resident for atleast thirteen yeats
and Iour o f their number had recei ved !': rants prior to

1056. Few of the other nin et een were ne wc ome rs.
Only five of them app ear for the first time after 1651,
an d all hu t one of th e..e five were so ns of fou nd ers.

The all otmen ts q uickl y brou gh t Portsmouth's
po li t ica l pot 10 a boil. The town rnee u ng of 31 Augusr
1657 reports , " there hat h berne great Differcnciv
Concernlnae the lavinge out of land.. . .. in rhar
Res pect whar quantities nf lande sha ll be lavd OU I an d
to whom . " Assem bled free inhabuan rs - see kin,R
tc redress grievances of thost' who protested and ro
restore " peace &. union"- orde red aba te me nts in

those grun ts of thirt y acre s or m nre and a division of
200 acre of co mmon lauds "u nto tho..c tha t have most
neede an d the rema ind er of land then undcsposcd of
10 a perpcruall Comon to the towne ffor Ever "

In November the 1O....·n mccnng ilself made seve ral
medium -size grants. including " plam in land on hogc
Island " for ..even years 10 len residents These alhu 
me m s reflected the relucta nce of town vme n 10 trust
dis tr ibution o f land to th e ho ard of d isposers. On
30 Nov ember " the ln halumnrs" disrm ..sed the dis

posers and put in th eir pla ce " A Comit tcc o f Hive" to

di smhure the 200 acres to those in n eed . T he
meeting then agree d to ad d 100 ac res to rhc 100
alr eady sct aside "10 inlat..:c , rhc Suplv of those that
wan t which in Respect of the la rgeness of their
ffamchcs and the Smalne.. of what wull Com to thcir

pa rts in rhe 200 acres wi ll not Suffinanrlv Supply their
neses tucs " .u; Last aCI in th is drama of politica l
con flict and chan..:in;; prin ciples was played out on

10 Decem ber , when the cornmincc of five divided the
,100 ncr vs of com mo n Lin d 'Imlln~ th irty -n ine o f
Punsm ou rh's neediest resi de ntsY

Th c leveling an d vulganzunon of an island comrnu
nil )" - the pos~ihilitr of which had so h~ unled

Will iam Coddington and repelled Plvmourh's

.\11. Brown In winil'[ 16-U/4:i - now seemed on the
verge of rcalizurion Those " tha t should have had hv

" Rri" ha ffi, ';7-8

" L.1Il.l Evutcncc. 'il(). !

" Land Evidence t).J ~ 1(} I

.u, RIl"ham n·fH

F LanJ h 'IJence, .;.~ !.

•
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15 f"'ll t~ 1't'llf~,"I(l\rl'll

rh c DISpll'ers ag reement" more than thi rty ac res of

land were ordered m "a ba te one halfe of the ire
q u. mtuv," '" the dispose rs were some wha t in gloriously
reured from rherr uuponarn ntfice, and Po rtsm outh 's

need iest commoners we re ordered [n he a llo tted la nd
nOI »n the hasls lIi their propertied l'stiltes or social

<ubsrancc hut in accordance with the size of thei r
fam ilies Order . dcxtcc , and place .....ere in ecli pse ,
..... hrle equaluv and a tlan cned s.rmcncv- threatened \II

dominate rhc political firmament.
T he acrua l implemcntanon and execut ion of these

radical ordl' rs. ho .....ever. demonsrrarc tba t ihc free

mhabuams were KUidl'd by interests and ideals more

complex and protective than those implied in their

recorded commands. Ii tmcnuons arc discovered as
much In actums as in w ordc, then whar to wnsmen

sought in 16,'i7 was no t rransformauon bUI modifica
lion and conservation hy liberal means of Ponsmouth 's
C)(lsun/: ..octalorder

If the filteen dr..pose r.. had been dra ..... n Irom lead in,:;

re"".lenr.. . so ton Wd" the commmcc III five which re
pla ced them . Pou r - William Baulcronc, john Porter ,
lohn Rri~.., lohn RIM)me - freemen ..ince l ~lR , were
vete rans of the defunct board 0 1 di..pn..c rs. while the

fifth - lames Badcock. blackvmnh - was .1 resident
in 16~2 and ,I rrecman bv 1M", Thi.. relucta nce to

dispen ..e wi th the services III the rnovt ex perienced and

prom ine n t men when the acts of ..uch men were in
gre3t d is l3 \"Of i.. a lso rna nite..ted in the ..evcra l d ec
l ions held du ring this pe riod . in which the c lccrora rc.
a ~ they alwavs h ad and alw ays wou ld , returned to

hi ,l(h o tfiCl' nlll ml'n who we re thei r mi rror images but
thei r hl' tle rs in l' \'Cry wa)'.4Q

II! Brixh;\m, 7H

,I') Raulstonl' l'(lIItlnued as mnderawr ullUwn meetin~ ,

l:u!nny A'~I" I,IIH , and (olnny l:ummissioner h um the
earl~' In=;o.; thrnuJ:h I~ with vlnually nn intr:Truptlun.
John S;1fllnrd. Ir ;1fld lohn Alhru cunt inued to he
rc·e1l'l:leJ tn w ..... n .lOd colony offices altn 160;7 as lhe\'
h.1J heen hdon: '

0 1 rhr fifr<'t'n d i ,pma, nt land ,l:r<lll ", fiv l" wl'rr ., i ,l:lIrr., 0/
Porrmwllrh ' ~ OflXJn'l 1 cum p<l.:!, W,IlUlffi &JUl.-Will",
/nh ll <;"n(o"l. fohn POTU' , WIlI",rn Frt'<'n. ,rne . and Philip
Shearm ,Jn h" d (/t '<! lI,'nr ly hdd hl){heu e/r.:!lvl" offIces In

XOI'unml' nf' " f rh rlr /Own , "/"nd. "nd colnny.

II~ I, I ,h~' I nJ ", Rh <.It'l "'nd R , ~'JI~ M<h,,~,

Town-men proved no les.. reluc tant tn ex prnprtu tc
major landholde rs and produce a mea n equ ulhv tha n
til do wuhout thc ru ling chtc. The abat em ents

ordered were in the disp(lscr~' allotment .. of th irty
acres o r more In loh n Albro. william Almy . Thomas

nrown cll, Ralp h Edric. Sr., wrlltam Earle . 13rncs San ds ,
.md Samuel \Vdhor c, Ir Bu t a rhotuugh sea rch of the
town records dues not dl"c!o"c a ,i n,l:;1c clea r case of
.u; tual ab.ucm er nan d dill'S revealthr ee, pe rh aps four .

la rge II;rdn lS laid nut .nrcr 1 6~7 whhour ab .nemcnts
made ' oll Nm wa .. anv attempt made Itl prevent cnmple
tion of or make abaremcnr-, in anv larj!;c gra nts dis

posers " made up " and con firmed on ,\ December 16'in

The town meenng and the committee of five did not

cnn reiv abandon - ahhough they did make secondary

- th e pracucc III deterrmrnng the size ot a man's
allo tment hr hi" "pau-," and wn rldlv esrare. Continued
acce ptance "I rhis pnnciplc is evidenced by 45 acres

ass lj!;ned mlohn \anlllrd . It " whose claim to a gra nt
dcnvcd not nom size II I Idmil~' or from \<..ant of land
hu t t rum hr-, own statu re and the preem ine nce of his
deceased tathl' r, I a.. wel l a .. hy the dispa ri ty bet ween

grant'> of other men whose condition" ....'e re identica l
in dll orhcr rCKards bur - presumahly - tha t of Ihe il
re..pccuvc " pan s,"\l

Po rrv-srx allotments d uriru; the bite r half of Ifi:;;7
J l'm OOSIf,Hl' thJt ..:uidlO": mouvc-, 01 the free inhahi
tants we re til widen and preserve ra the r than 10

di sma ntle l'otl"O\lIulh·.. moder atcl v stra nfied socia l

order They s!rovc TO prov ide and to secure places fo r
cvc rv needy adult male and III insure that all free 

hnldcrv wnur d thl'fl". ltl'r enillY in u ndi min ish ed
pr np llrti n l1 s the ri,l:hts and henelh , oi co m monage in

,'iO Samuel Wilhore, Jr, p'lid fm (,0 o f his 100 Jncs nn
11 A l' r j ll (, ~ 1! hOI he may hJ~t: paid lor the Olher ~o
hdIHe or ;lher thiS date . lohn AlhlO's 12 acrt:s wcre
cunfirmcd 10 !':ll\'Cmhl'r 16::;7. William Almy's 70 dnes
werr: laid llut lin his hehalf to Bartholomr:w Wesr on
I; May 1(,(,1 Ralph Earle snld his -to aer t's on

.<; JanualY 16.'>R{S9.I;J mes Sands made salt' 0 1 -1-1 acres
on ,\ No~emhl' r 1659 Land h idence, 76, 101 .91.
Ilriltham. 79. .ln ,

'> 1 Santold, 2S, lather of 1, pu ....csst.'tl euns iderahle real
rropert~· mherited al hiS fa thel 's death LO 16"d.

