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A late eighteenth-century
engraving of the Philadelpiua
Alms House. In Rhode Island.
workhouses for the poor were
established in various town s.
Newport . the largest town In

Rhode Island during the early
eighteenth century. built the first
workhouse in the colony In the
1720 S. Courtesy of American
Antiquarian Society.
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Poor Relief, Local Finance, and Town

Government in Eighteenth-Century

Rhode Island

by Bruce C. Daniels*

Local gove rnments in th e United Sta tes today arc bel eaguered with fi
na ncial problems : education, police and fire protect ion , highway and
sanitation maintenan ce, welfare programs, alo ng With many othe r
lesser bu t collective ly significant costs, all place a strain on commu

nities, almost all of which derive th e hulk of their revenue from a prop
erty tax . Recent attempts to lessen the strain range (rom cut ti ng ser

vices and streamlining adminis tration to see king funds from federal
an d sta te levels to borro wing heavily and mort gaging fut ure gene ra
tions. Taypayers frequently blame thei r local officials, and tax revolt s
by disgruntled local inhabitants have become com monplace as people
si mply refuse to endure what they regard as oppressive levies.

Ever y gene ration tends to think its prob lems arc un ique, and indeed
to a certain extent th ey are, but a Similar financia l crisis on the local
leve l developed in the mi ddle of the eigh teenth centu ry In Rhode is
land . The response of colonia l Rhode Island tax payers bears ma ny sim
ilarities to respon ses today. During the colonia l period, however, the
COStS of local government were relat ively sm all . Rising welfare costs
accounted primarily for local finan cial problems. Like toda v's local
governments, Rhod e Island 's co lonial towns tried to cut th e cost of
welfare and Admini st er it more efficiently. While they did not seek
fun ds directly from the colony, th ey tri ed to redu ce th e colony 's tax es
and tri ed to borrow money to pay immediate bills. Loca l ta xpayers fre
quently refused to pay th eir taxes and at tim es allow ed th eir local offi
cials to take the blame .

The two major and clo sely related problem s facing town government
in eighteenth-century Rhode Island were the administ ering of poor re
lief and local finance . Surprisingly, little has been written recently
about local practice in either area. Most of the ne w community stu dies
concentrate on power relationships, family patt erns, And soc ia l struc
tures; th ey ignore . o r mention only in passing. welfare and fina nce . If
we are to penetrate th e lives an d minds of coloni sts , we mu st know
more about th e issu es that absorbed their att ention.I

As with all aspect s of local govern me nt, the ultimate power over
poor relief lay with the town meeting, although as early as 1647 the
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General Assembly orde red each tow n to elect an overseer of the poor to

assist in "matntaim ng th e trnpoten t." ! In the seventeenth century. re
lief was suc h a minor proble m th at th e town meeting usually handl ed
all cases itself; th e oversee r had little discretionary powers and merely
implemented the meeting's orders . The normal method was for the
town meenng to authorize pay me nt to some will ing person w ho would
in turn pro vide care for the person needing ass istance. Rcci picru s of
care incurred no debts for the aid extended the m and were not requ ired
to work in return for their su pport . U. however. a perso n needing aid
was completely healthy-not a very commo n condition am ong recipi
ents-or if he or she were underage, an indent ure was someti mes ar

ranged. By and large, those tc..... necd mg care 10 the seve nte enth cent ury
were th e elderly and infi rm who w ere cared for out of a sense of com 
munit y dut y, or orph ans who .....ere placed 10 a rela tive's or neighbor's
hom e. Even in this period whe n cases were few, and invol ved people
that everyone kn ew, the meetings exhibited some penuriousness. In
1 6~9 Portsmouth han dled ItS first case of relief and voted that "old John
Mott shall be provided for of meat, dn nk and lodging and washing by
Geo rge Parker at hrs hom e." for wh ich Parker woul d be paid five shil l
ings per week, "so far as th e tr easury will go." Warwick 's town meet ing
authorized money to pay for medical care for a disabled resident. but
made the payments to th e physician conditio nal upon a su ccessful
cure. Providence saved money by ordering th e sale of th e estate of John
Jones to help pay for his "com fortable exis tence ." Despite the se exam
ples of towns attempting to hold down welfare costs, no evidence ex
ists to show that a signi ficant number of peopl e were denied relief. The
townspeople. assembled together as a community, authorized and ad 
ministered the care and the poor were kept in reasonable circum 
stances in the homes of neighbors and friend s.

Toward the end of the seventeenth cent ury and in the early eigh
teenth century, as relief costs increased, the towns began to transfer the
decision-making to the town council, a body composed of six men who
acted as the town 's chief executive officers, and to the overseers of th e
poor, who were called upon to exercise more judgment in everyday
cases. The overseers usually arranged the details of finding someone to

care for an indigent person and also agreed upon the financial compen 
sation given for providing th e care. The counci l, however, had to make
the final authorization of funds for each relief case, which they usually
did on the recommendation of the overseers. The council al so dec ided
some difficult cases itse lf, and in a couple of towns th e councilmen
were also elected as overseers of th e poor and served in dual capacm es .

Unfortunately. records of th e overseers do not survive; we only know
of their actions through th e records of the councils. Town council rec
ords reveal , however, that th e co unci ls, working in conjunction with
the overseers, were inclined to tighten up on reli ef expenses and in
some cases took precautions to ward off relief charges before they ap 
peared. Providence 's council ordered a man to post bond to guarantee
that a bastard child being raised in his hom e was not "likely to become
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chargeable" to the tow n. At the same mee ting it ordered a woman and
baby out of town because it appeared the y might at some future time
requ ire town support . Whe n th e Providence council was informed tha t
Thomas Couper had posted notice of his marriage to a woman outside
of town, it ordered that the marriage be prevented because Cooper, "a
person infamous [might ] depart leavi ng the said woman __ . as cha rge
to the town." Portsmouth 's town council ordered two men to place a
man in a home "to diet as cheap as they can"; the councilmen main
tamed this man at a low enough level that It required their special au
thorization to buy him a shirt . The Portsmouth council also refused to
support the children of a couple who claimed they could not "subsist"
without aid . The couple we re cared for, but the children were bound
out as apprentices. A Warwick woman, presumably well -advised of the
council 's hopes for saving money, volunteered to surrender her estate
to her petition to the council for relief. In response to an inquiry by
Providence in 161h, the General Assembly passed the first of wha t
would be many laws au thorizing the town councils to regulate adm is
sio n to their towns to head off potential poor relief charges . The coun
ci ls were allowed to require a bond from any person see king to move to
town or they could reject any prospect ive inhabitant . If a person re
fu sed to post bond or refused to leave the town, the council could apply
to a iusnce of the peace for a warra nt and fine the person five pounds or
adm inister a wh ipping not to exceed twent y st ripes . T his legislation
was repeated and broadened to eli mi nate loopholes in 171 7 "

Despite the seventy of a law au thorizing the laying on of twent y
stripes, and des pite the tow n counci ls ' deci ded attem pts to avo id an y
extra expenses , rel ief did not cause great problem s for Rhode Island
towns until th e I7}OS. It th en became a pressin g conce rn and grew
more pressing every decade of th e colonial period. The inc reas ing need
for poor relief resulted primarily from economic forces operat ing beyond
anyone 's direct control. First, Rhode Island, as did all the colonies, ex
perienced a high rate of population growth, and the once favorable ratio
of land to man began to decline. The figures for den sity of population
have never been precis ely tabulated for Rhode Island 's to wns, but in
Connecticu t and New Hamp sh ire population den sit y became critic ally
high in the second quart er of th e eigh teent h century.' Rhode Island, a
sma ll colony with no frontier for new sett leme nts, had a rapidly grow
ing populati on that nearly doubled between 1730 and 1748, growi ng
from 17,935 to 34,128. The co lony, lik e its Puritan neighbors, was un 
doubted ly affected by a short age of land . Seco nd, Rhode Island 's small
area and the proxim ity of nearly every one of its towns to the oce an
made it more depe ndent on seagoing com merce th an most ot he r north
ern colonies ! The opportunity for a vast amount of oce an trade was a
mixed blessing: on the positive side it absorbed much of the excess
populat ion and provided a sti mulan t to the econom y; on th e nega tive
side it created a sizeable pool of workers who were injured or killed,
leaving dependent fami lies , and it subiected many of th e workers to th e
am biguities of an Atlantic econo my that swung erratically betwee n
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prosperit y and dcprcssum. Thad. all 01 the northern co lonies expert

enced changes In the distribu tion of wealth In the erghtecntb centu ry
and , although histonans ' knowledge of these changes IS far fro m per
feet . it appear.. that the uppe r elements of cocrctv we re inc reasing thei r
percentage 01 SOCiety's wealth. A growing mequuv in the disr nburion
of wealth characterized Nee, England society, especially In commu
n iti es with much me rch ant acnvuy; such as most of Rhode Island 's
towns. Fm al lv the colonia l wa rs of the I740s and I 750s diverted m any
men m to the m ili tary and resu lted in miuncs and m uc h loss of li te,
leaving m an y families either te m porarily or permanent ly without able
bodied men to provide for th em: These fou r pheno me na coalesced to
create grave economic prob lems for the northern co loni es. In Rhod e Is
land th ese pro blems cont ribute d to a financial crisis which brought
about changes in the administration of welfare.

