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A photograph by Lewis Hine of
a ten-year-old newsboy selling
near a saloon off Market Square
in Providence. No. )207 . This
photograph and the others that
follow are part of the col1ections
of the Slate r Mill Historic Site.
The Hine photographs were the
gift of Mrs. C. Raymond Munson
in memory of Alice Hunt and
Edith Woodhead Marshall.
Courtesy of Slater Mill Historic
Sire.



Lewis Hine's Photography

and Reform in Rhode Island

by Stephen Victor'

Lewis Hine, one of the country's leading photographers of social condi
tions, left behi nd an amazing photographic record of working and
living conditions In Rhode Island. His photographs arc poignant re
minders of the ha rdships some people faced in the early years of th e
twe ntieth ce ntu ry. But Hine's photographs are significant for another
reason as well. They reflect the goals, methods, and presu ppositions of
a particular kind of progressivism, a parti cul ar approach to reform
that emphasized humanitarian concerns above all others. When Hinc
worked in Rhode Island in 19 1 2 , he was associat ed with the National
Ch ild Labor Committee and the Consumers' League of Rhode Island,
two groups that advoca ted humanitarian reform. Hin e's photograph s,
th erefore, tell us a great deal not only about th e plight of poor people,
and especially poor children , who hved in the sta te m 1912 , but also
about the ways that reformers sought to bring public attention to th at
plight, so that the h ves of the disadvantaged might be im proved .

To underst and Hine 's photographic reco rd of working and living con
di tions in Rhode Island, one must first understand th e aim s of the two
organi zations th at brought him to the state. The National Chi ld Labor
Co mm ittee, Hin e-s employe r at th e time, was an organization dedi 
cated to improv ing th e lot of children . It worked, often in consort with
othe r groups, to better all aspects of life for children , an approach that
led beyond chil d labor [Q health, educa tion and housing and ultimately
to working conditio ns for th eir mothers and by extens ion to wom en in
general. T he concern with children was centra l to the humanitarian
progressives. For them, according to Robert Wiebe,

The child was the carrie r of tomorrow's hope whose innocence
and freedom made him singularly recepti ve to educatio n in ra
tiona l, huma ne behavior. Prot ect him, nurt ure him, and in his
manhood he would create that bright new world of the progres
sives ' vision.I

The National Ch ild Labor Comm ittee had close ti cs with the Con
sumers ' League: of Rhod e Island to ca rry out its programs in Rhode Is
land . This alliance: was not unusual. It was com mon for.humanitarian
reform groups to work together in the same causes , especially one as
popular as chi ld welfare,

The Consumers ' League of Rhode Island was affilia ted with the Na-

"The author IS specral exh ibit s curator n
lite Sute r MJiI Histone Site and protect
director for lite exhibit "Tbmgs to be:
Corrected , Things to be App reciated:
Phorcgrap hs by leWIS Hin e." The exh lbu .
which tfus ess.ay accompames. may be:
seen at the Wilk inson Gallery at Slater
Mill from March to May 198: .lIld al
the Museu m of Rhode Island His to ry n
Aldrich House irom rune to September
1981. Th e cxhrbu and associated pr o
grams are part ially funded by a grant from
the Rhode Island Comm ittee for t he
Hurnamues. Th e author would hke to
tha nk hrs Slater Mill colleagues Pamck
M_Malone and Thomas E. Leary for their
assrsrance WIth thes ess.ay_Ierry Ke. m s of
the Pnms and Pbomgraphs DIVISIOn oj
the LIbrary 01Congres s provided valuable
assislan ce in comprlmg th e checkhsr

I . Robert H wrebe. Th~ Search for Or
der. r817-192oI New Yor k. 19611, H'9
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tional League, which in 1899 consolidated several local organiza tions
sharing th e same faith in the use of the consumer's tremendous eco
nomi c power to protec t helpless workers from exploitation. At first,
the Nat ional League's founding chapte rs had been concerned with re
forming th e work ing condit ions of clerks in department stores. Tha t
concern remained import ant but was only one of the many areas of re
form that League members confronted.'

Th e Rhode Island yaup was an offshoot of the Rhode Island Council
of Women. Founded In t901 , the Consumers' League of Rhode Island
grew to over 300 members in 1912, the year of its incorporation.' One of
its most act ive members was Alice W. Hunt . After education at Welles
ley and some years teaching in Connecticut and at Hope High School
in Providence, she became executive secretary of the Rhode Island
League in 1908. During a stay in Chicago, Miss Hunt met Mrs . flor
ence Kelley, an avid reformer and well-known social worker , as well as
first General Secretary of the Nationa l Consumers ' League. Mrs. Kelley
inspired Miss Hunt to devote her life to reform . Miss Hunt remained
the principal staff member of the Rhode Island League from 1908 until
1951 when, at her recom mendation , the League dissolved, its mission
accomplished." In 1930 Miss Hunt was elected president of the group, a
position she kept um il 195I. ~

Children 's welfare was a part icular concern of the Rhode Island
League and of Alice Hunt . Annual reports show the cont inu ing efforts
of the League to improve conditions, especially working conditions, for
children. In these endeavors, the League's goals coincided with those of
the state's large ethnic working class, represented by the Democratic
party. Th e Consumers' League and the Democratic part y would seem
to have had different economi c interests and social class origins, but
the particular issues of work ing conditions and child labor served as a
common focus . Most of the legislation for which the League cam
paigned became law through the efforts of the Demo crats."

In 1903 the League was instrumental in procuring legislation to pro
hibit night work in industry for children under sixteen. ' Similarly, it
endorsed the Factory Inspect ion Act amendment, passed in 1905, in 
creasing the factory inspector 's power over manufacturing and mercan 
tile establishments.' The Rhode Island League seems to have worked
with both the National Child Labor Committee and the State Child La
bor Committ ee in seeing that th e bill was passed; the National Child
Labor Committee sent its general secreta ry, Owen Lovejoy, to investi
gate Rhode Island mills as part of the lobbying effort."