~l Danid Wilen);, ..... ttkd rn 16'>6. unm.arried , Iccei\'ed a
toul ul ,V} dnn in 16<;(, and In'>7. c)'le,; Slocum,
rc<;ldcnt lor 9 ve.lIS, falher 017 , recei\"t~d hur n anes in
16'>7. Such disraritlt's can only he npl.ained it one
as~umes tha t "pdrts" .....ere sometimo:s considered ,
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town lands Those who received these g rants we rc
cithcr heads ot la rj{e Lmulies wi th insutficiem land 10

meet pre ..em and tururc needs. IIr vou ng men
eilher unmarried or rcccnrlv wcd - whosc ca rcc rs as
Independent husbandmen had yer 10 commence for

want of land or uf means to xer it.5.3

Tvpical of heads 01 sizable fami lies was Francis
Bravron , ~:i , revidcnt lor some Iouncen yea rs and a
colonv trecrnan since at lea.,t 16SS. He was the father
oj four , pcrhap., the. hut his land in December 1656

consisted of twelve acre!> j{ranted in November 16-l.1
This WdS rrohahh' harclv able 10 provide his family's
immediate material needs and insufficient 10 endo....·

hi" children wnh the meanv 01 future subsistence. The
riftccn Jlspl:N~rs had Il;ramcd him fifteen acres in
December II\:io, but the free inhabnams deemed Ihis
invuthcrern and awarded him another seven acres and
rLmun,l; gnumd lor veven ye;u" on Hog Island in 1657.
Thcce ,n am s secured rhe place of Brayton and his

f.rmilv lor .."me time 10 come.v
Cucumcranccs 01 William Cadman exemplify these

of voungcr, uncsrabhshcd reciriems nj grams in 1657.

Cadman . J blacksmith . had resided in Portsmouth fo r
iuvt tuur Yl'als before the allot ments were m ad e. He
was ncwlv marncd . father of one, an d not known to

han- been l freeman in 1657, The eigh t-ac re grant he
received in December W3S the first he had recei ved
nom the town . although he had purchased twe nty
.rcrcv shortly ancr hrs arriva l in 1653. Cadman abided

in I'orr cmou th tor the remain de r of h is lif e and in late r
yeJTs vcrvcd hi~ town in co lony and local offices."

~I 01-16 ;:r'ln ll'CS, lil WCIl' in the first ca tcgorv an d 17 in
tlll' second Lade or un pertil1l'llt Uat,l could be found
lor S, anu .1 had b.rckgrounds sutluncntlv un usualtn
f"rhid Inclusion in ell her .l/:rOllp.

e,-1 I"hn Oshornc Austill, G"/I"II/",I',l(<ll DidiO/wry of
l<h",J" h/dnd IAlh,llly, II\il712:'(1, and v,niuus town
rel'lJrUs cited For he'ld, of Llmilies. ;lVer'lj;<: a"... in 16S!
W;lS -175. ,1\"l·r,l.l/:e ycal of scnl m...nt 104-1, 15 uf the HI
were colony freemen h\' Ikl" mher 16;7; all had an
;lveUI:e 01 -1.~ o.:hildren , Ihdr mcdian pre-16'ioO holuinJl:
III I;lnu W.I' 1-1 al"r("s. ;lnd their 16'ioO·57 RranlShad a
ml'ur:m st:c tit 12" aCT..."

..~ Austill,lflll FOI Ihe yuun;: ,lnU unes lahlish...d, a\'eraJl:'"
aRC m ](,~7 "'Js HfI , ;I\CI;lJ/:C \eal oi seTtlement ]6;.\ ,
lU'I-I til these 17 ",,,,IC ,,,I,,n\' heem...n in IfI ; 7, 12 wele
cllheT ""1 marned 1II iu,t mJrried without children,
while thv ." mallll'd h'ld an aV ...laJ/:e 01 1 ehIMn."n ; Iheir
rncdl.ln pre ·jfl'>(, land was 0 an...s . Jnd their 16'>(,-;7
.l:rams had J mc'dlan si:c "I 1'1 ;In...s

:'oil CtlJ1J!:eshall purchased tWtllnlS lUlalmJ: 110act." hdurc

A common ch aracteristic nf nea rly every on e of th e

grnntccs nf 16S7 - family he ad or uncseabl ishcd

vo une man - was a lack of the estate or "parts"

neC"~'HY to guarantee their nwn and thei r child ren's
future sclf-vu tficrenev. This chiefly di..ringuishes them

from res iden ts who d id not receive land. M en such as
losh ua Coggesh all. Thomas Hazard, and Hen ry Percy,
rcstdcnt heads of fam ilies, did not receive allotments

in that vear because rhcv had already demonstra ted
that they possessed the means to obrat n for themselves
and their families adequate 13nd.>6 SimibrIy. most of
the voung men who did not receive land were ei th er

alrcadv c-rabhvhed on land of their o .....n - as Robert
Dennis and John Tyler - or .....ere sons of resident
bndholder, .....ho alreadv had or could soon expect a

share in their bthels' adequate holdings - li ke
Ctdeon Prcebome and Christopher AlmyY Towns
men chose to assi'>t those of their fello ws who,
rC,l:Jldles, nf a,l:l' flT poliuca l wei!,:ht. most needed

as,i,tance. and rhercby grca rlv extended and secured
the class III independent husbandmen and commone rs

' Tl Their community.
Havt nc accomplished thei r chid aim - to und er -

w rue bv xranrs ou r nf common lands the in dependence
end future <c1i-sutficiency of all men th ey and thei r

n\e dlspl:"ers [udged to he in nced of such ass ista nce 
iree mhahitants became zealous in defen se of th e
society they had '0 stt ikin...-:lv altered. During thi rty
VCJh after IllS7 . tow ncrnen aba ndoned in n ovat ion fo r
ste;II.1bst conservatism, authoriztng no new division of

cummun lands until Pcbtuarv IMI7/R8, and devoting a

16S7. an d Hcn rv I'en;y twu parcels to taling 18 ac res in
I(,S.I ,md 16S-I

,7 William Almv had been /(T;llll ...d 70 aCl'b in 16,';6 , an d
rownsmen no doubt felt thiS gav... him sufhci ... nr land
III make hrs cldl'M ,\>1\ Chrrstopher independent rf he
'" ch... e. wuham Frccbornc. alloncd 'I lotal ut 167
acres 'illee 10.l9. mil:ht he expected to look after the
needs .. l his nnh' sun GidC'nn

=;... It .....as Jil exceptitlnal tllWn meet in/( atter 1(,57 which
l.hd n"t hJ\"<' 10dcal with IllcRal use of timhcr.
...nc",achment upon arahl ... ctlmmuns hy negh>:...m
resldellb. "r );r,IZIllI: sheer Jt wwnl\ tlmn ul the yeal
in Wlonl: Jrl-a' oi the commons

=;9 On 16 ,\\arch Iflil; Ihe tn.....n mectin.l: chus... a committcc'
to '"ml:et with Ih.."", X\'",n C...nl Ihe wte purchasers 01
Ihe R",mJind..r" Jnd Ren:nitlns oi Rhode Island . "
alld tin 1 ",ulh 161""; th ... Inhahltanls dec ted elRhl men
"Ill m,lkl" "ur C1,llmes Jnd RiJl:hls App...ar Unlfllhe
aloresald Lands and all mhel "ur undlnd...d lands or
,;ommus Bllgham . .!16, 1.'S,
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Large part of their ene rgies to prot ectin g th e commons
h om spo liation and enc rouchrncm by some res idents'f
and from seizure by more ambitious men who chal
lenged the townsmen 's claim to ownership of the
cllmmonsw Once they had made good their freehold
and fra nc h ise, the tow n 's husbandmen jealo us ly
guarded against all atte m pts III diminish the commons
ami their righ t to hew its woo d, graze the ir cattl e upon
its ~rass , and use its waters. For the m, ri,;hts of
franchise , freehold , and commonage were of equal and
insepa rable value.