Althou gh towns sc rim ped here and the re o n welf are cos ts in th e
early eig hteenth ce ntu ry, th ey wer e relati vely wel l off fin anciall y and

ac tu ally paid le~" taxes th an th ey had in the seve nteen th ce ntury. In the
firs t dec ade of the eighteenth century, the co lony gove rn ment de vel
oped a system of financing it s expenses through emitti ng paper money.
It no t only secured enough money to end co lony taxes on the towns for
ove r four decades, but had enough left over til rem it some excess. money
to the to w ns . In the words of Rhode Island 's most drsunguisbed lusro
nan, Syd ney V. lames, the colony went on a " tax holiday. " Towns, re
lieved of paying colony ta xes, on ly occasionally levied local ta xes, and
th ese were mva nablv small. At the sa me ti me that poor reli ef cos ts be
gan ris ing sharply, ho we ver, the co lony 's finances we re stra ined by the
exigencies of fighnng m ator wars 10 th e 17"'0s and 1750s. Moreover,
th e Brit ish Parliament ended th e tax holiday by passing leg islat ion
which co m pelle d the co lon}' to ret ire its cu rre ncy emission s with in
two yea rs of the ir issuance."

The impact of rising local and colony -level cos ts began to be felt at
mid-century. Finances had played a rema rkably sm all role in town gov

ernment between 1700 and th e lat e 17"'Os, but th ereafter ever y town
began to com pla in about rising costs . Finances, in fact , became th e
most d iscu ssed matter of local government. Portsmouth, for exam ple ,
had been so flu sh in the I 730s that its town meeting voted to give eve ry
resident 10 town twe nt y shillings ou t of money It had received from th e
co lon}" and prefaced the vot e by declaring that there was "m or e money
in the to w n treasury than to defra y the town 's charges ." Aft er expe ri
encing su rpluses as high as fift y-on e pounds in 17...4, Portsmouth 's
fina ncial sit ua tion bega n to det eriorat e. In 1750 th e treasur er com
plained to the to wn m eeting that he "hath not received one penny ...
for the rent of any h ighway." In th e foll owing tw o decades, Portsmouth
was for ced to raise taxes to th e point wh ere non-payment became a se
rious problem and the names of delinquents were reco rded in the town
records. Sti ll, Port smouth remained solvent and was one of th e more
fortuna te towns. Warwi ck , which on ce had surp lus es, experienced
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large de ficits and m ade nu merous references in the late J7-10s and the
J750s to the "town treasury being exhausted." By 1765 the town audit
recorded a deficit of £3,·13-1 Old Tenor, a huge sum for a town. East
Greenwich 's first indication of financial problems occurred m 1748
when the auditors reported to the mee ting that "there IS no money In

the treasury and the town IS grea tly in debt ." There was no doubt in
anyone's nund as to the pnmarv reason for the indebtedness. As the
town meeung recorded before passing a tax in 175-1 : "T he tow n tr ea
sury of said tow n is very much exhaus ted . . . and many person s have
conside rable dema nds upon the treasurer for th e suppom ng of the poor
of said to wn." Nor were these cases unusual : in towns as diverse in so
cia l str uc tu re, population, locat ion , and age. as Crans ton, Newport,
New Shoreham, Provid ence, Scit uate, South Kingston , Tiverton , and
West erly, simi lar probl em s su rfaced at thi s time and finances became
the cent ral focus of the tow n meeting."

Financial problems wrought a change in att itu des towards poor relief
which were reflec ted In th e "warn ing out " sys tem, whereby to wns re
fused to accept responsr brlnv for maint aming certain peo ple and or
de red them out of town. Rhode Island law specified that a person's na
tive town assumed responsibility tor th at person 's we lfare unless he or
she gained a "legal se ttlement " else whe re. A legal sett lement was de
fined as being admitted in full faith to a to wn and could only be granted
by the to wn council. Most town councils were loath to grant that sta
tus If there were an y ch ance that a person might ever beco me "charge
able" to the town . A newcom er was usually asked. as the Warwick
town council phra sed it to a recent arrival, "by what means he doth
dwell in our town?" An unsati sfactory answer was grounds for imme
diate expulsion or for being told that one could only stay in town with
out th e status of legal inhabitant. Th e Rhode Island Ge ne ral Assembly
strengthened the hand of the town counc ils with a 174H law that reo
affirmed the principle that all people must be adm itted to a legal se t tle
ment . Mor e im porta nt, it prov ided a mechanism for th e town cou nci ls
to im plem ent the prin ciple. Because (as th e preamble to th e law sta ted)
of "great cont rovers ies bet ween towns in th e removal of their poor ,"
person s coming to a town an d desi ring to settle th ere had to give,
within a month of th eir a rriva l, written not ice to th e town council of
the place of th eir birt h, th eir last legal residen ce, and th e number of
person !"> in their family." This would prevent anyone from ente ring a
town unnot iced and late r m ak ing claims upon the tow n for support .

In the towns where warning-out wnts can be quantified, the nu mbe r
inc reased substa nt ially in th e middle of th e eigh tee nth cemurv. POrtS
mouth ave raged between one and two warn ing-ou t wr its per year be
tween 1700 and 1727, but afte r issuing nine of th em In 1728 th e town
averaged more than six warning-out writs in th e eightee nt h cent ury
until it reached a peak in 1774, when it issued them to ninet een fam 
ilies and si xteen single persons. Of course, since th e: populati on of the
towns was also inc reasi ng, th e rat io of writs to population may not
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have in creased, but th e absolute numbers being Issued caused admin
istrative difficult ies and took much tim e . In an effort to over come
these difficulties, Providence in 1758 pnnted blank warrants that th e
clerk of the town counc il could sign in advance and authorized the
town sergeant to "insert the names of any transi ent persons he ma y
hear of."! '

Towns lacked com passion by refusing to acc ept any responsibility

for persons to whom they were not legally obligated. In spite of the
obvious hardships involved, Providence ordered a man "who is non

com pos mentis" to return to Salisbury, Pennsylvania. Pregnant women
were frequently ordered to leave if it appeared they would become
chargeable after the birth of their children . Most people had to travel to
nearby places in Rhode Island or Massachusetts. but distance was no
barrier and an oc casional traveler was sent back to the southern colo
nies or the West Indies. If departure would clearly hazard a person 's
life, the council would delay it . but no longer than necessary. A man in
Warwick, "in a ver y poor condition With a sore arm and also attended
with a fever: ' had his removal to Maryland reluctantly postponed by
the council but only "until h is arm be cured." One month later the ex 
pulsion writ was issued . Colony law required anyone entertaining a

stranger to report to the town council or be liabl e for a fine of five
pounds Current Money. Even if a local resident was voluntarily sup
porting a visitor in great distress from another town, the council might
act to head off charges. Sou th Kingst on required one of its respected
citizens to post bond for a woman with a "bastard child ... and lying

l
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In sickness" to guarantee ..he wou ld he cared for. Otherwise she would
be warned out . Mere longevity In to wn did not supercede th e legal re

qui reme nt of obta inmg a senlernem . One woman lived in Providence
from th e age of ten to nineteen with he r father who worked for it Pro
vidence treeholder . But because her father had never obtained a legal
settlement in Providence. she was sent back to Newpo rt. her place of
birth . when she became pregna nt out of wedlock. even though she had
not been there for over nine years . Similarly, anot he r woman , "..... rth
child and likely to become chargeable to this town If not timely re
moved ," was sent from Providence to Newport a lthough she had not

lived In Newport for fou rtee n years . Most people did ha ve a home town
which was requ ired to support them , but some transients never suc
ceeded in persuad ing a town to accept responsibilit y for them, and he
came foo tloose wande rers- the "strolling poor." II

In many such cases the town to which a person was dispatched was
reluctant to accept him. Towns frequent ly bicke red over questions of
responsibility for individuals. Portsmouth and Newport, the two towns
on Aquidncck Island, cxpenenced endemic stnfc over who was respon
sib le for whom and appoi nted a Joint comm ittee about once every three
years to recommend set tlements . In one case th at could not be sett led
by co mrninec, the two towns asked it th ird town to he a referee and to

deci de who should support th e two families in quest ion . Providen ce
sent a pregnant woman hack to Anlcborough, Massachusett s, which
refused to accept he r and ret urned her to Providence, whicb. conceiv
mg that this was "directly contrary to law," refused to accept her back.
In another dispute over a pregnant woman, when ne ither Providence

nor Rehoboth, Massachusetts. would assume responsibilit y for her. Re
hoboth sugge sted thi rd-party arbitrati on . Providence refused an d re
ferre d the matt er to the courts. whi ch was th e formal legal recourse if
towns could not agree, Arbitration was employed only occa siona lly be
cause finmgs did not have the force of law and could he ignored. An
other wom an , whose case was disputed by Providence and Rehoboth,
told a sad tale of bemg moved by tow ns five times in the preceding ten
years. Neither town was moved to compassion by her story. Towns
cou ld go to great lengths to avoid accept ing a person on the relief rolls :
the tow n council of Portsmouth asked the town meeti ng for guida nce
whe n North Kingston refused to accept a man who had been warned
ou t, and th e town meeting appointed a comm ittee to coll ect evidence
to prove in court th e iusuce of its case."