In January 1910, in conjunction with the National Child Labor Com
mittee 's annual meet ing in Boston, the Consumers' League of Rhode
Island held a child labor meeting in Providence." Th e League encou r
aged amendments to the factory laws of the state that would proh ibit
chi ldren under sixteen from work between 8:00 P.M. and 6:00 A .M. and
would prevent the em ployment of illiterate children under sixteen .
The Consumers' League also helped pass a law in t912 prohibi ting
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messengers under twenty-one from working after 10 :00 I' . M ., and in
1 91 5 a law prohibiting children under sixteen from selling after 9:00

P.M . II

Th e Consumers' League was also concerned with reform ing condi
tions for women: In 19 1 3 It managed to have working hours for wom en
and for children under sixteen reduced to a maximum of ten hours a
day and fifty-four hours a week, a restriction applying to all enter
prises." In addition to hours of work , the League managed to reform
several aspect s of worki ng conditions related to health . Thanks to it s
effort s, employers had to provide seats for women employees, get rid of
th e common cup and towel tthought to spread disease), and eliminate
the "Kiss of Death " shuttle in textile mills. ITo thread th is shuttle, a
weaver had to draw the th read through an eyelet by sucki ng, thereby
inhaling fibers, dust , and possibly disease at the same nme." l

The National Child Labor Committee and th e Consumers' League of
Rhode Island shared not only goal s but also methods. Both organiza
tions used educatio n and political acti on to achi eve their ends. Public
lectures, conferences, and exhibits were principa l means of education.
Annual reports of both organizations deta il num bers of lectures given
by members, reports of conferences, and accounts of exhibitions they
sponsored or In which they part icipated.I ' Informat ion present ed both
to th e general public and in lobbying efforts had to be accurate, so de
tailed investigations were undertaken to provide the basis for edu
cational and polit ical acti vities. Along with his photographic work ,
Lewis Hine not only carried out invest igations for the Nati onal League
but also gave lectures and supe rvised the exhibit department .

To the hum anitarian reform ers there was no question that educat ion
would be effecti ve. In fact , they had such faith in the human spirit that
they assumed "an automatic connec tion between accurate data and
rational action ." ls The differences between right and wrong were so
clear, these reformers felt , that they had only to present evidence that
an evil existed for corre cti ve action to be tak en. Th e League's annual
report for 1916 explained : "It is absolutely necessary that people under
stand the facts. When theyonce und erstand , th ey will do what is right
nam ely, demand the necessary legislation to safeguard th e boys and
girls and wom en who mu st work in thi s state ." I.

Politi cal action, as noted earlier, was another part of the human
itarian reformers ' program . They worked to establish laws eliminating
the most patent ills and to create adm inistrative and regulatory agen
cies , which would be sta ffed with workers who could mak e sure that
reforms were carried ou t . Annual report s of the League, for example,
show that its mem bers worked closely with the state factory inspec
tors. Th e reports express appreciati on to the inspectors, "who have
promptly investigated all cases of violation of the factory laws reponed
by the League. The Secretary [Alice W. Hunt] is especially grateful to
the Factory Inspectors for conducting her through mills which gener
ally allow no visitors." 17 In its cooperation with the factory inspectors,

"
I I Nathan, Story of an Epoch-Makmg

Movem ent , 11] , C l RI, Eleventh Annual
Report In.p., 1~I3 I, 10, 18-19, C l RI.
Fourteent h Annual Report (n.p., 19111),
I~ , 17-18

11 C l Rl. Twelfth Annual Report (n p.,
19 U 1. 9-10.

I} . Bytheumethe a Kl~~ofDc.ath ~

shuttle was ehrmnated, the self-threading
shut tle of the Draper-Northrop automauc
loom had already made It obsolete.

14. For the Nauonal Child Labor Com
m ntee see the annual report s uf the Gen.
eral Secretary m ChJ1d Labor Bulle/ln ; for
the Consu me rs' lu~ue of Rhode Island
<;CC its Annual Reports .

I). Wiebe, Search for Order, 181
16. CLRI, Fl freenth Annu.:!l Repon

tn.p., 19 171. 10 .
17. CLRI, Eleventh AnnuaJ Report, I ~ .
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th e Con sumers' League expressed its un derlying faith in polit ical and
administrat ive solutions to society 's ills.

Another method In th e League's refor m efforts was consume r sanc
tion . The Nation al Consumers' League, of wh ich th e Rhode Island
League was pan, had estebhsbcd a program th at endorsed items man
ufactured under clean and healthy conditions) approved produ cts were
ent itled to bear a label of the National Consu me rs ' League." Here
again the League was relying on the good will of all people, in thi s in
stance consume rs, to achieve its reform goals .

The methods of these reform orgamaanons had their root s in mid 
dle-class values . They presumed that th ose values were universally
shared and beyond question . They were certain that no right-thinki ng
person could question that chi ld labor, work in the home, gambli ng.
saloons, trash hea ps and dirt were bad, and that education, st imulati ng
work, temperance and cleanliness were good. Furt hermore, the reform
ers had a tremendous faith in the country 's economic system. Th e
abuse of that system, the reformers said , was responsible for the plight
of so many people. A gradual transforma tion would cure society 's ills;
no revolut ion or des truc tion was required. What was morall y sound,
th ey believed, woul d turn out to be econom ically sound. Accordin g to
th ese reformers, a misunderstandin g of economic benefits had encour
aged families and manufacturers to put children to work . If child labor
were prohibited, th ey argued , the quality of produ cti on would Improve,
workers would be bette r tra ined, and wages for adults would rise to

higher levels, appropriate to th eir greater efflcicncv,"
The humanitarian reformers' fundamental faith was in humanit y, its

potential for progress and its ult imate goodne ss. Th eir goal was to im
prove the world . Remove th e impediments to progress, they said, and a
wholesome life would grow.