T he town co m m un ity wh ich Port smouth's free
mhahnants helped mold and defend was, at least by
the clo-,e 01 \6 57, what can be descr ibed as a dosed
defe ren tial democracy - democ ratic by defin ition of
its own residents, who dee med a popular gove rnment
o ne in wh ich the enfranchised made the laws by
which they were gove rned an d elected the otf iciah
wh o en forced th e law s - also democrati c in ha ving a
la rge Iracnon of adul t males c1igible to vote in town
meeting and in colony atfairs , who owned at least a
small pa rcel of land in their own right and enjoved the
righ t of commonage . R)' the end of 1657, co mmone rs
h ad tough r for an d won a " stake" in their com m unrtv
for most oi th eir kind.

Yet Port smou th was far fro m a levek d, ega litarian
democracy. Inequalit ies of ran k, privilege, an d
possession were not on ly tolerat ed but accepted as

natura l and righ t ii no t of tIlO great degree. T he town
su! l had its wealthy inhabi tan ts - uw ners of large
larm.., sometimes till ed by te nants or scrvants - who
wert.' returned to offices oi poluicalleadcrship with
almust monotonous regu larity . No man was so humble
llT co wed a.. 10 sup po..c tha t the ..e men of sta ture could
not err or show th e cloven hoof from time to lim e,
But though the town's leade rs not infrcquen dy
..uttered rejec tion of their pub lic polic ies at the hands
III h.-s~ elevated neighbors. their talents and eminence
we re ra rely insulted o r denied in a h usbandmen 's
democracy balanced by d ue regard for men of
subs um ce and place .

Po rtsmou th was a close d democracy af te r 1657 

w hen townsmen closed the commons to any futu re
irnpmpnanonc, they declared an end to democ ranza
tion nf landhold ing . No longer ......ould irnmigrams be
welcomed with inexpensive grants of public la nd, or
mar ured so ns he assured of living ou t thei r lives in the
town their lathers had ma de . A ma n's me ans or inhen.
ranee would now decide whether or nor he could
make his horne in a community in which size of
freeholds would now decl ine and the pnce of an acre
incxurnbly rise. A closed democracy in the lo ng ru n
must become a socicev in which the d ista nce between
those who have more and those who have les\> steadily
widt.'ns and the body politic dwindles to a dominant
handlul- it must become no dcmocracy at 31l
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Barrington Congregationa lists

vs. Swansea Baptists, 1711

A pennon pu rch ased hy the Rhode leland H is torical
SOCiCIV at aucuon in Prov ulcnce in 1969 is of important
hisroncal mrcrect tu Rhude bland It otters un iq ue
insight mru one I.i rhc most cunou.. episodes in the
religious hlswry of Nc w England For in th is document

Congregauonahsts in thc .....este rn put of Swansea .
M ds<,ach usclt s (an area w hlch in 1717 became the rown
of Barrmgtonl complain th at ihcv JIC being persecuted
b~' Bapnst s whu consnuned the maionrv oj inhabi tants
in Swansea 31 th at time.

Almost any history (If New England will inform

readers In;!. ! from the ca rliest days 01 ih settlement the
colony oi M assach usc th deah harchlv wit h Bar t isls 
se nding t hem IU 1311- fin ing , ..... hi ppin g, and banishing

them - du nng the firsl halt ce ntury atter the foundi ng
o i the coloav Yet here is an instance whe re tables
arrea r to be turned an d Raptist~ were persecut in g
Pu rn a ns. How di d it happen and wh at docs this episode
h ave ttl tell us abo ut the foundi ng of Bar ririg ton.
Rhode Island I

The story is long an d complica ted and readers arc
u rged to sec the detailed account in Th omas W.
Bicknell 's Hi,~ ' ory nf BlIIrm,ltron Rhode /dand [Provl
dc nc c, IR9R). A var iant form nl this petition is printed
in Hiek nell , IH7-IH9. Th e storv in bnef co ncerns the
Iounding uf a Baptist ch u rch in N ew Englund in 1f:,f:,J
hy Rev. [oh n MyIL's. Myles was a I\aptist who - du nng

th e C rom welli an Interregn um - had founde d a
Bapti st church in Swansea, w ales and who played a
sign iRean t rol e in th e ccc lcs iasnc al system esta blished
by Crom we ll and th e Lon g Parliament. Alter the return
of th e kinR, Myles W;lS forced to flee from Wa les in
1f:,f:,2 a nd a long with seve ral of hi s parish ioners he
sett led in th e tow n of Reh oboth in old Plymouth
Co lony He re he began to hold Baptist se rvices in 166.~

and th is hrought protests not on ly from Co ngregati on al
mi n iste rs in the colony but also from au th orit ies in
M assachuse tt s. In 1667 he was ord ered to leave

' r loles" " nl Hrstor J l Btu.... n where he teaches Amenc an
SUL· I"I and inlcllecllJJ I history , Dr Mct.ou~hhn is author
nl the "monumental" S , w England Ih' .,<'nl J(,,J() IIU1
Th .. & ' 1'11'1' <llhl rhl' '('pi/ r,ulf m of Chu rch an d -"!(Il l'

h OWl!

Rehoboth but the tolerant k~lsblOrs of Plym outh
J~reed to allow him and Baptists w ho .....o rsh ippe d w ith
him 10 scull.' in the new town of Swansea. Here, except
iot a bncf soroum in Boston du ring King Ph ilip's War ,
Myles preached umil his death in 16R3.

Atter hIS death Baptl~ts In Swansea chose Sam uel
Luther to he rhcrr pastor According to regula tion s
adojued w hen S.....ansca w as founded , loh n Myles
agreed 10 practice oren Of mixcd communion in the
nnly chu rch In town Th.1 is, he agreed 10 allow both

Bapusts lwho llppllsed inf"nl bapnsrnl and Congrega
nonalists (.....ho believed in the necessity of infan t
bapnsml to be members 01 the church. [Fortunate ly
Co ngregauonahsrs and Baptists borh agreed upo n
doct rin es of Ca lvinism.] Samuel luth er co ntinued
m ixed co m mu nion unnl about 1705 w he n he decided
that it was u nvcnptu ral tu allow person s who believed
in bapnz mg infan ts to join his chu rch. T hi s grea tly
o ffended m an y people an d they began 10 petit ion th e
legislatu re of Ma ssachuscns [whic h gained co n trol ov er
the old Plymouth Co lony un der the ch arter of 111911 to

have Sam uel lu th er expelled from hi s positi on as
parish mi n ister in Swansea

Acco rding 10 ecclesia sti cal laws passed by the
M assach u set ts legislatu re in 1691 -1f:,92, every pa rish in
the prov ince W ;I S required to support by ta xes a
" learn ed, pious an d ort hodox minister. " Samuel Luther
was not "learned" by leg;ll de finit ion of that ti me
because he did not kno w Greek and latin (he ha d n ever
attended college) nor hold he studied th eology . He wa s
not con side red " orth odox" hy M ussachu scns standard s
because he oppose d infant baptism (an offense for
wh ich Henry Dunste r had been removed from the pr esi
dency of Harvard College in I f:,S41. But the legislature

of M assach usett s was reluctant to expel h im from h is
pu lpit bec ause the ma jority in Swa nsea were Bap tists
and because of the spe cial ag ree ment which the legis
la tu re of Plymou th ha d m ad e with John M yles wh en it
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established Swansea for him and his followers in 1667.
Baptists of Swansea claimed that under the new charter
of 1691 they were not only granted "liberty of
conscience" by the king but also the same rights and
privileges which they had held under the Plymouth
charter.

The Massachusetts legislature tried to persuade
Congregationalists of Swansea to hire their own
minister and establish their own church where they
could have their children baptized. In 170R Congrega
tionalists did persuade J Harvard graduate named John
Fiske [class of 1702) to help them form a church. But
the selectmen of the town - Baptists all- ordered the
town constable to eject Fiske as a vagabond who lacked
visible means of support. Fiske left town in a huff.