Although defiance of warning-out orders was not uncom mon, th e
town counc ils meant the writs to be enforced and did not tak e defiance
ligh tly. If a person was warned out and returned without the council 's
permission, the council could not di rectly punish the person bu t cou ld
apply to the court for a judgment [whi ch was usually issued! to whip or

fine him . No r was the wh ipping symbolic; usuall y it was "ten stri pes
upon th e naked back ," but a woman returning to Port sm ou th was

".
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whipped fifteen stripes and two women in Providence were whipped
fifteen and twenty stripes respectively. In these two Providence cases
the whippings were to be repeated each time the women returned. II

Warning out was the most prevalent means, hut not the only one,
employed by town councils to avoid charges. The "binding out" of poor
children as apprentices was widely practiced and colony legislation in
1742 strengthened the town councils' powers to do so . Ten months
later, the assembly extended these powers to include the binding out of
persons " non compos m entis" as workmen. In 1753 it further extended
this to "idle or indigent persons or disorderly persons" and included al 
lowing the person bound out to be sent to sea. Town councils did not
hesitate to implement this legislation. Warwick , for example, bound
out children as young as seven or eight to serve as servants or appren
tices until they were twenty-one. One bastard named Freelove Sweet
[probably with no irony intended) was hound out at the age of four to
serve until she attained the age of eighteen. Providence directed its
council to bind out dependent children "with all convenient speed."
Much evidence suggests that towns also saved money by giving dif
ferential care to indigent persons of differing social status. Providence,
for one example, contracted for the "drink, washing, lodging, and atten
dance as may be necessary for a Negro man," and in another example
South Kingston voted fund s necessary to support a woman of "quality."
The degree of difference can never be known with certitude but seems
to have been substantial . the Providence town counci l voted fourteen
shillings per week for the care of a white man and at the same meeting
authorized eight shillings per week for a black. Towns also forced fi
nancially able residents to support their relatives instead of keeping
them at the taxpayers ' expense . When one man, "being old, impotent
and . .. chargeable to this town," was not maintained by his children,
the Providence town council applied for a writ from th e court " to ob
lige his relations to support him." If supporting one 's relatives worked
an unacceptable hardship on a person, however, the council would be
lenient. When an old farmer complained to th e Warwick town council
that he could not afford to completely support his two sisters who
"were very often non com pos mentis, at which times they were very
troublesome," the council voted to give "from time to time ... such
relief out of ye town treasury. " The Portsmouth town council, in two
instances, did not force widows to support completely their aged rela
tives and dispersed funds to assist them. A final method of preventing
what the towns regarded as unnecessary expenses was to proscribe cer
tain people from being served at taverns, hoping to avoid the possibility
of a future relief bill. In a typical town council proscription order,
South Kingston forbid local taverns from serving a woman, "who is
very excessive and extravagcnt in drinking ... and spends what she la
bors for at the tavern ... which reduces her to so Iowa degree that she
is likely to become chargeable to this town, " The phrase widely used to

indicate this restriction was that a person was "posted." 16
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Despite all the best efforts of the town councils to avoid or mtrurmze
poor relief responsibilities, costs stili rose and caused severe financial
problems, In response to the seemmgly unalterable fact that some poo r
people had to be fed, lodged , and clothed, many towns employed a
workhouse system, widely used in England , but which did not appear
in Rhode Island until the 1720s. As might be expected, Newport, by Iar

the largest town In the colony, and the one with the most pressing
relief problems, built the first workhouse. It was ordered to be con
structed in 1713 and was apparently finished shortly thereafter. No
others were built until Providence. the second largest town, did so
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some time in the early 1750s, when ItS financial problems had become
clearl y man ifest . Small towns sometimes grouped together to con
struct a workh ouse. Warwick built one in 1763 with the aid of a lottery
authorized by the colony and with support from seve ral othe r towns
who would have recourse to it. In th e same year, Ports mouth and Mid
dletown began negot iati ons on a joint ly administ ered workho use . Even
a town as small as Tiverto n, after earlier defeat ing a proposal to build a
workhouse, authorized th e cons truction of one."

The th eory behind th e wor khouse movement was twofold: firs t,
costs woul d be redu ced by grouping the indigent togethe r in a com
mune closely supe rvised by appointment or elec ted officials; second, as
the name of the institution suggests, peop le there would be compelled
to work and produce something of value to be sold , and the town would
recaptur e some of its expended monies . Towns may have initially re
garded the workhouse as a panacea for their problems. Providence
orde red "every person mainramed by the town" to be put into one. War
wick authorized its town counc il " to put any person in the house as a
tenant as they sha ll time to time sec fit for the interests of the tow n."
Everyone knew, of course, that a workhouse cou ld never he entirely
self-su pporti ng and that some tax money was sti ll needed to mainta in a
minimum sta nda rd of su rvival for the poor. Money was given to the
ove rseers of th e workhouse on a sliding scale, whereby residents re
ceived support acco rding to their needs. It is difficult to say precisely
what ki nd of food, shelter, clothes, and so forth , the poor received, bu t
it is clear that the standard was near an absolute rmmmum. The work 
house keeper of Warwick was given an average of three shillings per
week per person by a town council that authorized an equal three shill 
ing payment to each to wn councilman for his dinner on the night of
counci l mee t ings . T he council could save money on some people such
as a "suc kling chi ld" who needed only six pen ce a week."

Other fragment s of surviving evide nce indicate that th e work houses
did not solve th e financial crisis to everyone's satisfaction and tha t life
in a workhouse was far from a happy experience . New-port. with the
most expe rience in running a workhouse, appomtcd a committee in
1760 to examine how it was functioning and the "reasons for such an
expense arising to the town, and to consider some proper method
to endeavor to lessen said charges ." The commuter recommended,
among other things, that the workhouse "be Immediately cleared " (It
anyone who could probably make his own living and that all rcsrdems
in the workhouse should be "kept to such work or labor " that more
profit could he made. In ot her words, the workhouse-keeper was ad
vised to eit he r throw people ou t or work them ha rder. The regulanons
for th e workhouse al ready gave th e keeper nearly complete co ntro l
over the lives of the resident s and authorized him to administer fairly
severe punishment such as being "co nfined in ve manner as ye mas ter
sha ll think fit: ' Adding to the indignity of bemg m the workhouse, the
Newport town mee ting required all resrdenrs "maimamed by the town
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or receive of the town 's charity" to wea r distinguishing badges on their
clothes. During the Revolutionary period, when Warwick was feeling
an acute financial pinch, a special town meeting held to deal with re
lief voted that "whereas it is bad policy and injurious to any commu
nity for persons . .. to be supported in idleness ... all persons what 
soever . .. in the workhouse shall be kept at cons tan t labor [italics
added]." Warwick ordered a troublesome resident to be kept confined
in iron chains. Providence invited the heavy-handed use of arbitrary
power when it paid its workhouse-keeper by authorizing him to make
"some profit from the labor of the poor ." As far as can be determined,
and th e evidence IS ind eed lacking for a positive statement , most peo
ple put in th e workhouse were not given specific terms but were kept
th ere until th ey beca me self-sufficient or totally incapable of any work,
or until th ey died."

Notwithsrandmg all of th ese attempts to hold down costs by cutt ing
off aid to many and by putting the bulk of the poor in workhouses, the
taxpayers of each town still remained unhappy and frequently denied
the towns th e money th ey needed to pay their bill s. Every town whose
records have been exam ined voted down proposed taxes at least once,
and most vot ed down propos ed taxes several times . Non -payment of
taxe s became a chronic problem. Most non-payment was a thinly dis
gui sed attempt by the towns to avoid paying what they thought were
unfairly apportioned colony taxes, although som e non-payment was
outright defiance of the town government . The towns, of course, pro
ceeded legally agamsr peopl e who did not pay local taxe s and usually
were ultimately succe ssful. But the process was costly, fracti ous, and
time-consuming, and a sign ificant m inority of marginal residents
evad ed taxes by moving before the legal proceedings were completed.
In attempts by towns to lessen colony taxes, the apportionment of
them became a matter of partisan activity between factions vying for
control of the colony government. Both the Ward and the Hopkins fac
tions, when in power, rewarded and punished towns that supported or
opposed them by changing the method of appor ti onment to favor some
towns over others. As a last resort to procure funds, many of th e towns
attempted to borrow money or "hire" it. as they said, to pay th eir debts .
Somenmes this was temporarily succes sful . more often no new credi
tors could be found ."