In this light, Lewis Hine's photographs may be properl y understood.
His choi ce of subjects and even his treatment of those subjects ru
fleeted the concerns of the humanitarian reform organizations with
which he worked . Hine 's photograph s were vit al tool s in a campaign of
reform, a campaign that sought to effect change in soci ety by sho wing
exactly how that society had gone wrong .

Hin e's first visit to th e state und er th e auspices of th e National Child
Labor Com mitt ee was in April I \.109, at which time he photographed
principally in the Pawtuxet Valley (Anthony, Arkwright, Fiskeville,
Natick, Phenix, and Rwerpoiml." In Iune of th e same year, Hin e pho
tographed again in Rhode Island , this time in warren." His emphasis
during th ese trip s was on th e textile industry since he was preparing a
report. submi tted in lul y, on conditions in New England textile mills ."

When he returned to th e state 10 Novembe r 1912 for th e nat ional
committee, he seems to have worked closely with th e Consume rs'
League. Alice Hunt, th e League 's secre tary, was th e state rcpresentau....e
of the Nati onal Child Labor Comm ittee for that year." It is likely that
Miss Hunt made some mvcsnganons and arrangem ent s to facilitate
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Hine 's work on this campaign. She may also have accompanied him as
he took pictures in Lonsdale, Pawtucker, and Providence.

By the time of his Rhode Island visit in 1912 , Hine had firmly estab
lished the utility of phot ography in reform . Photography was, after all,
conc ise, persuasive, and accurate. Hine's view of photography was at
odds with that of many of his contempora ries whose concerns were
more asthenc than reformist . A few years earlier Hine had explained
that

the picture cont inues to tell a sto ry packed into th e most con
densed and vita l form . In fact, it is often more effective than the
realit y would have been because, in the picture, the non -essential
and conflicting interes ts have been eliminated. Th e picture is the
language of all nati onalit ies and all ages .... The photograph has
an added realism of Its own; it has an inherent attraction not found
In other forms of illustration. For th is reason the average person
believes Implicitly that the photograph cannot falsify.!'

Publications and exh ibitions of the National Child Labor Committee
used many of his photographs. Although we canno t att ributed specific
reform to a certain photog raphic Image, the mass of Hinc's powerful
photographs could not have failed to make an impact ."

Hine 's Rhode Island photographs in Novem ber rv 1 1 helped both the
Consumers' l eague and the nat ional commi ttee in their reform cttor ts.
The pictures arc described as being taken "For Chi ld Welfare Exhibit,
19 12-13 ." :16 A child welfare exhibit was Indeed held at Infant ry Hall In

Providence for a week in January 191 \ , short ly after Hine 's Rhode Is
land visi t ." Members 01 the Consumers' l eague prepared the working
chi ld section of the exhibit . As the League explained in its annual re
port published in 191 \ : "They showed the Rhode Island Child workmg
under good condit ions and under had conditions in mills, in stores and
on the street... . 50,000 people saw th is exhihit." l'

Two of the poste rs from the Child Welfare Exhibit of Ianuar v 1913

are reprodu ced in the League's Twelfth Annual Report. Both of those
panels were ill ustrated with several of Hme's photographs. In the "Facts
about Newsboys" poster." Hine's pho tographs show young boys shoot
ing craps and pitching pennies, labeled "Some of the ways in which
earn ings go," with text declaring that "No boy confessed to Shoot ing
Craps or Pitching Pennies." The same poster showed several pictures of
ten-year-old newsboys sel ling "Between Midniglu and Mommg," in
cluding "Nearly midnight. Ten year old newsboy sell ing in and around
this saloon near Mark et Square" Inc. 3107) and " 1 :00 A.M. Sunday,
Nov. 24 , 19 IJ. , and still selling. Stanl ey Steiner, the boot-blac k and
newsboy, is ten years old. . . . Th e other, Jacob Bow m. is 13 years old"
(no. 321 0 1. Hine's phot ographs of several eight-yea r-old new sboys illus
[fated another poster, "Newsboy Fact S." 1D A newspaper report made
special mention of the photographs in the exhibit sections on neglected
children and the working child.:u Hine 's photographs seem to have
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A poster from the Child Welfare

Extnbn of January 191J. From
Rhode Island Consumers'
League Twelfth Annual Report
(19 1J). Courtesy of Rhode Island
Hist orical Society Library (RHi

xJ 4225).
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How the C OI meu "'.IV Help m SocIOlI Up·
ht t," NOIlJolLt! Conference 01Chanties
and Conecuons. Prol:udmgs (June 19091,
U quoted In AlOIn Tr achten berg, ed., C/a~ ·

Il l' E"'ll.v ,~ on Phul ollrllphy INc- w HOI \"l~n .
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1\ The Libra ry " I Congress has about
1.000 photog raphs Hmc look dunng the
yeu~ he worked lOTthe Nanonal Child
Labor Comrmnee.

16, NatlolLtl Ch ild Labor Commmee
cud tile , Llblaty of Congress.

17. Prcvrdence Journal, lan . S, till J
111 CLRI. Twelffh Annual Report . 10.
19 ltnd., fOlclng 1~

\0 , lind . facmg 11

\ 1. Pro"Jden ce tournai, Ian . S, 191 \
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Another poster from the Child
Welfare Exhibit 0/ lanuarv 1913.
From Rhode Island Consumers'
League Twelfth Annual Report
(1913). Courtesy of Rhode Island
Historical Society Library (RHi

X] 4224).

p.. tbid, Dec , 16, 1912 .
33. Afte r 191S the report s comam no

illus trations .
34. Title and num ber correspo nd to the

National Child Labor Committ ee card file
at the Library of Congress. See the check
list following this essay.