In addition to complaining that there was no learned
and ort h odox m inister to preach to them as the law
required, Congregutiun alis ts - most of whom lived in
the western part of town which then bordered on
Narragansett Bay - complained that they were being
taxed to help repair and maintain the meetinghouse of
Samuel Luther where they could not in conscience
worship. Wh ile there is no evidence that Baptists laid
religious taxes for the salary of Luther, the town did lay
taxes for the maintenance of their meetinghouse. But
in this they felt justified because, as in every other
New England town, the parish meetinghouse also
served as the town hall. In towns where all inhabitants
were of the same denomination the fact that parish
church and town hall were the same building posed no
difficulty . But as dissident sects arose in the eighteenth
century , tuxes for the meetinghouse raised perplexing
questions about the separation of church and state.

As the petition on page 21 indicates, the Congrcga
donal minority in Swansea concluded in 1711 that the
only way they could resolve their dilemma was to ask
the legislature to divide Swansea into two parts. The
western part of town - where Congregationalists were
most numerous - should, they argued, be separated
from the eastern part and he incorporated as a new and
distinct township. Swansea , like most New England
towns, was already divided into militia districts for the
purpose o f raising and tra ining troops to fight Indians.
It so happened that th e western militia district was
roughly th e area in which most Congregationalists

resided . Hence pe titioners suggested that the legislature
make the boundary of the new town the same as that
of Captain Samuel Low 's military district.

Unfortunately lor Congregationalists in Captain
Low's district, the legislature did not think that they
were sufficientl y numerous or suffic iently well off to be
constituted as a township in 1711. Their petition was
turned down. Congregationalists then made a second
attempt 10 hire a minister and in 171'2persuaded fohn
Wil son (H arvard 1705) to preach 10 them. He was just
about to form a chu rch when he died untimely in 1713
Four years later Congregationalists again petitioned to
be set off as a separate town and this time the legislature
granted their petition. Thus in November 1717,
Barrington was incorporated as a haven for Congrega
tionalists from what they considered Baptist
persecution .

From 1717 until 1746 Barrington was part of the
province of Massachusetts Bay. But in 1746 the king
settled the long-standing boundary dispute between
Massachusetts and Rhode Island . As a result Barrington
(along with Little Compton, Tiverton, Bristo l, and
Warren) became part of Rhode Island. Hence in a
unique way , the petition of 1711 marks the beginning
of Barrington which in 1970 celebrated its two hun
dredth anniversary . The reason why 1970 and not 1917
is the two hundredth anniversary is that from 1746 
when the town came under the ju rlsdlc tiun of Rhode
Island - until 1770, Barrington was part of the town
ship of Warren . It therefore had two hirrhdares - or
perhaps three : its first birthday was November tR,
1717, when it became a separate town in Massachusetts;
its second was in 174Q when it became part of Rhode
Island [b ut was immediately made part of Warren),
and its third birthday was in 1770 when it was
sepa rated from Warren . But whatever its hinhdare, its
date of conception was May 30 , 1711, when the people
in " th e Westward End of Swanzey " first petitioned the
Massachusetts legislature to become a town.

Two small footnotes are needed here.~f, as is true,
Baptists of Swansea did to a certain ext ent persecute the
Congregational minority from 1705 to 1717 by makin,l!;
them pay taxes to support the Baptist mceunghouse.
the Congregational majority in Barrington returned the
persecution from 1717 to 1735 when it taxed not only
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the Bapti st m in orit y w ithin its tow n limits but also the
Anglican m in or ity in ord er 10 su ppo rt the Co ngrega
tional church and its minister. N O! until 1735 did th e

law s of Ma ssachusett s give su fficient protection to

dissen u ng m inn rit ies to save the m from paying tax es to

support the religion of the m aio ruv in any to wn.
Second, it should also be noted that T ho mas

Bick n ell's otherwise excellent town h istory contains
one importa nt error, Bickne ll sta tes tha t th e firs t
minister o f the Cong rega tional chu rch [now th e White
Chu rch} In Barrington was the Rev. Sam uel Torrey.
But a closer look at the original records shows th at the
first pas tor , ordained in 1720, was Samuel Terry
(Harvard 1710].

The Petition

To hl\ Excellency /weph Dudley Esqr
Captain General and Governor in Chiel In and Over
hel .I\faiestys Provmce 01 the .\1as~chuselt.s Bay
in New Enli:/<Jnd. The Honobl Council And
Repre.,enr<ltlve~In General COUtl AHembled
At BO~lOn this Thirtieth Day of May
The Pennon of us the subsctiber~ ln.
habll<lnL'1n the Wc~tward End oj Swanzey
.'\fu~t Humbly Sheweth .

ThaI among all the ouewcrd et)

Extl'tn<Jl1 bll'Hinx~ with which Ihe god 01 all Mercy
hle,'seth <Joy people with all In rhi, world Tha I of the
hou\e of God Among theft!, The Go-pell purely

preached. andme Ordinlmce~of Chrills kingdom duly
Admnnssred, and Father.\ and Children\euled under
l"l\ torilll WIlICh, Care and Governm t un de r Pious.
Lecmed, Orlhodox Mml.,te r,1 being m ou r Esteem the
Greatt',q. And We your PetJIionrrl being under the

lkl'101able I'rivlltJon ther('of 00 mO\r Humbl y lin d
EllrtJc,l tly /letition This HOlJoured General Court Thill
Some Me[ llOd~ liMy be takcn (a, in vnsdomc muy be
rlwuxlu bl.',~t) for Our Reldft', And we be ing well
perswoded /Hltl Aumed of tIJi,~ Hemnurd Generall
Cou -ts power and Good will to hell' in Such Cill(~S from
their I~rpe<llt'd Acls of the Like Nature. 00 rhe More
Fret'ly UPI'll our Mallttdy which beSpt'db PJllY and
CUFl' Nor IU Mention the /II CircUlm!dnce.1 (wh ich
Our dIHI'H'1lI Opmion ill MarleFl of Religion from our
Nei1>:hhour,J brin,l:~ our £qale, under in whme power

rhey ate in all IIl XC.~ (Though bad enouli:h in il self) is
Yer LUlIe and Li1>:hl compared wilh the binemess we
Feai at prnellt lind iear for the Future for rhe very
menuon of no Settled Mims ter, Lemned and 01lhodox.
No Church of Chri .lt Sculed In Gospel Order, No
Pas/Our /0 feed Chrj.~t.~ wmbs among us, this as We
believe i\ an um'om/ortlloll' thouli:hl unto all the Holy
and Reverend Mjlli~le" of Chri~1 thm know OUI Stale.
So l.~ it Il heml hH'"kin,l: Thollli:/It to us 10 think lhat
when We are Called OUI of thl' World 10 Comider into
wh<J1 State WI' Lea\'(' Our l'll'terity Exposed to a
RUinating mnccmcm '111m pure Gmpell and Gospell
Ordnances All which Sorrow and .\ !n ery either felt or
feared if lht, Honoured General Court do in Mercy lY
PltIy prevent by Grllntmx uc a Towmhip Accordmg /(I

the L"nH~ of Captam .~am ueJ Lowl Military Company

In Swanzey Th"reby t·/labllllg u, If) Seuie and
.1\111 ln tllJne A l'lou\ u:mned. Orrh(Jtlox Minister tor till '
Good 01 us " lour po-tOlly. God wdl be Gionsied.
Chri~h KJn1>:dom Inlm&ed

And .,hall Ob/i1>:" yor .\fOM Humble
Pcntinners Ever to pray

lo'eph Ctvaiie
f)llniel Alll'n [unr .