At tunes the towns ' financial problems took on the ai r of tragi 
comedies as local officials walked a thm line between the demands of
their cons titue nts and thei r credito rs. The two officer!'> who bore th e
greatest responsibility for financ ial matters, the tr easurer and tax col
lector, frequently found th emselves th e subiects of SU itS ; occasiona lly
one of them sued th e othe r, both some times lost much personal wealth
in the performance of th eir duti es, and a few of each were railed. Both
officers received fees for their jobs wh ich were usually calcu lated as a
percentage of th e money th ey dispensed or collec ted, and both were
personally liable for public debt s-the trea surer for bills th e town
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cou ld not pay, and the tax collector lor taxes he could not collect. Both
positions invo lved much work , rowe r, and risk , and both had the po
tentia l for pro fit or ruin . In Weste rly. the town treasurer had his prop
erty seized and advertised for sale at pub lic auction. Although the town
meet ing fina lly authorized a tax til pay the deb ts and sale of the trea
su rer's lands, It doubted if it cou ld be "collected timely" enough to do
hi m any good. Four years later, a weste rly treasurer, sued for money by
credito rs, in turn sued the tax collector. The tax collector filed a COUnt
ersuit against the treasurer, claiming that he had not been paid his fees
for the taxes he had collected. The suit was filed from iail where the tax
collector had been placed because he owed the town money for taxes
he was obligated to collect . In Newport a treasurer promised a town
meeting to "do his utmost " to "hire" money sufficient to pay the town
bills. Undoubtedly he was earnest in that pledge because, when his
utmost proved unsuccessful , he was placed in the county iail . The
town graciously voted to support him in ,.111 in a "handsome and gener
ous " manner. Gratified by their support, the treasurer [who was even
tually released I continued to serve in office and found himself back in
rail four years later . His fellow office r, the tax collector, had simila r
problems: the town voted not to grve hi m his commissio n because he
did not co llect all of the tax mo ney, even though the terms of hi s ser
vice had specified that he was not responsible for delinque nt taxes. T he
tax collec tor then refused to collec t an y more taxes and found himse lf
brie tly In iail. When he was released, he was relieved of his office . Un 
surprisingly, the re was "no person appean ng who was willing to collec t
rates" to repla ce him. Geo rge Babcock , th e tr easurer of Sou th Kingston ,
probably held the record for th e number of tim es committed to iai l. He
was jailed thr ee times, with one term that was to last at least six months.
A little sobered by his first short term in jail, Babcock had spec ified
upon re-election that if "he be obliged to go to iail," th e town had to pay
his board . When Babcock finally had enough and refused to serve any
longer as treasur er, hi s successor was Instructed by the town meeting
to appl y the "firs t mon ey he sha ll receive of th is town . .. for th e pay
ment of th e town debt for whi ch George Babcoc k th e lat e tr easurer
stands com mi tted to iail." l'

It is difficult to obtain hard data on to wn finances and relief cos ts,
but a rare record of expenses for the three years , 1763, 1764, and 1765,
sur vives for one town. Scituate, and sho ws the relative weighting of
town expe nditures. Poor relief and its attendant COSts comprised 55
percent of expenditu res, payme nts to the tax collectors for collec ting
both co lony and town tax comp rised 30 percent , and all other expe nses
totalled only 15 percent. T hus , relief and tax collec tion abso rbed 85
percent of th e to .....n's local revenue, an amount that by almos t any
standard woul d be regarded as ext raordina rv."

In the final ana lysis , one would have to conclude that Rhode Island
towns were not very successful in solving ei ther of their two maier
problem s, welfare or finance . Unde r the pressures of mounting demand
and rebe llious taxpayers, Rhode Island ' owns diminished the compas-
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sion showed [0 unfortu nates and moved the administration of poor rc
li d away hom a system based on neighborly care and conce rn towa rd
a system based on asy lums [0 isolate the poor and reduce t he costs
of canng for them. Des pite th is, th e economic problems of the mid
eighteenth century and three successive wars created enough need for
relief that the tow ns faced continuing financial crises. Their response
to these crises was extremely hapha zard, with greatly fluctuating tax
rates , frequent msolvcncv, chronic tax deli nquency, a high level of con
termon, and a total mabihtv to bring order and stability to the [Owns'
finances. The problems did not lay with town leaders such as the coun
cilmen. overseers of the poor, treasurers, and tax collectors; they all did
their best to act responsibly and in acco rdance wit h the wishes of the
townspeople. It lay instead WIth the resident s of towns who dominated
town mee tings and passed votes that hamstrung town officers. And it
also lay with these same residents who defied tax collec tors.

It might appear easy [0 mdict colonial Rhode Island as a heart less
and selfis h society for not ca ring enough to pay for the maintenance of
its poor. But this indic tme nt would probab ly be grossly unfair to Rhode
Islanders. The early modern world was based on a much harsher view
of th e reali ties of life than in twent ieth -century America. For example,
Rhode Island 's crimma l code, which would seem near barbari c to our
present sensibilities, was no more severe land probably less sol than the
criminal codes of Puritan Connectic ut and Massachusetts. We do not
fully know how Rhode Island 's welfare system com pared to th e rest of
New England, but trends ident ified in Massachusett s of attempts to

deal with the increasing problem of tran siency seem to parallel changes
that occurred in Rhode Island. " And, after all, if welfare was a subject
of great debate in Rhode Island , it does show that socie ty accepted
some responsibility for the care of its poor; probably no one died di
rectly from lack of food or protection from the elements. On e could un
doubtedly find examples in America today of much callous thought
about the plight of the poor, even in the midst of our welfare society.

Th e haphazard nature of local finance must also be placed in its so
cial context. Rhode Island, more than any other colony, and in marked
cont rast to th e rest of New England, was nurtured on a tradition of in
dividualism . This could easily be translated into an unwillingness to
pay tax es. Whil e we ma y praise it for the political and social indepen
dence it gave Rhode Islanders, we must be willing to recognize other
aspects that may be regarded as less desirable today. People carving out
their own way in an acquisitive world did not want to sacrifice finan
cially for th e good of others. In thi s sense, as in the change in the sys
tem of poor reli ef, the Rhode Island towns' beha vior foreshadowed the
nin eteenth cent ury. Th e nin ete enth century was a world of com peti
tive individuals striving for self-assertion, who wanted to keep the
money th ey made; individuals who could not compete either perished
or were isolated in institutions . Eighteenth-century Rhode Island
towns, in dealing with thei r two major problems, welfare and finan ce,
moved very close to that world .

a v.Joncs, "The Strolung Poor." l~- \"
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Made to Order: Familiar Scenes

on Rhode Island Bank Notes

by Ann LeVeque*

An unusual source ot images of Rhode Island in the early nineteenth
century wa .. brought to our attention recently when the Socterv's cura 

torial department decided to prepare an exhibition of Rhode Island cur
reney in the Society 's collection.' I say "u nusual" with apologies to col 

lectors of currency, especrall v to those members of the Rhod e Island
Chapte r of the New England Currency C lub who were so helpful to us
in lend ing items for the exhibit . for these enthusiasts have long: known
about the beaunful dod accurate representations of Rhode Island sce nes
which appear In vigne ncs on the now obsolete bank notes. These tiny

eng ravings. averagi ng an inch or tw o in width. are executed w u h such
skill and detail that they offer valuable evidence of how things looked
in Rhode Island dunng th e first half of the nmetcen rh centu ry.

Not many of us realize th at in the early days of bank ing in this cou n
try, individua l hanks- no t the federal governmenrc-pnnred the cu r
rency tha t was used as legal ten der . Each bank desig ned It S ow n money
and arrang ed for the pnnnngs of its ind ividua lized not es. Banking

sta rted In Amcnca at the end of th e eightee nt h century when Ameri
can han ks pioneered the use of paper money (European hanks and gov
ernments were hesitant to introduce paper currency). In Rhode Island,
th e first bank was founded in Providen ce in 1791 by Joh n Brown, [abcz
Bowen, and othe rs who kn ew that an availab il ity of cash would stim u

late trade and busin ess. O ne 01 th e first bills issued bv th is bank , and
ha nd -signed hy lohn Brown, was print ed by Will iam Hamli n of Prov

rden ce, a meta lsmith and punter, whose sma ll woode n press is owned
by th e Society. The hil l is crudely primed, and t he th in but amaz ingly
strong paper is imprinted Wi th a minimum of informatio n consisting of
bank name, place, and de nommauon . The date and serial nu mber were
added by hand . As wit h almos t all state hank not es, it IS prin ted only on
one side .

Banks proli ferated th roughou t th e state , not only in th e larger towns
suc h as Providence, hu t also in rural areas such as Westerly, whe re the
Washington Bank was found ed in 18 00. Afte r a bank had been cha r
tered by the sta te , one of the first acts oi It S board of directors was to

have the bank 's mo ney pnnted. Early records of the Washington Bank
tell how a representative was sent in haste to Philadelphia to select and
purchase paper for the cu rrency , anothe r messenger was scm to deal
with Amos Doolitt le, a Connec tic ut engraver an d printer, who agreed

- ,"1r1> Leveqcc 11> the cu rator 0 1 the
Rhode l1>bnd Hl ~lOn c.a 1 Soc rerv

I Th e exhrbmon. -Co•...! ..\~ Gold
Rhod.. 1 ~I.and Bank I' ''te ~ ,~~-, ~ I> \

opened In .\tn' 1 1l~ 1 Jot the ,\ Iu,;.eum ot
Rhude Islan d Hrst orv .a! Aldnc h House
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FIgure 2 . Old Sta te Home.

providence. 1921 Photograph b\'
fohn R. Hess. Courresv of Rhode
Island iis stoncat So<:iet}' Library
(R H I XJ 409 6 }.

1 Anolher cngravm~ ot the same VIt,'W
of rhe Old Sute Htlu~c IS found on the
border 01 an l !l ~ I m..p ot providence, pub
hshed by Henr y f ......31110,10(_The engraver
01the Walhn,lo( vnSlllfi I~ not kno.....n. A
dose exarrunanun ot the I:njtravml' rc
veals Ih;l l the propornons of the hurldmg
arc incorrect The walling version appe ars
10 have been copied trom th e ban k nUIC,

or perha ps huth cnlo: ravm"s denve trum a
third so urce.
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to eng rave the copper plates that were used to print the hank 's new cur
rency. Doolmle's fir"t bill s arc crude and Simp le like Ham lin 's. As pa
per money became more popular, circumstances demanded a more so
phisticated product. The busmess o j engravin g hank no tes eventually
fell to large com panies that specmhzcd In making currency.