}S . CLRl, Eleventh Annual Report,
9 - 10.

36 . Ibid ., 15 - 16 ,
H. Ibid. , facing lb.

3S. CLRI , 'ttuneenm Annual Report
[n.p .. 191 ; 1, facing 10.

39, Ibid. , facing 41.
40. Ibid., facing 16 .
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made a powerful impact on visi tors to the exhibit . Even before th e
exhi bit, Mrs. Carl Barus, a member of both the League and Nat ional
Committee, seems to have used some of Hine's photograph ic evidence
to show that young children "were setting stones for some of the ma nu
facturing iewelers of Providence, the work being done at their homes." ' l

The im portance of Hine's images to the work of the League is appar
ent in many of its pub lications as well. The League's annual report s for
the years 1912 through 19 15 are all ill ustrated with Hine photographs
taken in 1912.3.3

The Eleventh Annual Report (19 12 l, whic h desc ribes the League 's
success in gett ing a law passed prohibiting messenger boys from work
ing at night , has as its front ispiece the photograph of "Speed, one of the
young Western Union Messengers" [no. 3169 ).,<4 It is proudly labeled
"A Messenger Boy, The law does not allow him to work after 10 p.m."
The Night Messenger bill was one of three bills present ed to the legis
lature by the League wit h support from the National Chi ld Labor Com
mittee; it was the only one to pass."

Th e same repor t notes that "the League deplores the amount of
home work found to exist in this state . Littl e chi ldren have been seen
making chain purses, setting stones in cheap jewelry, stringing tags,
making paper boxes and pulling threads in lace. The National Consum
ers' League is opposed to this hom e work, th is sweat-shop labor." 16 A
Hine pho tograph of "Girls, six, nine, and eleven years old, working on
chainbags" (no. 3172l illustrates these comments with the caption
"Makers of Mesh Bags. Littl e children work before school, at noon
time, after school and at night on these bags," '"

More of Hine 's work played a role in the League's act iviti es in 19 I 3,
and several of his photographs appear in the Twelfth Annual Report.
The front ispiece of that issue reflects cont inuing efforts to improve the
lot of newsboys with a photograph captioned, "Eight-Year Old News
boy. At present he is allowed to sell all night . He is Jimmie Rudgeway"
{no. 3 164).

Th e League 's concern with young people working at night is also evi
dent in it s Thirteenth Annual Report (19 141. Hine's appeali ng "Group
of girls in spooling and warping room, Lonsdale" (no. 31551 is captioned
with the rhetorical questi on, "Should Rhode Island allow these young
girls to work all night !":" Another Hine pict ure, of thr ee young news
boys, bear s the accusatory legend , "Rhode Island allows these boys to
sell papers all night."19 Still anot her Hin e photograph portrays "Mid
night gambling scene on a Providence street. A flashlight picture of
newsboys shooting craps between I and 1 a.m.":"

Th e Fourteent h Annual Report republi shed two Hinc photographs
that had been previously published as front ispieces in the Eleventh and
Twelfth Annual Reports with tr iumphant labels indicating the League's
success in reforming their conditions . "Speed" {no. J I 69l is labeled
"The Night Messenger-c-r cr z" and Jimmie Rudgeway [no. 31641 is
identified as "The NewsboY-19 I5"; the date s refer to th e years th e
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No. 3 17 2. Courtesy of Slat er Mill Hist oric Site .

League was successful in getting reform legislation enacted under
which "Rhode Island now protects these boys by law.'''' "Groups of
girls in spooling and warping room, Lonsdale " (no. 31551reappea rs in
this report as well ."

Hine 's Rhode Island work also served the goals of the National Chi ld
Labor Committee. The exhibit handbook, The High Cost of Child La.
bor, reproduces an exhibit panel on the moral dangers of street trades ."
A boy operating a power saw with an unguarded blade represents physi 
cal dangers, but street trades "expose children to moral dangers more
deadly than circular saws ." The "Newsboys' midnight crap game" [no.
p08) is among those dangers about which the poste r asks, "Does it pay
to allow children to have such contact with vice! " We do not have re
productions of all the panels of this exhibit, but there may have been
mor e Rhode Island photos in it and in other exhibits put together by
Hine for the national committee."

The utility of these' photographs in reform efforts can only be esti
mated from the size of the national committ ee's exhibit efforts . In 1914

the General Secretary repon ed that

Our Exhibit Department has been considerably developed this year
under the direction of Mr. Hine . Our old exhibit material has been

.'

No. 3164. Courtesy of Slater Mill
Hist oric Site.

.p . CLRI. Fourtl"~nlh Annual Reporl,
laClfIlI: 1 1

41 tmd. , Iacmg 1 <;

.n National Child Labor Comrmnee,
pamphlet no, 14 1 Ilan, I y I , I. \ . See al so
Child Lahor Bulletin. Ill. no. 4 [Peb.
191 , 1. 1y_

44- -ne High CO!II ~i Child Labor " ea.
hlbll comamed IWl"nly'·'five panels when
drsplaved m San Francisco accordmg 10
Chlld wOOr Bulletm, Ill. no. 4 lFeb.
191 51, I
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revised and remodeled, and a number of new exhib its added. These
have been tried out in various communities and the exhibit has
demonstrated it s ability to put our cause before people in an im 
pressive way, and the Department is now on a good basis.

Eleven exhibits have: been built this year and have been show n
in fifty cities in twenty different states, and sixteen places in New
York City."I

[ VUlVOln It_S
f llA T Til 'S til .---
MORAL DANGERS

~

00(.$ IT M Y TO AUOW' CIl 'LDA("
TO KAVI: SlJGM COfilTAC1' ",",'lUI'

.uT ['\I(lM)Il( DOU _

fllAT STIlI" TIlADUI _ H I____ Tto(Yl~

0IlUllIl . ",_~IIl:S_

DlADLY ,_ CIDCUl.U: 5.fr,WS

Hine's Rhode Island photograph s
were used to illustrat e a poster
for an exhibit prepared by
the Nauonal Child Labor
Comm ittee. From National
Child Labor Commniee.
pam phlet no. 241 ( 19 1 ~),

Photograph by Willi am Cuero.