Onlldwh Bell;';'
E/I\hll .'\-11lY
WllIllIm Corbt't
tohn TO(J,l:oo..l
Samu..J Guy

lohll RII}(eC\
ImhUd Finn ey

Willwm Salisbury
WlI/i<l1n Sali.lbury fum
100li/rllarJ Philley
Flwlll'lt'r Tlff,my
T"lUI/I1t/1 Ti iflJllY

Iwli' 7, 17/ / III COlwell

R('(/(! ,HId t rrdered
TIMI lilt' Sc/eCIIl1t'1J of .fwanuy l-Ie

served wnh II Copy oi [hi" ['ewinn And IlIill rhey be
llellnJ Ihn!'lo UPO/l till' Second \\'edne"day In Ihe Ne xl
5('ulon of rIllI Court if ,JIly thinx thc}' ttuve to vuy
<I,1:Ill1J,t GrdlllHJIi: the I'tayer rllero'of

.~I' nt down for C'JIlCUUCIll"I' tea. AddJ1Jgton. Secfy.
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Harbor Im provements and Fishing

at Poi n t lu dtth

Well-known today .I~ th e leading fishJn~ port in Rhod e
leland and .IS one nl the lew rd.lli\·e!y prosperous
cummerctal fisheries uf Nl·W England. Point Judith
wacn't alwav-, like th ;lt and its rise to fish in,:: eminence
reprcsentv a I;I'iCinatlnl';ch ron icle o t man's Struggle
.1.2o;lIO"'t advcrsuv A maier pan of rhis endeavor has
been in the endless drama of taming natu ral environ
meru. tor 10 speak 0 1 Point ludnh .1\ a fishing port is
to P.ly t ribute to engmeenng skills which make
povcrblc th e con-n uc uon ot amficial harbors where
bv nature none were formed .

En,l::lOeetint; works rcp n-..crucd bv the harbor of
refuge and improvements in the emrance to Poi n t
ludnh pond wen.. necessary 10 development of th e
fi!ohing enterprise a.. it is now operated in the com mu
ni t" What kmd of fbhing ...'as ca rried on there befo re
the man -made ha rbor was bui lt , how the wor ks o f
consu ucncn came into ht.-i n,l:: between IH9l and 193 5,
an d what the impact hJS been on commercial fishi ng
are OUt co nce rns .

Hel me ha rbo r co nsnucuon bega n , tr ap fish ing and
lobstc ring we re princip al act iv ities in th e area. Trap
fishi n..: had su perseded hook and lin e fish ing sin ce th e
mi ddle of th e ni neteen th century. Aft er th e break
wa ter was huilt , a beginning was ma de in development
of a vessel fish... ry, hut before completion of improve
m ent.. in 19.15 on ly an " ins igni ficant tonnage of fish
and she llfish" was landed hy a handfu l of fishermen. '
After the state pier s were huilt and the anchorage
d redged in 19,\5, Point Judith surpassed other fisheries

. AssI)(; iare professors of sociology and anthropology
rcspecnvelv at the U ni versnv of Rhode Island. Resea rch
lor Ihis paper W;lS suppor ted by Marine Resou rces
Com rmnee and Sea Grant r rce-am at URI.

POUlt 11II1Ilh O¥l"<I nwe~ u, drvekwmer u".\ II fh hi n)l; porI
10 man-made lhon~el /If ."II;/"ol-: rdphy.

11,1' 1m ( 'I' ,t Enf,ln", ....~... lnVtlna lhv"wn JO fUM N T"

hy C<l fl ( : l ' l\uny lilld 101m I, l'IIAAi..'./r ·

in tho:vtate and hy \970 had pro~res<;ed hom imi,i:nifi 
cancc 10 a bu ... ines" on rhc orde r of S~ million per yea r

Be/me the com m g oj Eu ropean settlers, Indians
harvested marine fauna 10 prov ide an important pan
of thei r food supply .! Early sett lers followed suit The
first law on fishing wa ... passed by th e colony in \6-$0 ,

the chaner of 1f>6..1 granted to th e kin~'s subjecrv " fu ll

an d free POW·l·t and Iihl'n~· 10 continue and U'>C the
trade oj fishinl-:," "lIld the l1'·n SIJle constitution
reathrmcd "the fi.2oht<; of ficherv and the privil eges of
the sho re."

w hflc th e 1790 census fur South Kingstown lists but
one head nl household, John Ga rdncr, as a fisherman:
fishing was nevertheless practiced as a pan-ti me
cubvrvtcnce ac t jvity !:Iy rnanv farme rs in th e co mmu

n ity because it fitted into slack pe riods of thei r
aaricuhural labors.

Shore fishery was conducted ..... ith a rat her simple
rechllo]o!':y. Seine fishe rme n wou ld ru n with the ir net
into the water. leave it for abou t one hour an d th en
pul l it up on the beach. In th e ISilOs men co u ld earn
income of $10) per month in this way.

Some fishe rmen sei ne d menhaden from th e beach,
u, ill~ a whale hun t w ith four men rowing and two men
th rowlng nc r ove r th e stern Then sixteen men wer e
needed to haul th e se ine ashore . Neighbors would help
in th l·se labor s in exch ange for a share of the catch .
Fi,h spnt tc rs on horseback were used . They rode along
th e beach and signalled the location o f fish by means
of Ihl ,\;S IIIl lonl-: poll'S, In th nt period, menhaden sold

Senate [)O(LlIJrenl.l, IlOlh Cong., l st Scss. [w ashmgron
GPO, 194R), Document No. 15, p. II.

1 Paul F Gleeson, Rhud.: II/,md Developmen t 01"
/)emocwcy [Providence: Rhode Island State Board 01
Education. \9 57118

,~ Iohn Williams Baley, "O M SIIJIle flan k'· Hil lO,y ot
Rhode Idand. 41'. [Pmv tdence Providence Ins titutl"n /"1
Savin~, 1919· \94412;57.

4 U.S Bureau oj the Census Hl'ad~ ot Fa, rn' /<,s " I JIlt '
Frt 'l Ccmu\ of th e Ulll led SidI.:, T aken in rh.: Yeuf
1790 - RhoJ .: " lund jw ash m gron GPO, 1'>108147.

-
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On N(JIIPW RH'/' I, Thaddeus Ho/hl'110/l d ernpnllrar l' ~ IJ]() re ·

fhhay by ",min,\:. HI' j\ onl' of the [cw Rhod /' h /and
rh hl'1nJt'n l ,ilI ulin,\: 'J il l me,hod,
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at $1 per thousand for fcnilrzcr and as ma ny as
1Il0,{XJ() fish were CJ u/:h t in one hau l ~

Seining ror bass hom th e shore is reponed fro m

lk li7on ." On Octoberat . Iflli9, George A Gr iffin ,
Cranston Tu cker, Carder She rman, lames Bro wn,

Charles Wr i~h l and W ill iam Sheldon caught over tw o
tons llr bass in one haul. Var ious fishing gangs du rin g
this period h;1I.I fish houses along the beach where they

slept in bunks unti l it was time to fish . Each gang had
tw o boats and J seine. T hi s type 01 fishing was carried

.'; In te rv te ..... WIth C F"Mcr fhown in,l:, lune 25, 1970.

6 Earl H Wh al ey, " Rass f lShin ,l: tin Sou th Reach,"
Narra:J«lmt rr Tlmt~ Jan ua ry 27, 19.W,-I
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mvrxmrttox O F VESSHS PO....UEO BY vn .....\

Number of Siurnships in Fhhi o!: Flee t

R}lOdl'/I!.H1d 8tall ' Cl'I1'UI . jll1l5, S9Ck;<JI

Cell"" III R}lIIde hl,md. j1l9S,1l65 .