Im proved printing techniques were nec essary to com bat the wide
sp read ap peara nce of co unte rfeit notes . According to one es timate , ap 
proximately forty per cent of all notes In circulanon during the mid
nineteenth century were couruerfeu. With over one hundred banks in
Rhode Island producing dutcrem bank notes , It was easy tor a counter
fei ter to fool an unwary merchant . A count erfeiter, in fact , could invent

a no te for an ennrely rrnagmary bank. There were so many kinds of
no tes in ci rculation that no one could really know or remember them
all. Anot her ploy used by counterfeiters was to co llect notes from a de
fu nc t bank, sc rape off the bank name, and carefully ..... rite in the name
of a bank with a good reputation . Denominations from .....onhless notes

could be cut out and pasted on a good note, thereby raising the value
substantially. Given th e odds tor successful counterfeiting of notes,
banks began to develop ways of producing count erfeit-proof bills .

The engraver's best defense agamst counterfei ting was complexity of
design and de licacy of the engraved line . Bills became more elaborate ,
with lacy backgroun d designs and elegant calligraphy. So ca refully en
graved is th e depi ct ion of the Old Slate House (fig. I ), for example, that

eve n th e time of day 12:35 P.M.)can be read on the clock in the ped iment
when the tin y, thumbna il -size pictu re is enla rged. O f cou rse , the more
com plex th e engraving, the more d ifficult i t was to imi tate or alter.

Th is render ing of the Old State House at I 'iO Ben efit Street in Prov
idence is found on a hill Issued by the State Bank of Pro viden ce, wh ich
was incorporated in 1850. The bill was engraved and printed for th e
bank by Tappan, Carpenter, Cass tlca r and Com pany of New York and
Philadelphia , This small im age (If the Sta te Hou se is valuable because
it sho ws th e building before its cha racte r was changed through renova 
tion..' The building, completed in 176 2, was enlarged and altered by

Thomas A. Tefft in 1850 -1 85 I (n.,ii. 2), wh en th e State Bank of Pro v
idence was opening its doors for bus iness . The State Bank engraving
revea ls tha t the hand some Georgian str uc ture was greatly changed by
the Tefft alteration : an ent rance tower, a lon g flight of sta irs, an d Ro
manesque colu m ns flan king the front ent rance were added during
th e ren ovat ion.

Di scovering a unique view of an o therwise unr ecorded sce ne can
prove valuab le to local historians, as the case of the O ld Sta te House
engravi ng demonstrat es. And a vignette can also enhance our historical

understanding of a well -known site by ofte rmg a look at details that
otherwise might be lost to anyo ne trying to reconstruct the pas t from
tra dit ional doc umentary sources . An engraving of the Union Bank
building in Providence may ha ve appea red on a bill of the Trade r's
Bank , an d, ta king a close look, one can sec the bank's sign (fig. J1. No

-
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complete bill of the Trader's Bank , incorporated in I H.v." has been
found with this vigne tte on it, but a scra pbook in the Socie ty's co llec
tion con tains this view of the Unio n Ban k, which is printed on cu r
rency paper . Perhaps this engraving was cut out from a bill no longer
extant, or perhaps It was a pnnter's sample vignette that .....as never se
lected for production . In any event , the engraving was placed in the
scra pbook with the notat ion th at it came from a Trader 's Bank note.
The scene it depic ts reveal s bus tling wharf-side com me rce . The Uni on
Bank buildi ng was erec ted in IIh 3 on the corne r of wcsn runistcr an d
Dyer Streets . In those days, one could loo k across West mi ns ter and see
the water of the cove between the buildi ngs . Bordered on t wo sides
by wate r, th e Union Bank buildi ng too k a beating during the "Great
Ga le" in September IBI5, whe n the sto rm caused wat er to rise to the
second story.'

From the art ist 's perspect ive on w estminst er Stree t, one looks to

ward the Providence River and sees in the distance the steeple of the
Congregational Church (now the First Uni ta rian Church! built in I BI S
on Benefit Stree t. Behind the spreading sai ls of the ship to the left , one
would ha ve see n the Market Hou se. As a sym bol of commercial ac
tivity, th e vign et te was a good choice for th e hankers .....ho wished to
promot e thei r services to local businessm en . And, indeed, the Un ion
Bank Building housed at one time at least four banks ; Akerman 's Book
Binde ry ; Wm . Whipple Brown Grain, Hay and Flour; a tailor; a barber;
Wheeler 's Exchan ge; Alban y, Ne w York and Boston Line Packet s; and a
package express! This turn-of-the-century post card view shows the
Uni on Bank Build ing from a different perspective, looking west from
Market Squa re (fig. 4).

Anot her vignette which gives an enticing view of life in early Rhode
Island comes from a bill issued by the Bank of North America, which
was incorporated in 1823 lfig. 51. This view had not bee n recognized as
a local scene until recently, when it was compared with a painting in

th e Socie ty 's co llection that depic ts practi call y the same view from a
slightly different angle .

The large building ..... ith columns 10 the center background is Toc k
wotton Hall , conve rted into a hotel when the railroad was built. Tock
wotton Hall wa s built around IBIO by James B. Mason , John Brown 's
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Figure 3. Union Bank Building.
Providen ce. Thi s engraving is
believed to be from a Trader 's
Bank note. Courtesy of Rhode
Island Historical Societ y LIbrary
(RH i xj 4047).

l· As II th e storm were nut bad enou gh,
the Urunn Rank BUJldLnI( suffered even
worse molestations In la ter year .. In Illq,

rarl 01 the ca..tern end ulth\: burldrng was
rem oved when Dyer ~trl."1: t ""as widened
Th e western end was la te r rem oved co rn
pletelv to mak e loom lUI (he brownstone
burldmg nuw sundm~ at 1.0 WeMmlnMer
Str eet, f mally, the remainder 01 th e burld
In/; wa s leveled.
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Figure 4 . Un ion Bank Building
(leftl /rom a tum-oi.the-cem urv
pos tca rd. Co urtesy of Rhode

Island Hssson cal SOCJety.

Figu re J. India Point . Providence.

from a Bank of No rth Am erica
note. Courtesy of Rhode Island
Histor ical Society.

4- Th e depor W~ \ desrroved In the 19 , 11
hur rrcane.

\ . The Moum Hope Ban k was chartered
In 111111

son-i n-law. The Do ric portico ran around three sides of the imposing
building, wh ich later became a refor m school and was finally des troyed
In th e 1 8 8 05. The bui lding with the portico In the foreground IS the
railroad depot at India Point , te rmi nu s of the Boston and Providen ce
rail road. The Providence Rail road and Transportation Com pany bui lt
the covered bridge over the See konk River and const ructed the rerrrn 
na l. which was located at the [oo t of lvcs Street. ' A very ea rly tra in is
shown in th e engravi ng, probably dat ing from the 18)Os or I Sacs .
Steams hips and row boats full of passenge rs can be see n navigat ing the
nver. a reminde r of how the local wate rways served as a co mmo n dally
means of transportati on for people as well as goods .

These vignettes are, in fact , genre sce nes portra ying eve ryday life
that allow us to see buildings in the ir historical sett ing. A parti cul arl y
good example is an engraving of th e Unio n Railroad Station found on a
Westminster Bank bill (fig. 6). Th e stanon, built in I /oL~ 8 by the Pro
vidence and Worcester Railroad, was design ed in the Romanesque style
by Tho mas A. Tefft. The bui lding, whi ch was destroyed by fire in 18\)8,
is familiar to local hi storian s; a number of drawings and photographs of
the building survive. But thi s unusua l engraving, wh ich offers an over
view of the station and its surro undings, places th e struc ture in its
landscape setti ng on th e edge of the cove basin . The small tr iangular
park and the tre e-ringed cove provide a pleasant sett ing for str olle rs and
sight-seers in hor se-drawn carriages. Small wonder that the station was
the prid e of Providen ce, a fitting symbol of progress and prosperit y for

th e Westminster Ban k to use on its currency.
Other local symbols of progress were al so rend ered on bank notes.

Among th e most popular were mills and mill vi llages. That th e Ark 
wright mill in Coventry sh ould appear on a Mount Hope Ban k bill of
Brist ol {fig. 71is not surpris ing: lam es D'WoU, th e bank 's president, was
al so one of the mi ll 's owne rs.' The first Arkwrigh t mill was built in
1810 ncar the site of a saw and Krist mil l originally es tablish ed in 1800.
The Arkwright mill bu rned down III 1 81 ~ , fou r years before-the bank
was charte red, but another mill was built across the river in 182l . Ex-
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/ Figure 6. Tefft unlrood s ta non

(Um on Stationl. Providence.
from a WeHmmHer Bank not e.

Ccurresv of Rhodt' I sland

tustcncal Soc rerv

,

hoLlIu.