Thus Hme's portrayal of conditions In Rhode Island aided reform
movements and taught about the wrongs of chi ld labor to the public
across the na tion while establishing the importance of phot ography as
an aid In reform .

Hine's work for th e National Child Labor Committee came fairly
early in his career. In th e ..crvi ce of reform. he: documented intolerable
conditions of work and life, especially for children. w hen Hm e's
camera captured small girls at work assembling mesh bags in thei r
tenem ent apart ments or young boys selling newspapers in and around
saloons at night , he kne w his photographs would educate his viewers,
perhaps cap ture their sympathy and finally lead to the refor m of the
ab uses portrayed.

As Susan Sont ag points out, before a photograph can have a moral
effect, a relevant political consciousness IS needed. "Without politics ,"
she writes, "photographs of the slaughter-bench of his tory will most
likely be ex perienced as, simply, unre al or as a demo raliz ing emotional
blow." '" Efforts to reform wor king and living conditions were well un 
der way, and Hin e could count on a svm parheuc audience for whom a
reminder and dramat ization of abuse were enough of a goad to carryon

-------~.~.........

NO. 3 I H . Co urtesy of Sla ter Mill
Hist oric Site .

4\· Ibid ., III. nil.' IN,w 111 141, 16- 17.
46. Susan Son u/:. O n Phowxraph.v

INew York, 11117 \, 19
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the wor k. The developed moral sense of the progressive era prov ided a
tilled field on which to cast the seed of reform .

However, to treat Hmc's work me rely as docume ntation of evide nt
abuse gives us no sense of Hine 's special vision and his overall plan .
Hine's Rhode Island photographs in the Munson collec tion of the Sla
te r Mill Histor ic Site arc typical of the range of subrec ts and treatment s
of them Hine used dun ng much of his life but particu larly dunng the
period he worked for the National Chi ld Labor Committee. Co nse 
quently, the mater emphasis of the 1912 Rhode Island pho tographs IS

child labor , hut other topics support that concern. The largest group of
photographs treats housing conditions . Newsboys and messenger boys
make up the larges t part of the photographs of child workers. A large
group co ncerns textile mills and textile worke rs. One other maror sub
iccr is Providence 's Italian commuruty.

Hine explained the purpose behind his photographs: "T here were
tWO thi ngs I wanted to do. I wanted to show the things that had to he
corrected . I wanted to show the things th at had to be appreciated ." ' 
Examples hom the 1912 Rhode Island photographs provide exce llent
examples of the spec ial treatment Hint': gave his subjects. of hIS part ic
ular humannanen vision .

The digni ty of work shou ld count first among Hm e's "things to be
ap preciated ." As early as II}09, he expressed a need "for the intclhgcnt
inte rpre tat ion of the world 's worke rs, not only for th e people of today,
but for futu re ages: '" That same conviction is clea r in his photographs,
espec ially in those of the ' 9 2O S and 1930S whe n his pnncipal conce rn
was wi th people at work." That dign ity is also manifest in th e Rhode
Islan d pictures, especia lly in the factory interiors Hin e shot in th e

No. J 195. Courtesy of Slater Mill
Histone Site .

.p . Q Uilled In ludnhM . Gutman .
LtlVJ5 W Hm e. ,S7.,-19.JO- Two Perspec
nves INe w YOlk, 1 ',)7~ 1. ,,_

~Il Hme , " Soc J.1 ] Pho togra phy" ;IS
quoted m Trachtenberg, ed . CIIlHlc Es.
S<lf.\. I I 1

~'J l e WI S \ \1 Hme. Mt n at Work (New
Ynrk, 1l,l11 IorJji;. publ. 19 J1ll.

NO.1 t77. Cou rtesy of Slater Mill
His toric Site.

..
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No. 320) . Courtesy of Slater Mill
Historic Site.

Lonsdale Mills in 1911. In "View in the Mule Room " {no. 3153 1 Hine

shows us two men controlling a pair of spinning mules that are so long
they converge in the distance and then disappear into the far glare. One
of the men demonstrates his mastery of his machine as he stretches to
"piece up" (repairI a strand of yarn. The other patiently continues his
dexterous work of piecing somewhere near the middle of a seemingly
endless mule . Here are men doing honest, dignified work at machines
that eliminate the tedious work of many hands .

The dignity of work is not the only subject to be appreciated in
Hine's work. The character and dignity of the individual is the most
obvious aspect of Hine 's portraits. The disheveled charm of Jimmie
Rudgeway smiles Out of Hine's photograph (no. 31641. Though his coat
is too large for his eight-year-old frame, his knicker leg falling down,
his necktie loose around his neck, and his shoes tattered, we still see an
attractive, intelligent, young man standing solidly on the sidewalk .
Only the caption tells us he is a newsboy; the background of this pic
ture shows only a quiet daytime city streetscape.

Hine was not interested in portraying a character merely because

people were appealing or interesting. His portraits are an essential pan
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of his reform efforts. When Hinc shows intolerable cond itions. his pho
tography makes it clear that the people retain thei r mtclhgence and
dignuv even as they work in the most degrading suuanons. The wistful
snule of the ti red ten-year-old newsboy selling newspapers near Mar
ket Square (no. l207 1 is definuelv out of place at rmdrughr ncar a
saloon. The unsavory man leaning against the saloon makes the news
boy 's innocence all the more poignant . T he photograph tells us that
the re IS nothing wrong with this child, only with his situation . The
conditions are wha t need to be reformed; the children arc merely tra p
ped In them.