Here is ....here the importance of harbor construction
becomes dear. Steamships w ere used in some Rh od e

Islan d fishe ries long before harbor ccnsrruction made
possible transformation of the ro wboat-a nd -seine

fishery a t Po in t Judith in to successful vessel fishel)' .
Introducti on of rhc steamship into Rh od e Island

fisheries too k place during th e last q uarter of the

nineteenth century. The tec hnology of power boats
was availab le hut its di str ibution , no t sur pri..inglv .
depende d on environ me ntal factors. First and forem n..t
of th ese w as ex iste nce of ha rbor facilities

"
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Warr l' n

;..lew Shureham
I'orrsmouth
TIverton
Provid ence
Warwil:k
~ewport

South Kin!:s!<Jwn

Duri ng this time o nly rowboats and sai lhoals w ere

unhz..d hy South Kingstown fishermen for tenJin~

seines, traps and po ts . as we n as for hook and line
f shlng. In IR!'I5 rhese includ ed t wo sailboats and 1.11

rowboats , wh ile in 1 ~95 fou rteen sailboats and 131
row·hnats we tc rep orted . In both census ye ars. the
n um ber III hoars used for fishing purpu..cs far exceeds
the number of persons reporting fish ing: ;\S lull -rime
ucc u panon p(, in 18.'15 and -tl in 1895), ind icat in g
that much (If th e fish ing was ca rr ied on by Iar mc rs and
others in the commun ity w hose pri mary occ up ations

were on land
Stale certcuv reports fur IH(,:'; , 1875, li'l~ .'i and Ifl9S

provide <uh..ran na l detai ls lin fishing acnvtucs of the
Point ludu h area . In the IItItS rep ort a toomorc
in dica te.. that of soh shelled crabs va lued at ~4('("

Total

on by various groups of men from the to wn through 
OU I the period of construcnon of harbor improve

ments hut by 19-\.0 it had virt uall y ceased,
At its January 1870 sess ion, the Rhode Islan d

Ge neral Assem bly appointed a speci al comm uree 10

in vesnga tc th e fisheries of N arru gansen Bay, The docu 
ment publish ed by this group illuminates th e clash

between different tec hnologies and the displa cement of
less produc tive by more prod uct ive approa ch es,

The th em e o f th e investigation was the allegation of

hook an d lin e fishe rmen tha t numerous species
formerly caught in abu ndance in the waters of th e bay
had diminished or d isappeared. This was attrib ute d to
in crea sin g use of new fishi ng tech n iques. wimesses

claimed that inr erceprion of fish by traps and sei n es
.....ould soo n lead to exnn cuon of various speci es.
Th e co m m itte e received testimony from rhinv. nine
witnesses o f wh om all but tw o were hook and line
f she rmen wuh a ves ted in terest in redu cing th e
incursions of more effect ive lechnolo RY' . These wit
ne~M:S su pported placing resmcuon s on fish-ca tching

methods o f competitors using naps and seines.
Three of th e wi tn esses ...-erc from South Kingsto wn .

loh n T . An th on y gave hi s occupation as fa rmer and

sra red th a t he engaged in hook an d line fishing three
months of th e year. He clai me d that since IR.';,1 fish

had been cons ta n tly decreasing in number s and size ,
and he attributed this tre nd 10 th e practice o f napping.
" I think th a t if traps we re abo lish ed, fish would

become nu merous aga in ." Jerem iah B, W haley, an
H-t'yea r-o!d hook an d lin e fisherman who had been

fiching in the area since IRQS, abo asserted that fish
traps had ruined hook an d line fishel)' and wanted the

kll: i~latu re to " proh ibit all kinds of rra ppmg and

~e i ni n~ except , pe rh aps, ~ i ll ners.""
Some seven ty yea rs la te r tra p fisher men ill their turn

.uutbutc d decline of their t rade to the supe rior effec
tiveness of t ra ..... ling by vessel fish ermen . In an

interview with one of rh c last of rhc trad it io nal shore
fishermen - Captain I. E. Clark - il w as rep orted
that trap fish inKwas on the w ay OU I " The reason for

rhc declind Capt , Clark gin's thai in one .....ord 
'J r a~er s.' u" Thi" of cou rse ten ds to be the fat e Ilf

cvcrv technology in the face of more prod uctive
mnovalion s.

7 F" h .'n n or N<JrrlJ){<1m ,' fI &1\' [Pa w tu ck e t ;..Iickelsnn ami
Siblev 11\701 '\.\ , I'\.\-~

1\ Pw n d.' II<t' /" um ,1I 'hrdl 17. IY-Ul. I.?
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Earlv lack o( jwr/,nr (actli lirl ltm ved ,~(llI lh Kin,\(,I!r>wn
n,herm.'n IrJ !,<Ii1/lfI<JfS <I lld rnwllflal s. Small /1(Ia!.\ cou ld
he 1l .~<"f for nu.'n hdi lenl,-, m m,lt.

......- -- -

" 3 lill ie aul rcn ycar" old col lected SH9 won h." This
betokens <I eensm off ici<ll wi th an eye for human

tn te revt and on ly J small scale fish ery in w hich such
a det ;lil could be recorded .

In ad dition tu fish consumed locall y, there were

seve ral ro ut es to more d istant markets. One outle t wa s

wid ely used when ovcrmg h r steams h ip serv ice was

.rv.ulu blc fnuu Ne wport to N ew York. Point Judith
fishermen hauled their catch to N ewport 10 be shipped
nn cunsiunmc urto th e N ew Yor k fish market for sale

the fullowing nlll rning Ano th er route rran spon cd
wagonl o'llh o j fish to the railroad stati on .

M uch of the Hsh was sJ lte d, because of rapid
,poilage 0/ fresh fish and unav ail.ihiln v of refrigera
tion . T her e was some usc of icc , limned because o f

y .~<"r<lX>ln"·1I Tlmn .\1arch 2J. 19tU. :'>.

10 ,\',l rr<l;..'.<lrh'·11TWIrl November zz. 1907, 5 .

---

cos t, Earl y evidence of arnfl ciallv prod uced ice in the
com m u nity dates from 1900 :

Th e pl,ml will have d Cdpaci fy of twert ry tons of ice
per ddY. Th,' flJi/ur e to iuu vest IJny ice here Ihi .1

l'd l l win rer has induced M e,,Hs. Griffin and Brownin):
to put in the p/a/lf " " Hesmon S Ca~wl' 11 of Wak e
field hlh /ll'C'/1 (:n~(/~rd /() 11IIwchar):e of the pl ant
wh ich will "'ljuin' rile ,sl'I vk n 01 ,~ l' ve lil l men . 9

Neverth eless, snltin g con tin ued to he a major
technique of fish preservation , with about one bushel
of snh 170 lhs.] per bancl of fish (1SO lbv] hetng used
in th e pr ocess.

Afrcr th e offshore breakwat er wa s co m pleted in
19()(" some fish ing vessels used the h arbo r of refuge as
all an chor age . In 1907 ;t wirel ess sta tio n with an

II C,-,mlh o f Rh"J j' h lllnJ. 1895 (Pro videnc e E. l. Freema n ,
UI% 1 1l(i7

12 Nn rr<ly.;Jn.\j"u Tun.·, Fehruan 12. 1901 . ';
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antenna 200 feet tall was in ..talled hut ther e is no
evidence rhat any local fi sh in~ vessels wer e eq u ipped
with radio in that peri od 10

1n 1R9S - wh en cons truction of rhe offshore
hreak wa rer had slill not prllJ<: ressed very far 
reported landing" of fish at Poinr Jud ith we re]oo tons
T hi .., incl udcd a reponed S,n,310 pounds of food fish
and 6J .£XXJ pounds of fish " for guano: ' the former
valued at 511'1 ,91'10 and the latter at 5 126.11

AI th is poi n t the Ion,,:: upward cli m h tow ard b ig-tim e
com me rcial fichmg comme nced The reason for th is
dev elo pmen t ca n he auribmed in large measure to th e
success of various in te rests whi ch had 10 0 ,1( unsucccss
fu lly agita ted for construcnon of tWO improvements
at this local ion , The first was a ha rbor o f refuge
cnn"i<' ll ng of stone rcnies and the second , im prove
ments in th e pond entrance.

Point Jud ith - julting in to the Arlan uc at rhc west
vide ui the entra nce to Nanaganscn Bay - had 10m:
heen one fit the most senous hazard" 10 coasta l
shippin,l( bvrw cc n New York and Hovtun . Between
II'l I'lJ and 19(J1, ')1 vessel s h ad been lost and these

cavualdc-, motivated advocacy for constr uct ion of a
refuge in whi ch coastal vessd" could ride out frequ en t
dange rous storms.'?

As im the pond , tor a lonR lime it had bee n tnacces
vrblc In fishin,l( vessels and m hc r "hipping because of
shI lli ng san d dl' po"jg at irv ou rlet to the sea T h is ga ve

im pe tu s to the int erests see kin g th e dr edging of a
pe rm anen t chan nel.