-
act lv wh ich m ill rs de pic ted un th... bank rune [... not known , though a

list of Rh ode Island mill s, compiled III I"" It , dcscnhc ... thc var lv mill ,IS

being fou r ... tortes high . The dorme r windows ,11"'0 Sll~l.:s t an ear l.,. date.
and the mi ll ..hown nn the bank note rnav be th e one burlt 10 I," 10 . The

row of houses lo r workers seen on tnt' nght 01 the cngravm grs IVPICII

ut Rhode Island mill vil lages . The generalized rcndcnng. lark in.': In de
tail, is typica l of early hills, and \...'ere It not lor till' iJt:lltllym,c; mil' one

wo uld he hu rd pressed to idcnnfy this .IS an ;H: t U;l I scene .

This is not the case. however. with rhc mill shown on a brllrssucd hy

the w oo nsoc ket Falls Bank lti,t:, ~ 1 _ The clear dct.nl. rh c nho...vn cra crc-,

of the bridge. and the cngravcrv artcnuon to derail all lead om' ttl be 

hcvc that this IS a t rue dvpicuon . whrch mdced 11 IS , This view 01

woonsocket shows the Globe {Sout h "lam Strl'l't l Bn dgc in the lore

ground an d the woon soc ket Falls 0 11 rhc left. TIll' gra ni te building hl'

yond the bridge was built in I"~f, hy Gt:or,t:t: Ballou. on e til the three

presidents 01 the woonsocket Falls Rank . Part 01 the -ccnc. though
muc h sirnphfied, appcars on the city seal of Wnon..ocket ;\ 11. ,\t C ro w

ley and R. Bacon of woonsocket have p.ur ucd out th.u th e budge. With
its d ivide r to pro tect pedes tri ans , was the Sill' III [h e Ilrst clecmcal lv

powered trolley car to ope rate In New England 111\ 1\ 71. A photogra ph of

the fir st trolley ca r un the Globe Bndgc ltig. 91helps us to understand

the h rstoncal connnuuv of the site.
Some of the bank-note engravings arc so detailed and so accu rate

tha t buildmgs and landmarks ca n be readily rdcnnticd . Thomas Ll'ar y,

---- - - - - - - - ---

hgure > A rk \\71{l.h t .\ 11/1.

Covemrv: irom a Mount n ope
Hank note. Courtesy of Rhode

island IIi.~torICIJI Socrerv

FIgure 8. Globe Bnd{l.e.

Woon sockel , from a Woon sockel
Fdll~ Bank note. Co ur tesy of

Rliode tslnnd Histoncal Society.

Figure 9. A srollev O tl the Globe
Bridge . 1887_ Counesv oi Rhode
tslond Historical SOCJet y ls brarv
(RH i .q 'z ~6 7) .
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Figwe 10 . Mills along the
Blacksrone River. Pawtucket,
from a Slater Bank note.
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curator of the Slate r Mill Histori c Site, was able to identify the buildings
incl uded in an engravi ng of Pawtucket Fall s th at appears on a Slater
Bank not e (fig. to ]. Byconsu lt ing local h istories, maps, city direct or ies,
and othe r sources, Leary found that this historical scene was an accu
rate representation of the com plex of mill s locat ed in th e vici nity of
Slat er Mill during the mid-nin et eenth century. In the center of this en

graving, beyond the bridge, is the Slater Mill itself, with its cupola lea.
183Sl and weather vane clea rly visible. To the left of Slater Mill , also
beyond the br idge, is the building once occ upied by the Pawtucket Nail
Manufact uring Co m pany, organized in 1819i next to the nail company
is th e former bleach ho use of David Wilkinson . The Sla te r Bank, incor
porated in 18SS, had offices in the flat -roofed bui lding with th e two
chimneys, called th e Almy Block . The bridge is a wooden st ructure

built in r84 3 and repl aced by th e present double -arched sto ne bridge in
1858 . The first building next to the br idge on th e right was pop ularly
kn own as the "Yellow Mill," the earlies t sec tio ns of which were bui lt
by the Pawtuck et Cotton and Oil Manufact ur ing Com pany in 18°5. In
181 3, the com pany also built the stone bu ilding next to it [also on the
right], where it cont inue d to spin cotton after abandon ing the linseed
oil business. Aft er 1844 , th e Pawtuck et Manufacturing Com pany bui lt
the "New Mill ," the large seve n-s toried structures on the other side of
th e river, to th e left of th e bridge. The small buildi ng on stilts above the
rock s to the left must have been built aft er the flood of 1807, which
washed out similar small buildings along the river 's edge . This small
st ructu re was first used as a gris t mill by Moses Jenks.

With careful research and detec tive work, the local h isto rian ob
viously can learn much from bank-note vignette s. But one cannot ac
cept th ese sce nes at face value. Not all banks took the time or trouble
to comm iss ion artist s an d engrave rs to depict local sce nes . Many banks
instead reli ed upon already engraved "stock" scenes, a large number of
which were available for banks to use on their notes. A few maj or com

panies engraved curre ncy for banks throughout the count ry and pro 
vided an assortment of patriot ic portraits, farm scenes, indus trial and
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transportation scenes, and any number of Greek gods and goddesses .
Transportation, another symbol of American progress, was a popular
subject for currency engravings ; vignettes of steamships and sailing
ships cou ld be easily sold to banks up and down the coast or to banks
located in towns along maier rivers . Similarly, cana ls were often de
picted on bank bills during the heyday of canal construction in the
East. The Black stone Canal Bank was established in 1831 to handle the
financial arrangements for th e construc tion of the Blackstone Canal.
The canal scene, replete With barge, shown on the bills issued by this
bank is often mistaken for an actual depiction of the Blackstone Canal
(fig. Il l, but th e sketchy mountains in the background suggest tha t this
is probably a stock engraving. Another canal scene from a sample shee t
produced by Charles Tappan and Company (fig. I l.l is so similar to the

Figure r r. Canal scene from a
Black stone Canal Bank note.
Courtesy of Rhode Island
Historical Society Library (RHj
Xl 40 84 }.

Figure 12 . Canal scene from
vignette specim en sheet.
Courtesy of Rhode Island
Historical Society Library (RHi

Xl 40 95).
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Figure 11. Pawtuxet Falls from a

Phemx Vl11a~e Hank note.
Co unesv of Rhode tstond

Historical Socie ty.

FIgure 14 . Harr is .\ fllls. Phenix.

from a Phemx Village Bank note.
Counesv Rhode tsland
Historical Sccretv

MAUE TO ORDE.R

one depicted on the Blackstone Canal Rank note that one suspects a

common source for the two cnxravmgs.
Two of the must bcaunfu l vrgneues lfi,\; . 11 and fig. q ) appear on

notes of the Phenix Village Bank. incorporated in 11'\,6. The great detail
and clarity of the artist 's style convinces LIS at once that the vignettes

arc real scenes, unlike the canal vignettes. Ruth Cardin, who has for
many years been studying the history of Phenix, where she lives, has

supplied these idcnrificanons . Phenix is located on the Pawtuxer River

very close to Harris, and It is the Hams Mill complex one sees in the
center of the picture beyond the falls and bridge . Thc, handsome Greek
Revival house to the left still stands, although the fence is gone and the
country road has become a street . Until recently the house belonged to

Rauald Archambault, who ran un su cc..-ssfullv for governor and United
States Senator. To the far right can be seen the Phenix Hotel, also still
standing, and next to it the Hoxie Building, now gone . The Hoxie
Building housed the area 's most Important and successful department
store . Figure 1-1- shows another view ot the Hams .'\t ill buildings, only
small sections of which arc standin g today.

Bankers, of course, chose with carl' th e VIgnettes that appeared on
their bills, hoping that th e engraved scenes would co nvey the bank 's
importance in the comm unity and It S com mit ment to the local econ
omy. The Elmwood Bank, for instance, was located In a prosperous res-
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Idennal area (what was then part of Cranston]. Incor porated in 18 54,

th e bank had a shan life, clos ing in 1!'167; during its brief existence, it
had only one preside nt , Willi am Daboll . For th e bank's not es, Daboll
chose a peaceful scene showing a tree-lin ed sectio n of Elm wood Ave
nue (fig. 151. Th e New York firm of w ellstood, Hanks, Hay and Whiting
produced the bills for the Elm wood Bank. From Daboll the firm re
ceived a dague rreotype of this scene from whi ch to engrave the vi
gnette. The house on the right is the banke r's own home. Located on
Elmwood Avenue, the house had ongmally belonged to Dr. Mawney.
Daboll 's stay in the house was brief for he later built a m uch larger
hou se not far from tlus spot. The dague rreotype, which by a wonde rful
coincidence was saved and given to the Rhode Island Histori cal Society
by walt er F. Daboll 10 1942 , sho ws the house, trees, ca rriages, and th e
church at the right, hu t the amst-cngraver of the bank-note vignette
dec ided to add the sketchy edifice near the church to fill an awk ward
gap in the symmetry of the actual scene. The church is probably the
Elmwood Congregational Church . which stood on Elmwood Avenue
only two blocks from the Mawnev house. And thus, this charmi ng typ
ical New England scene, whic h easily could have been mista ken for an
imagina ry one, is clea rly document ed, giving us an inti mate glimpse of
Elmwood it' th e 18,05 and 186 0 5 .

Had it not been for counter feiters, the engravi ng of hill s might never
have achieved such de tailed and exquisi te perfect ion , and currency
might have had all th e originality and int erest of a theater tic ket . In
stead , bankers and designers paid a great deal of attention to the artis tic
qualities of the notes they issued. No t only were the notes functional
pieces of currency, th ey were also handbills adve rtising the virtues of
the bank , assu ring all who accepted th e not es that th e bills were, in 
deed , as good as gold.