Someti mes Hine shows us th e effects of unhealt hy work. The young
man of whom Hine asks "Would thi s cotton-mi ll hoy stand a test for
physical fitn ess ?" (no. l 19 'i l evokes our sympathy for his plight. His
narrow shoulders and vacant look arc th e evidence Hin e presents that
cotto n-mill wor k is debili tat ing.

When Hin c photographs people working at ted ious tasks under terri
ble condit ions, the work enviro nme nt takes priorit y ove r the person
alities of the individual workers . When we look into F. Delloiacon e's
cigar fact ory (no. lInl we sec adu lts and chi ldren so busy at their work
of smppi ng and roll ing cigar leaves that th eir hands do not stop wor k
Ing even for the camera and their faces do not acknowledge its pres
ence. Our attention then turns from the work to the long room, so nar
row and crowded by the workbench and chairs that one cou ld not pass
behi nd the workers. The repeated pattern of the wallpaper echoes the
work of ciga r rolli ng that has produced the cou ntless bund les of cigars.
That "very dirty and ill -kept " room, the caption tells us, is "the living
sleeping-and-working room and adioms th e store." Bad enough for any-

No. 3182. Ccurresy of Slater Mill
Historic Site.
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No. 3174. Courtesy 0/ Slater Mill
His toric Site . one, especially childre n, to spend time working in such conditions, but

fa live and sleep th ere as well ?

Sometimes it is not th e ding y working conditions but an inappro
priate job that is th e object of reform. Industrial home-work is th e sub
iect of a photograph that finds three beribboned young girl s hunch ed
over their work benches making chai n-bags (no. 3J 71). variety of pat 
terns of wallpaper, tabl ecloth s, and a she lf do ily portray a cared-for an d
cozy room, in whi ch the patterns of th e girls ' dresses see m righ t at
home. The girls belong th ere ; th eir work docs not .

Hine's Rhod e Island photogra phs treat housing conditions two ways:
some of hi s pictures are devoid of human beings and some are packed
full of them . Those tr eatments emphasize different aspect s of housing
probl ems. A back alley strewn with tr ash, festooned wi th laundry and
packed with people {no.\103l represents one type. The clo thesline and
fence edge di rect ou r attention from one to another of the several grou ps
of people at different levels. With this crowded picture, Hine is evoking
ove rcro wded housing conditions, too many people, no t enough room.

An example of Hme's other mode of portraying unacceptable hous

ing conditions is the photograph of a sink drain running out onto the
ground beneath a window (no. 31811. The dram is in the very center of a
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flat portrait of bleakness, a gray and abstract scene. A scraggly hare tree
and an expanse of decaying clapboards stand behind the weeds in the
foreground ; even they arc dead. It is difficult to imagine anyone living
in such desolation . Hinc's obvious care in composing a picture of hou s
ing so clearly neglected tell s us to turn our auenuon th ere too .

Hine presents the remedies for some of th e things that need to he
corrected, the results of reform efforts . A phot ograph in a set tleme nt
house shows us well-dressed little girl s learning to sew {no. '1 7 ~1. The
arrangement of their chairs highlight s th e director of th e se t tle me nt
house holding a deserted infant in her arms.

Progress had been made in working conditions as well. A fact ory in
Pawtucket had a room devoted to use as an infirmary and librar y {no.
31861. Hm e's phot ograph shows us a nurse taking care of th e needs of a
patient relaxed on clean sh eets and covered with a blanket.

A few of Hille 's phot ographs record event s that are wh im sical or

quaint, showing us the human side of ordinary life . When he captures a
little girl pla ying with a goat in a back yard on Spruc e Street , Pro
Vidence Ina. 31981. Hine shows the uneasy assimilation of th e Immi
grant to life in an American city, as uneasy as the lIttl e girl 's stance on a
pile of boards. A horse -drawn wagon from whi ch men are unl oading

No. J 186. Courtesy of Slater Mill
Historic Sire.
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No. 3198. Courtesy 0/ Slater Mill Historic Sire.

No. 3199. Courtesy of Sla ter Mill
Historic Sire.



LEWiS HINE ' S P HO TOG R A P H Y

large round loaves of bread for delivery in the Italian district Ina. 31991
is a wholesome portrait of immigrant life. Hine seems to have inter
rupted a conversation between the bicyclist and his friends the bakers .
Everyone knows everyone else in the immigrant community. Immi
grants were an important subject for Hine . He had begun his career tak
ing pictures of immigrants at Ellis Island. And near the end of his life
he prepared a folio of photographs of immigrants for the Russell Sage
Poundanon."

In all , Hin e's work in Rhode Island during those few days touched on
the well-known subjects of his career: child labor, immigration, and
the dignity of work . Seen together they show a unified humanistic
vision. Human life is central to Hine 's approach . It is central in his
touching portraits of children at work and in his eloquent photographs
of the dignity of work. Concern with the proper conditions for human
life is as evident in his photographic record of immigrants living in a
new world as in his pictures of housing conditions. Hine's Rhode Is
land is a place where human beings have the abihty and obligation to

uphold th e dignity of human life. It is a small but representative piece
of Lewis Hine's world .

~o. Gutman. LewIS W HInt and rht
Amtncan Social Conscience. 46.
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Photographs by Lewis W. Hine

at Slater Mill Historic Site

All photographs are the gift of Mrs. C. Raymond Munson in memory of
Alice Hunt and Edith Woodh ead Marshall . All were tak en for the Na 
tional Child Labor Committee and are of the S" x 7~ format. Miss Hunt
gave the photographs to Mrs . Munson in the 19305; Mrs . Munson gave
them to Slater Mill in 1981.

The nat ional committee's card file, hs n ng the photogra phs by num
ber with descriptions by Hine, is now in the Prints and Photographs

Division of th e Library of Congress. Slater Mill 's prints have the com
mittee 's nu mbers penciled on their backs , and some have brief descrip
tions as well.