Borh th e Iuc;ll comm uni ry and such shipping
intefl:sts JS rhe Maritime Associa non of the Port of
:-J l' W York vupponed concuucucn uf th e harbor of
rdu~e. Atrcr a "cries of negative reco m me nda tions

(lvfmi.\:h"team,h,p service [torn Newpurr !IJ Nl'w Yorlc
a llrf/l' red Pornt ludi th fl,.ho/lh'n who addftf ,heir I;(lfc1Jes w
scenes lilcr ,hi , ill ,....•ew pm(' LlJlJ.'I, W !J<tr/ !w fnre I<J(}(J.
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··<ihorf vrrewn with nun." hl'adJinfd Ih., ~t'w York Herald
hhru<l r}' 1O. /R95,a/>t:Jvl' Ih l< ytlJowtd ,ktlch of Pumt /lId Hh
li1:h r Tht article h/anltd "cnn1:reMlOnaJ f'<1"lnl<Jny" for

wrdm t .H in cu", tm .-Jin" 0 1 th f pmucuvt !>rf<Jkw<Jur <Jnd
u rll.td <Jppropfl<l t,Iln, for tI h'lr bo[ 0 1 ref ll ll.f' III prt' Vfnl

\uch wrtckal/:C

..
" -- -

nom the United State" Army Corp" of Engineers, the
tcd cral prorect tor th e harbor was adopted in 1889. The
tir"t vrrucm re ro he hmh, from 1892 to 1906, was a
v -vhapcd detached breakwater During 1907·1909 the
eavrem shore breakwater was built and between 1912
an d 191'; the western chore breakwater A harbor

ent rance of 1200 feet was left between the eastern arm
and the main breakwater and a 15(X) toot entrance

between ....'estern arm and main brcakwarer.u Even
before completion , the harhor served as a refuge for
many ships. During the yea r which ended lune 30,
lvll, ., lJ vessel- tonk shelter there from rough scus.!"

Financing the"l' srrucrutcs hy Congress was justified
lin grnllnd, that a genetal nr nationa l interest was
served As m the improvement of the pond entrance,

the Curpc of Engm ecr s maintained for many years that
It wa" too cosil y and not worthwhile because of its
lim ited and stri ctly local ht'nefit.

II F. w. Fogarly , "Summ.uv of Federal Work ;It l'oim
ruJith Hurbnr, Rhode lvland , lfN.!-llJ71," letter
Au!:ust H . 1971

Point ludnh Pond i" more pond than hay because
ocean w aves have deposited a barrier beach at its

entrance. Through this beach there has been in the
PJ.~t an outlet, shilting in location and varving in
width and depth . Marked changes took pla ce in rhe
pond during the nineteenth century . The great
Sept ember gale of 1915 closed the then existing
npen ing into Sand Hi ll Cove and formed a new outlet

when the water lew! rose in the pond . While formerly
\'('sscls of five to twenty tons could enter the pond, the

new cnnancc was filled with sand in the b tl' lH60s
.iml an engineer's report in 1895 lndicatcd that the
hrcnchwov then in ex istence could he e;lsi ly forded
hy ox teams.

Manufucrunng and fishing interest ... favored dredg
ing a navigable channel from the ocean to the head of
the pond in Wakefield, the former to escape high
irci.ltht charges of the Providence and Sromngron

I" N(!rr<l.~(Ill'ell TIIII/'s Octnhcr 27,1911 ,5.

15 I/olt ,e Doc lIm,'nl<. ,Ud Cong., 2.1 St'''''. , I-k/"JlI of th e
S"l·ut,lr}' of War , pan 2 (Wash ington GPO, UP" I 2S7.



2 9 I'O IST IU OlTH

Railroa d and the latter to improve productivity of thei r

fishery Later the emergen ce of high way mot or trans"
port elimi nated the suppo rt of manu facturing interests.

W hil e these im provemen ts were desired by various
groups in South Kings to wn , th e Corps o f Engineers did
no t loo k u pon the project with favor . A lon g series

of ad verse reports preceded the actu al in it iat ion of
dre dging.

Th e..e negati ve rep orts m ust have been disheartening
m local interest .. see king a federal project for
improvement of the pond . T he first reject ion in effect
told resi de nts th at thei r idea mig ht h ave rncrir in
New Yor k, hut not in South Kingstow n In the words

of General G K. Warren of th e Co rps af te r a su rvey
in 1 ~7,1-

To secu re dny drliticidl enlargemen t of th e

outlel, exlcn\j\t' stone iettie~ wo uld be requ ired on

ul<'h 'Idl' W prevent rhe opening being filled w;lh

'''11.1. and C\ en shese. un /e" of very aeat ex tetu,
would he ni doubtful effr-cr, fm the beach i~ cnm pn\ed
,,1"llit /inX "dod. n,poscd to lhe full inrce of the
r/{'1'11n Wllve.~ .

TIlt' villa,'l.e fI/ WlJkefidd h situated at Ih e h eed of
thh p,md.-ami II ve\\eh 0; mn.lerllfe drau,l!;ht could
be made 10 rel/ch II. the pl'ople would be much

CovnnmClll dcrnck />al l(<',' WNe la n d in.1I. ,1 10111' o n Ill e
",IHlI<' .nm" " I ,hI' />rl'<lhl'<l tn .~<'j ' I£'m /><'F 22, /903. Th ou,l!,l1
/J1l11' ",'Tl'<lI/I' cnnndctrd, fll,' II,HI"1[ _, lruelll'" hod _,erl'n! 11.\

trtll>:t' tm I'i;t'.h'",'u I'o.,e/s III a .l/Jl!t' the PH'\""ll< [unc.

hene(irrcd, bIll the emf of makirJ,I!; mi rahle works
would be '0 ,l!;H'al Ihat nolhing bUI the com merce of a
great city lik.. Ne w York wo uld ru,qify the atte m pr

Tll/'/[' ,10 ll1 /i/id ,llll<1rllOr CHItin>: million, could be
lIfinrded , lind on ly under it ,~hcl/er could the beadl hr

/;;.I'l't /Icrmllllellfly open. / uwreinrc ~ ll /Jmj t no e.~ l i nl<l le

lor Improvemen r.15

In another survey of IIlRIl Captain Thom as l Cascv

wr ote - " In my op in ion th e entrance to Point lu dith
Po nd is not wo rthy of Im provemen t " Even
aft e r Congress h ad approved the ha rbor 0 1 refuge -
<l pnli t'( ! C/lst inl<: m illions - im provcrncnr of th e pond
cnuancc con tinued to he rejec ted. In IR91 Congress

'lppropria!eJ S7,."iOO to dr edge th e channel into the
pond. hut the Corps aJvised aRainst spenJinR the
-ooncv appropr iat ed .

w hile federal author it ies co n tinued to rcicct th e
cnn uncc to the po nd as an oh ject of co ns rruc non.
r.rpid str ides we re made in building the mai n br eak 

wnllnf the harbor of ref uge. In a series of appropria 
tio ns from IH<J(1ro 11'97, $ [,1:;0,00:) h ad hee n vot ed !'Iy
Co ng ress for th is wnr k, st ill far from co mplete but
wh ich bcg.m to prorect rhe beach fro m rhe lull for ce
of the wa vc-c Th is protect inn was not on ly desired bv

,h ipping imeles ts see kinR a pla ce of ref uge hut was

.,k RJII\, "

-

'1
.1
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necesxarv for any improverncnrv in the pond en tra nce.
These massive w orks offshore in effect ma de npening

of the breach.....a}· more feasrble
T he sce ne of ac tion th en shif ted from the

bureau cracy of the Co rps of Enginee rs to th e po pula r

dem ocra cy ot rh c Ne w Engl.m d town meetin g. If the

federal government would no t un de rta ke the desired
Improverncnes. South Kings to w n was to do so, lat er
with sta ll.'assi~lance .

On Februarv 19, 1901, South Kingstown appropriated

SI2,5(X) to open the breachwav from Point Judith Pond
to the ocean . On March 19, 1901, a raxpavc rs' lOw n
mccung there pJs~ed a resolunon by vn te of 49 IO .U

to empower J committee consisti ng of W ill iam C.
Cla rke. W illi a m C. G reene and Ca rder H . T uck er to

"effect th e opening of a per ma nent br each way
con nec ting .. , Puint Judi th Pond with th e sea."