Th e era of th e state bank notes ended with th e Civil War. In an effort
to cont rol and regulate the flow of currency, th e federal government be
gan to issue nat ional paper money. A heavy ta x on bank-issued cur
rency disco uraged banks from conti nui ng th e issu ance of their own
not es . Banks graduall y joined the national banking system (hence, "na
ti onal " banks! and ci rculated th e standardized national currency. With
these changes , th e era of colorfu l and ind ividual bank notes ended.
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Figure I J . Elmwood from an
Elmwood Bank note. Courtesy of
Rhode Island Historical Socrety
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f. Franklin Jameson and the Birth of the National Archives 1906

1926. By VICTOR GONDOS, JR. (l PhilaJelphia:1 University of Pennsyl 

vania Press, 1981. xv + 2.32 pp . Map ami illustrations. $20.00.1

Capt . Victor Condos, Jr. (190 2- 1976\, architect , historian, editor, fel
low of the Society of American Archivists, served un th e staff of th e
National Archives nearly a quarter-century, from 1942 to 196 5. Not un 
til late in his varied professional career did he begin doctoral work at
American University, the pre sent book being the subject of his disserta
tion (197 1], subsequently revised for publication. This fully docu
mented account of the pre-history of the National Archives will un 
doubtedly stand as the authoritative work on the sub ject .

Erudite and dignified New Englander, Iohn Franklin lame son -c-thc

photograph [frontispiece ] suggests his sobriquet, "the great stone
face"-moved successively from professor of history at Brown Univer
sity to the University of Chicago and thence to the Carn egie Institu
tion of Washington, as head of its Historical Bureau in 190 5. During the
next twenty years , among the many historical projects he planned and
promoted, none reveals his persistence more emphatically than the

support he elicited from various sources on behalf of a national ar
chives, until the first Appropriation Act of Congress in 1926 assured its
birth . Gondos traces the partial gains and attendant failures of succes
sive bills of Congress ; but the narrative is much more than a legislative
history, even as it reflects local interests holding priority over national

objectives.
Noteworthy persons and others long since forgotten lent su pport to

the movement for a national archives (the original concept was a hall of

records for safe storage) as allies of lameson. Among these were Mrs .
Ellen H. Walworth, in the vanguard with her paper on "T he Value of a
National Archives," which she read at the American Historical Associ
ation's meeting in 1893; Lothrop Withington, genealogist of New
buryport, Massachusetts, who persistently advocated "a record office,"
eventually incorporated in a bill of 1906 drafted for Senator Henry
Cabot Lodge; Senator Mi les Poindexter of Washington, staunch sup 

porter, from 1911 to 1926, when the goal of an appropriation at length
was achieved; and Eban Putnam, historian of the American Legion

from its inception in 1919, who implemented its powerful lobby espe
cially concerned with military records.

Jameson 's right-hand man, however, was historian Waldo G. Leland
of the Carnegie Instit ution, whose Guide with C. H. Van Tyne (190 41

to the federal records in Washington had exposed their neglected and
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de teriorating condi tio n. He read and published papers on behalf of the
lo ng postponed na tional archives. He appeared as a witness before con

gress ional committees, and with Jameson, supplied ammunition for
the series of pro-archives articles In the Hearst Washington Herald in
192\ . (Leland was to become "dean" of American archivists without
portfolio.I

Condos amply substannates his conclusion that the protrac ted delay
in achieving Iamescn's purpose, In the face of incontestable argument
and despite a cenrurv's record of fires in government bui ldings, can be
explained by "the dramatic but essential reason-legislative sloth."
Matenal Interests prevailed over cultural, and the lure of the "t ime
honored pork barrel, hamstrung all efforts at archival progress ." In
favoring the author's pun, this reviewer also subscnbes to the conclu
sion that the ultimate results might not have been similar without the
mtluence of Jameson . viz . authorization and appropriation for the
building. th e act esrabhshmg an mdependem insnrunon, and the ap 
pomtmenr of a lughl v quahfied scholar, R. D. w Connor, as the firs t
archivist of the United States. And Jameson, sep tuage na rian, lived to
see the mo numenta l bu ilding in ope ratio n.
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Recreating the Historic House Interior. By WILLIAM SEALE. INash vill e,
Tenn.: Am er ican Associati on of State and Local History, 1979. x + 270

pp. lllusrran ons. suggested bibli ography, and index. $22 .00 .1

Th is book will appeal to specialists and to general readers interested in
probl ems and approaches in th e field of historic preservation . William

Scale att empts to clarify our understanding of the preservation process
by pointing out that restored houses, period rooms, and aesthetic dis
play s are different preservation modes that reflect different intentions
and desires. He also focu ses on th e ethics involved in the interpretation
of rest ored sites. His arguments are convincing and provocative. Read 
ers, no dou bt , will think carefully about using the term "resto red"
again .

Seale says that decla ring a site "res tored" is a seri ous matter because

most hou se museums are prod ucts. of com promise. Total rest orat ions
are im pract ical, if not Impossibl e. Modern conveniences. suc h as elec
tri cal llghnng, plumbing, and air condi tioning, must be a necessary
part of th e restoration process. Yet th ese modern intrusions inevitably
alt er the cha rac te r of the site . Preservationists arc th erefore faced with
walkmg a thin lin e between authenticity and necessity. Yet visi tors a re
often un aware of th e compromises that have tak en place in most res

torarion s. On one hand, they are told that a site has been met iculou sly
au thentic ated. O n the ot he r, they can see for themselves that electric
bulbs burn where candles once flickered. Seale argues that the time has
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come for preserva tionists to assume a more responsib le role in the in
terpret at ion of res tored sites by inform in g vis itors of how exact the res

toration really is. Such a di rect approach, says Scale, wo u ld hel p [0 re

m ove false impressions and woul d also hel p to give the vis itor a better

ide a of what th e si te was origina lly li ke. His point, of co urse, is that a

res tored si te should reflect a commitment to total accuracy. If a si te
co ntains m odern int rusions, it ca nnot be pro perly called a restorat ion .

This is more than a sema ntic quibble . Seale places co nsiderable em
phasis throughout his book on the importance of authenticity in the

restorat ion pro cess. For insta nce, he explodes th e comfort ab le my th

that all fu rnishings in fine residences were of the best quality, aesthe t

icall y arranged in pe rfect co ntemporary settings . Any dwelli ng, he

says, is the product of its users: the occupants of each age cha nge its

form to serve their own needs . He notes that some places, in fac t, arc

better ex plained as living environments, prod ucts of fashion an d form .

Seale underscores the fact that interpreting histo ne sites is no easy
task. Not on ly must a partic u lar m om en t in ti me be selec ted, compre

hended, and presented inte llig ib ly to others . It must also be defined

by stressing its sign ificance in te rms uf the relat ion sh ip of objects to

themselves in any given sening and in terms of the rela tion sh ip of ob

rects to th e people wh o once used them.
Seale's book shou ld occ u py a pro mine nt place in eve ry preserva

t io n is t's li brar y. Although must of th e boo k 's to pics have bee n dis

cussed at length by other scholars, this volu me serves a real need by

providing a useful and co ncise ove rview of important issues that all

pr eservation ist s sho u ld keep in mind. With all the ap pearances of a

te xtbook in format and to ne , it nevertheless succeeds as an Interesti ng

synthesis and as a practical introduction for laym en and profession al s

to th e complexities of hi st or ic preservation. It is not light reading. But ,

luckily, th e novice or interes te d amate ur will not be in ti mida ted by

decorative arts jargon . The physical quali ties of the book are excellent :

text size, paper quali ty, and bin ding are fir st rate. Unfo rtunately, tan pa

per used for the text res u lts in loss of con trast and causes some eye

s train. Also, some of th e illustrat ion s, th ou gh wel l-chosen, have a

washed-out appea ran ce. Despite these minor com plain ts, Seale's book

is a welcome addit ion to the grow ing body of literat u re on the in s and

ou ts of hi stori c preservat ion .

Rhode Island Historical Society TH O M A S G. B RENNA N

The Rhode Islan d Campaign of 1778: Inauspicious Dawn of Alliance.
By PA UL F. D EARDEN. lProv iden ce, R.I.: Rhode Islan d Bicentennial Fou n

dation, 1980. xv + 169 pp. Ma p, illustrati on s, not es, select bibli ogra

phy, and index . Paper, $6.95 .)

The Fren ch and Am erica n effort to clear British forces out of N ew

port , Rhode Island, in 1778, receives on ly brief attention in m ost gen-
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eral histories . More extensive treatment s appear In numerous arti cles

wnnen si nce 11'161, but their drstnbuuon ha s been limned . Unt or 

runatelv mu ch of this wnnng has also been clouded by local bias, or
personal preiudice like that expressed hy Sidney S. Rider. Paul F. Dear
den 's work mamfcsts no such trans . It is exhaustive . d ispass ionate , and
presented in the con text of surrounding events.

The freshly signed alliance bc'tween th e United States and Fla nn'
cou ld ha rdly have bee n put to a more severe test. Few mi h tary opera 

tions hold more potential for d isas te r than amphibious anacks . Fur
thermore, there had been two failures in 177 7 , wh en rhc Am ericans
acting alone failed to get their tr oops across the Seko nnc t River trom

TIverton to Aqu rdnc ck Island to mvest th e city ot Newport . Bnnsh
naval control of Sekonn er C hannel prowl! the dec rvrvc tact or each
time.