The checklis t below is based on desc riptions in the committee 's card
file, except for numbers 67 sand 696, for which descriptions are from
th e comm ittee 's label s pas ted on th e back of the Slater Mill prints. Ex
cept for th ose prints, all the o thers are ident ified as being "For Child
Welfare Exhib it 1911 - I} ." In cases wher e Slate r Mill 's print co nta ins
different or additional infor mation , that infor mation is given afte r th e
notation "SMHS."

A few of Slater Mill 's prints arc not in the l ibrary of Congress co llec
tion of Hin e photographs, as ind icated by "not in l C." Some of th e pho
tographs given to Slater Mill were duplicat es which th e Rhod e Island

Historical Society and th e Rhode Island School of Design Museum of
Art acquired; initi als of these organizations in th e chec klist ind icate
tha t th ey ow n a copy of the picture in question .

A beau tiful young spinner and doffer in Interlaken Min, Arkwright,
R.l. She has wo rked there 1 year . Looked 11 yrs . old and had a hect ic
flush caused by warm, close atmosph ere. Apr il 17, 1909.675 .

These are some of the sweepers and mule room boys working in the
Valley Queen Mill, River Point , R.1. Several of th e smallest ones th ere
said they had been working th ere } years and over. Speak no English .
Sunda~ April 18, 1909 . 696

View in Mule-room, lonsdale Co tton Mills. l onsdale, R.I. Nov.
n /n . }I n . RlHS.

View of warping room, l onsdale, R.I. Mills. } I 54. RIHS.

SMHS: Group of girls in spooling & warping room lonsdale , Nov.
vzt vz. }ISS . RIHS. Not in l C.

View in l on sdale R.I. Mills. RlHS. }I 56. [Carding and drafnng].

View in l onsdale R.t. Mill s. RlH S. }I 57 [Spinning].
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Card-room hands, Lonsdale, R.1. Mill s. ]158. Not in LC.

Doffers in Lonsdale, R.I. Mills. 3I 59. Not in LC.

Housing conditions, Woonsocket, R.I. ]160.

Housing conditions, Lonsdale, R.1. ]161.

Irene Cohen, ten-year-old Newsgirl, Providence, R.I. ]162.

Irene Cohen, ten -year-old Newsgi rl, Providence. R.l. ]t6].

jimmie Rudgeway, 8 year-old newsboy, Providence , R.1. 316~ . R1SD.

Dominic M_Ciouchino. 8 years old. newsie, Providence, R.I. ] 165.
SMHS adds : Nov 22 /1l .

Loafers-Providence. R.1. 3r 67

"Speedr-c-One of the young Western Union messengers. ]169.

Entran ce to th e crowded. dirty house of a Midwife, rear tenement on
Spruce Street, Providence. R.1. 3170.

Girls, six , rune . and eleven years old, working on chain-bags, Mrs.
Antonio Caruso. 132 Knight St., Providence, R.I. ]172.

Setting stones in cheap iewelrv Ernest Lonardo. I I years old,
Thomas, q years old. 6 Hewitt Street, Providence. 31H .

Sewing class in Sprague Hou se Settle ment Providence, R.1. The Direc
to r is holding a newly arrived dese rted baby. ] 17 ~ .

Exterior of Sprague House Settlement , Providence, on Satu rday morn
ing. The house was so full that these children cou ld not go in..3175.

Elvira Chnstotano, 11 0 Spruce St., Providence, making chain-bags.
3176.

Cigar factory of R. Delloiacone, 20 S Atwells Av., Providence, R.I.
Eight year old boy and ten year old girl are str ipping. This room is the
living-sleeping-and-working room and adjoins the store . Nov. 23,
1912. Ver y dirty and ill -kept . ] 177.

Hou sing conditions, Elm St., Pawtucket, R.I. 3178.

Hou sing condi tions. Elm Stree t, Pawtucket, R.l. Nov. 25, 19t2 . 3J79.

Hou sing conditions, Elm Street, Pawtucket , R.t. ] 180.

Hous ing conditions, Elm St., Pawtucket , R.1. 3181.

Hou sing conditions, Elm St., Pawtucket , R.I. Th e drain age from sink
run s out Onto the ground. 3182.

Housing conditions, Pawtucket, R.1. View from bridge. 318]. Not in
LC.

Th e Sto ne Hou se, Mill Street, Cent ral Falls, R.I. 3184. Not in LC.

Boy at machine. Atwood Crawford Co., Pawtucket, R.I. Exhaust for
sha vings. 318S. Not in LC.

A patient . A sick worker receiving First Aid, in room set apart for
hospital use and library, Brym & Marsh, Pawtucket , R.I. Mfrs. of elec
tr ic ligh t bulbs. Nov . 26 ' 12. 3186.

5 r
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Co tton-m ill employee using seat th at is on the end of her ma chine.
Pawtuck et , R.I. 319 2.

Cotton-m ill employee using seat that is on the end of her mach in e.
(Seat vacant in pho to]. ] 192 A.

Wh itman Street du mp, Pawtuc ket, R.t 3193.

Privies and back-yards, Lonsda le, R.t. ]194.

SMHS: Woul d this cotton-mill boy stand a test for physical fitness?
]195 ·

Would these cotton-mi ll boys stand a test for physical fitness ! Work
in Riverside Mill , Olnevvtlle. Providence. ] 19 6.

Na rro w windows in AtlantiC Mill , Providence. Interior is very dark.
3197.

Back -yard , Spruce Street , Providence, R.l. ]198.

Delivering bread in the Italian District, Spruce St., Providence, R.I.
]199·

O ne of th e Midwives ' homes, Spruce St . )200.

Cigarett es, Spruce St ., Italian Boys, Providence, R.I. Nov. 23 , 1912.
POl.

Tiny girl with big bag that she is carry ing home, Spruce St., Pro
vidence, R.I. p02.