The meeting was the occasion for conside rable
debat e. Hen ry Whaley nppnscd the projec t on
grounds that it could nlll he finished for less than
'S '>O.cm and because . he claimed, the breachway
would kill the fi~hing interest Increased salinity did in

fact eliminate certain rvpc s of fishin~ from the pond.
N, C. Peckh am voiced opposition 10 rh e under

rakin g became the town was already burdened w ith
indebtedness of S1(-;0,000 and th e hreac hway at
Block [stand had cost S2.'iO.0fX1,

J, G. Peck ham proposed an amend ment 10 lim it th e
expenditure for dn'dging to rbc 'S12,SOO alteadv
appropriated and th is was accepted T hu.. opening of
the pond was init iated.

Part of th e pond was situa ted in the districl of
Narragansett . wh ich had spilt <Iff from South Ktngs

town some yeat~ hcfore the rum of the century . At.1
taxpayers" rnccung in Narragn nscu called on
Murch IR, 1901 for cnnsidcri ng an equal con tribution

to the projec t, the cummirrcc promoting rh c issue
consivn-d of I C Cros.., E, D Tavlor an d T. G. Hazard ,

16 '\ "lTW:,:' I11,' t'!t T inu:v M a rc h 12, 190 J. 8.

17 NIl"a,~m ll 'f1 Tunes M;) r~h 29. 1901. 8,

III Twenty-nmrh Annual Rtf '" r: 01 thf' H,lt lJ(lf
Comml ,-,,,mt'f [I'rcvrdence: E. l Freeman. 1 9(}~1 57.

19 Senate, MOth Cong.• lst XSS . Dcc um er n No I.; , r .9,17.

r ,m of thl' pond W<l< <1!Ull lcd In N 'II1" :>:JJ O <;CIl whl( h had <pIt!
0 '1 trnm South I( m }(' town "clo rt' rhO' ru-n 01Iho' rr-m urv.

fl, tour'" ",.,1' , 11I,,,,1. 1,1"",IIB7J N'lIl Rh"J,' )_bnJ B"Yl\,l.,,,·_,
Ifl. V, 1'1,11'. I" I"h" IlL" , 1"" ,_ c"<!,,

Jr T he nppovinon prevai led , Edgar W. w an-, said it

would he like throwing money into the sea . Thomas
T Tucker claimed it would cost S200,cm Hi open the

hrcacbwav and even then it might nOI be pe rmanent
Charles T. Tucker moved a reso lution to appropriate
'S12.::;00. which was defeated by a vo te of JJ In 14
The meeting then vo ted to lease righr s to the pond ttl

Snuth Kingsmwn for fifty ye ars, T hus the projec t was

c.imcd nn hy on ly one of th e towns in wh ich th e pond
was located I~

COJllmo'rn lll I;.hctlllo'lJ stun c 'J'll Ct' Will! ' l'w ll li, llI lI ,~ !lj'lJh
and pled' Ufo' n " tl III C" lrI.'t' , 1""'1'",,1'(1111 If! 191,1·/9,15.
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The Ceneru l Assc mhly passed an enabling act on
M arch 23, 190 1 au thorizing Sout h Kingstown to op en
the breach wav.!" In addition the state legislat ure

ap pro pria ted SIO,l'XX! in 1902 and the sa me amou n t in
1903 1(1 augment town fu nds for the proj ect. The sta te
funds .....ere used 10 build two retries 10 protect the

breach w av A channel seventy-five Icc r wide w ith a
seven-foot depth at mean low wa te r was ccns rrucrcd
from the head of the po nd til the sea." Du ring in it ial
improvement of the outlet and pond between 1902 and
1910, S·U,H2 "l9 was expended by state an d to wn on
the proiect . One consequence of the prosecution of
lhi~ work hy local inte rests was J change in the

r(l~ture of the Corrs of Engineers. In the I~ report
of its chid the un,i:tling ...-ork was noted and - in

eecogrrinon (It local dfons -;I federal eontrihution of

•• •

$1O,O:XI fnr ex tension of jetl it's or dredgin g wa s
rccom m end ed.!v

The rnosr signiAcant improvemen ts in Point Judith
Pond were rmt III clime u ntil th e depression years 1934
and IlJt:; , when public work-, were widely promoted to

vumulare the economy. At that time Rhu de Island

..pent <;227.21\1 in state fun ds and a S77,lXXJgrant from
the Public Work.. Admmivuuuon tn build two sta te
piers - at Calilcc and lcrusa lem - to dredge a

.~ 5 · a Cll· ant:hora'::l' bavm just inside the pond ent rance
and tor uthcr irnprovcmcms This ma ....ivc program of
irnprovcrm-m rcptcvcms a take-oft point for the

grow rh of commercial Ashin.!: at Point Judith.

Aiter the tum 01 the century, the Arsl vessels were
inrwJuccd 1010 a rrn·iously exclu..ivelv shore Ashery
oj ro\...hoats and J fcw vailboar... Following construe-

nJ I '{ n,

•
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tiun of the harbor of refuge, these early vessel s w ere
brought to Poi nt Judith hut they h ad to be anchored
outside th e pond in protec ted wat ers encompasse d by

the rock breakwaters. Even w itho ut th e state piers and
anchorage basin, the ini tia l wor ks of cons tru ct ion
we re sufficient to perm it substantial expans ion of

fishing activities. T he inc rease in land ings fro m 300
tons in 1fl9.'i to about 3000 tons in 1935 - an ave rage
annual rise of 22.S per cent - clea rly cou ld n ot have
occurred without the harbor of refuge. After th e ma jor
construction of 19.34-.35, however, gro wt h ra te shor up

dramancally Increase in fish land ings fro m abo ut
."I{)(X} tons in 19.1'i 10 17,(XXllOns in 1945 represents an
average growth rate of 46,6 per cent per year, a ll th e

more remarkable since it took place first dur in g
waning years of the depression - when capital for
invcsuucnr in new equipment was scarce - an d th en

during World war " with its a ttendant shortages of
manpower and material resour ces. Since 1945 the re

has been still funher increase in th e catch and
earnings of the Poin t [udnh fish er men . Tonna ge
landed reached .'iO.(x() in 19S9, valued at abou t

$2 million. W h ile depletion of Ash populat ions and

uthcr factors such as foreign competi tion reduced
ron nngc , price increases resul ted in a 1970 prod uct ion
tot al of some 30,rXlO tons valued at abo ut $4 m illion.

Clearly th is phenomenal gro wth cannot be
attr ibuted on ly to the harbor improve ments descr ibed.
Other fac tor s enter the picture such as form ation of
the Point [udith Fisherm en 's Coopera tive Association,
which confers tr em endous benefits to membe rs both

in marketing of fish an d purchase of equipment. T he
leadership of ;1 man so talented and knowledgeable as
Captain I. I Dyk'lra is an individual factor oi major

irnpnrtnnce. De velopments in technology - especi:Jlly
introduc tion of increasingly powerful marine engines
and more modern gear - arc also involved. However,

without engineerin g wo rks constructed between 1!\92
an d 1935, none of the other factors could have en te red

the Pnint ludnh pict ure. Man-made changes of
geography in this part of Rhode leland, in the pond
and its entrance as we ll as in the harbor of refuge,
were necessary conditions for development of corn
mcrcial fi~hing to irs orcscm state .

po; /1f Judirh Pishermcns Coopnatlve AIsociatlO/t confer"
.'{/I.'<l1 [,t'nefit,1 10 IIll.'m/>I.'I .1 [lOlll in marknin.'{ of R,sh and
purch,lll' of eill/lpllll'n t,

!thode hlil"d D<v<l,,~m"nlCou n", 1



R['ward., of 0I1e hundred <!lui rwelllv·tive y",n.\ of
I'l'I,'j,leIIU' <Ir[' vU'w[,d 'I.' tnctnrian I'lItri<:k T, Conlcy,
SOldl'ry I't"'hlen! ''''cph K Orl, and DJ/ccr"r Io:;Jyho)!.
rXlIJllIJ1I' ir,'Ill' tmm rill' I"n'utly acavnrcd IiImJIy 'JIld
1'1l1'1'r\ Df Rlio,j,' hlrlJlcl iUrI\[ Iknty AfiIFch'JI1r. A!torney
Cenoa! OJ Ih,~ ,,,lollY lIlId dt'/c)!.ate I" rhe Cnnrmcmal
COll,I::H'.\\. The S"cicl.v !J(I.\ ,,"u,I::!JI th",", meterials of thc
f<t'I'ohlr/on nnd Ir, IIftermarh ,inc,' 1847.
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