The necessary ingredient appeared w ith dEsr.nna's arrival In lat e
luly InS. New York, the Allies' preferred OhII.'CtlW, had prov ed to he
out of reach, leaving the French un committed. New England's clamo r
tor relief from Brit ish harassme nt turn ed attention WWiHd Newport. As
Ame rican commande r of the Rhode Island Distr ict , Ccncra l fohn Sul 
livan su ddenly found himself o rdered to mount an unprov ised assnuh
within a month.

Sull ivan 's efforts were hampered by bcmg on ly nonunally In com
mand of the French forces . D'Esramg proved caunous at he..t In hiS en
ope ration, and he meddled on Latavcnc's behalf with Sullivan 's drs
position of ground torces . •\Iuw ally thin-skinned and proud, both men
finally worked out a plan of anack that reconciled nanonal honors .

D'Estamg began his pan of th e plan hy cleanng the channel of Bn nsb
shi ps on August H. Sull ivan , however, seei ng an opporturuty to lan d on
Aquidneck Island unoppose d, did so a day ahead 01 the agreed u me.
D'Esraing W.1S then drawn away hy th e un expect ed arnval of a Bnns h
fleet under l ord How e. A more cau tious gen eral m igh t ha ve wn h
draw n, hu t Sullivan chose to 1,1y siege to New por t in an tic ipation of
d'Es tamg's re turn .

The Fren ch only came back temporarily, howe vet, after suffen ng
considerable sturm and batt le damage. Their subsequent departure for
Boston unleased anti- French scnumrnt among the Arncncans. Unable
to res train lumselt, Sullivan was In the Iorefr ont . The alliance survived
these events only through the imcrvcnuon of cooler head!'> on both
Sides who reasoned in terms of mutual self- inte rest .

Having almost destroyed the alliance, Su llivan redeem ed him self

wit h a masterfully exec uted figh ung retreat fro m Newport . Alt hough
Dearden cha racte rize!'> h im as a "poli t ical general " tp. xv], Sull ivan ex
hi bit ed a high degree of military com pete nce beyo nd that oi ma ny ,IC

kno w ledged "fighnng gene rals." Even General Nat ha nael Gree ne had
remarked that " to evac ua te the island is death ,"

Dearde n 's deecripnon of these later events is the boo k 's high point .
In a rare achievement, he manages to describe in great derail comph
cared movements With clarity and SImplicity. HI~ o wn com ment s coo-

10'

•
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cemmg the severity of the Battl e of Rhode Island on August 29, and the
role of Rhode Island 's Black Regiment arc needlessly diffident . This un
doubtably reflects an effon to avoid the inflated claims in earlier ac
counts. Because Dearden share s hi s evidence, readers are free tu make
their own judgments of the case.

The Rhode Island campaign of 1778 was a near thing militarily and
diplomatically. With its similarities to Yorktown, also a second choice
[Q New York, the attempt gave both allies a hard-earned understanding
of each other's means and goals. Mr. Dearden has done history a ser
vice by bringing this critical event out of the shadows of locali sm and
irrelevant controversy.

New England Historic
Genealogical Society

NATHANiEl N. SHIPTO N

Peleg Burrough s 's Journal , 1778-1798: The Tiverton , R.I. Years of the
Humbly Bold Baptist Minister. Edited by RUTH WILDER SHERMAN.
{warwick. R.I.: Rhode Island Genealogical Society, 1981. 404 pp.Hlus
trations and index. $19.00.)

To those who complain that history books too often leave out the
life of the common man, this volume will be most welcome. Pcleg Bur
roughs l1748- r8oo) was one of the common people of Rhode Island,
and this edition of his journal provides us with a full and colorful ac
count of his life as a farmer, shopkeeper, and Baptist preacher in Tiver
ton for the last twenty years of the eighteenth cent ury. The editor has
given us a readable, accurate rendering of the surviving manuscripts
and includes two maps to give us the geographical bearing for Bur
roughs's travels as well as two genealogical charts of his ancestry. Rob
ert Anderson offers a shan introduction pointing out the historical
usefulness of the journal; Jane Fiske provides a short sketch of Bur
roughs's life; Alden Saunders describes the formation and growth of
the genealogical society which supported the publication, and Ruth
Sherman explains the editing process . The book has many charms.

Burroughs is a fascinating figure. He provides endless details of his
private and public life but with odd omissions. For example, there is
very little about the momentous events taking place in the new nation
as it fights a revolution, goes through a critical period, adopts a consti 
tution, and starts a new government. Burroughs was a pacifist [unusual
among Baptists of the day) and during the Revolution told his church
members "that God's people now have no warrant or authority from
him, on any pretence whatsoever, to meddle with such war but encour
aged them to fight the good fight of faith " (p. 25). His primary interest
lay in saving souls, building up his church, keeping the members united,
excommunicating sinners, and providing spiritual comfort to the be
reaved and afflicted. He was a Six Principle Baptist (common in Rhode
Island then ]. His church believed in the laying on of hands, footwash
ing, annointing with oil , baptism by immersion, and the effort to attain
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"perfect holiness." Married to a Seventh Day Baptist from Hopkinton
who bore him ten child ren, Burroughs honored he r faith by refusing to
work on Saturdays , alt hough he and his church worshi pped on th e
Lord's Day.

Among his racially mixed congregation were a number of Warn
panoag Indians, black slaves , and freedmen . When Aaron Lopez, a
leader of the Jewish community In Newpo rt , died in 1784, Burroughs
wrote a tou ching eulogy of him. He preached agains t "the great sin of
slavekeeping or claimmg proper ty in the persons of ou r fellow crea
tures" lp. 681in the days when Rhode Island was a slaveholding sta te,
and he deplored the sins of dancing, inte mperance, and duelin g, Social
his to rians will be inte rested in Burroughs's descri ption of his efforts to

mak e a living (for his church provided him only with occas ional Iree
will offerings}. On page after page we find him planting corn, beans,
peas and barley, digging potatoes, raking hay, butc hering pigs, gathering
herbs, cutting wood, making soap, salting beef, rolling licorice balls
and "d igging stones ." We also learn of the labors of his long-suffering
wife and the "grannys" or midwives who attend du nng her "n avels."
We hea r much about his and he r ailments from "sick head-eke" to
"rheumatism" and "bilious chclick." When his children had "hooping
cough" he doctor ed th em with "an equal weight of oil of sweet al
monds, loaf sugar and spermactu, with an eighth part of spirits of lav
ender or tu rpenti ne" (p. 18 r].

Burroughs kept a "forenoon school" for several years, but he tell s us
little of its curriculum or discipline . There is somewhat more about his
efforts to switch from farm mg to "keeping sto re." He had httle time for
reading and preached ex tempore. The ioumal records murde rs, drow n
ings, suicides, and the problems with "deluded Shakers" and "paper
money"- "O, how great are th e abominations now done in Provi
dence," he wrote in 1788 (p. J. J. 9l. For pastimes he wrote hymns and
made acrost icks. Through it all , Burroughs emerges as a selfless, tender
hearted, hard-working, pious man, dedicated to God and his church. As
a Baptist he insisted on the separation of church and state ; as a pietist
he felt in the 1790S that "the latter days " were fast approaching.

This is an auspicious first volume for th e Rhode Island Genealogica l
Society. It would benefit from a broader index including place names,
subiect headings, and significant topics. Also, some annotation would
help identify people, places, and events menti oned fleetingly or am
bigiouslv by the author (such as the Battle of Rhode Island). But this is
an excellent beginning. It will delight and reward the local historian.

1°3
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A Gift for the Fut ure

The Board of Trustees of the Rhode Island Historical Society would like you to
consider making the Society a beneficiary when you are preparing your will.
Such a bequest would help insure the Society's continuing efforts to collect, pre
serve, and interpret Rhode Island 's rich heritage. A bequest to the Society is
truly a gift to future generations of Rhode Islanders so that they may share in
the Society 's services and programs.

Should you desire to include the Society as a beneficiary of an unrestricted
bequest when preparing your will, the following wording is suggested:

I give and bequeath to The Rhode Island Historical Society in Pro vidence
In the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantati ons dollars
($ ) for its general uses and purposes.

The Director of the Society will be happy to discuss this matter with you.
Gifts to the Society are deductible from federal estate and income taxes.

The Rhode Island Histo rical Society
52 Power Street, Providence, Rhode Island 02906
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With sincere appreciation to
The Rhode Island Historical Society

in securing the past
for the benefit of thefuture.
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capitaloffense.
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In inflationary times like these , even conservative
investors are tempted (0 lake chances in order 10pre
serve the value of their capital. But the tru th is . you

don't have to risk your capital to slay ahead of inflation.
All you have to do is select InBank as your investment
manager.

Because at InBank, you' ll find investment advisers
who ....rill provide you with a disciplined approach

for selecting the securities which will
meet your capital preservation objectives.

For complete information about how
InBank can keep you from committing
a capital offense . call Gregory Ahem
at (401) 278-6699, or write (0 him at

Ind ustrial National Bank,
Trust and Investment Division,

100 Westminster Street,
Providence, RI 02903 .
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Financial mind. for your peace ofmind.
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