Housing conditions, Rear of Repu blican St. , Providence, Nov. 23 ,
19 I1·3203·

Jimmie Rudgeway, 8 year old newsie, Providence. 320). SMHS adds:
Nov 23, ' I 2 .

Nearly midnight . Ten year old newsboy selling in and around thi s
saloon near Market Square, Providence , R.1. Flash-light phot o. p 07 .

Midnight, Nov . 23, 1912 . Providen ce, R.I. Newsboys shooting craps
near Post Office. Been playing here at craps for an hour. Flash-light
photo. 3208.

1 :00 A.M. Sunday, Nov. 24, J911, and still sell ing. Stanley Steiner,
the boot-black and newsboy, is ten years old, and sells until I A.M.
Lives, 92 Ulmsbee Ave., Providence , R.I. The other, Jacob Botv in, is
13 years old , 33 Hilt on St. pia.

Dumps near Reservoir . SMHS completes: Ave., Providence. 32 I I .

View in Pawtucket, R.1. mill- showing accumulation of lim on floor.
Th e air is full of it too, but photo doesn 't show it . p12. SMHS: Dex
ter Yarn Co. Lint on floor.

Whitman Street, Dum p, Providence, R.I. P13 . S1\.\HS: Session St .
Pawtucket .

Whitman Street, Dump, Providence, R.I. 321.$ . SMHS: Th e heart of
Pawtucket, Session St.

The Stone House, Hill Street [SMHS: Mill Stree t], Central Falls, R.I.
pI ) .
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View of privies, garbage dumps, in back yards near Bed-bug Alley and
High Street, Central Falls, R.1. 3216. SMHS: Bedbug Alley, c.F. Play
ground for fifty or mo re chi ldre n. Privies and rubbish, open drainage.

Basement Tenement, High St., Central Falls, R.I. 3117. SMHS: Base
ment home UI on High St., Cent ral Falls. Eleven people live here .

Backyard and privies in terribly filthy condition, 76-78 Borden Stree t,
Providence, R.I. Owners wealthy. 3218.

Rear of a six-family house, 130 Richmond Street, Providence. SMHS
adds : Dirtiest House in Providence. 3119.
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The "Part icular Courts" of Local

Government : Town Councils in

Eighteenth-Century Rhode Island

by Bruce C. Daniels'

Local history IS by tar the most prevalent form of hrstoncal writing m
the Urn ted States but, paradoxically, we know less about local institu
tions than any others. Over the past two hundred years , tens of thou
sands of books have been wnnen about specific panshes, towns, and
counties, but we have only a handful of solid historical studies of the
paris h, the [Own, or the COUnty. Local history wnnng has tradi tionally
been an antiquarian pastime In which narratives extol the vi rtues of
ances tors an d cha rm descende nts wi th anecdotes and tales of bravery
and ha rds hi p. Indeed, these local histories arc usually cha rm ing if one
knows the place and th e people being desc ribed ; moreover, th ey fre
que nt ly func tion as a m ual In community-bui lding by renewing and
perso na lizing th e relat ionsh ip people feel With the past . By labelmg lo
cal hist or y antiquarian or by say ing it docs not te ll us much about local
ins titu tio ns, I do not mean to imply that th e genre itself is insignifi
cant. Professional an aly sis was seldo m its goal. But, because of its pri
mary concern with speci fic incidents and people, we ha ve learned littl e
about the general principles and ins ti tu tions that have govern ed our
com munities. Analyses of local governments ha ve usually been left to
polit ical scientists who tend to write about th e present and not about
the past .

Over the past two decades, however, academic hist or ians have begun

to see the local com munity as a subiect worth inves tigating, and an
early tri ckle of professional studies in th e 1960s has become a flood of
theses, dissertat ions, and art icles in th e 1970s. Whil e vastly expanding
our knowledge of ea rly Amer ican communi ties , recent local history
nevertheless suffers from two problems . First, almost all of it has been
written with a case-study me thodo logy, and although the authors hope
to establish gene ral principles, th e typicalit y of each case is usuall y un
proven. Second, th e quest ions asked in the case stu dies reflect a pres
em soc ietal concern wit h inequalities and ineq ui ties, and have empha
sized analyses of power relat ionships and social structures and have
neglect ed insutution s and structures-in sho rt , social history has al
mo st entirely eclipsed co nstitutional history at the local level. In-depth

com munity studies, of course, penetra te deeply in to the lives of a lo
cale and tell us m uc h that is suggestive, and social his tory has given us

-
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a crucial new perspect ive on economic and demogra phic forces that
shaped our past ; the value of both the methodology and the subs tance
is immense. But, unless we wish to run th e risks of "balkanizing" early
American histor y and of pretending that socia l pressures do not man 
ifest themselves in ins ti tutions, we also need to pay some att ention to

gene ral prin ciples and inst itut ional arrangeme nts operaung at the local
level. I The follow ing ana lysis of Rhode Island 's town counci ls in the
eighteenth century attem pts to do thi s. Using a sample of nearly half of
co lonia l Rhode Island 's towns, it desc ribes and ana lyzes the pract ices
and func tions of th e towns' key execu tive bodies.

Rhode Islan d 's disti nc ti ve use of the term "town counc il" requires
some explanation. No ot he r colony used th e term widely to des ignate a
communi ty's senior officers. In th e rest of New England, th e towns' ex
ec ut ives we re ca lled selectme n or townsm en ; in the m iddle colonies of
New York and Pennsy lvania, a variety of names were used for local ex
ecutives; and in the southe rn colonies, vestr ymen and county court
ius rices admi nist ered local affairs. The term "to wn counci l" was not
extensively used in England prior to the sett leme nt of British North
Am erica, alt hough a group of adviso rs to th e ma yors of some municipal
corporat ions were called the council or "mayor's peers" or "mayor's
brethren." But such bodies were not direc t predecessors of the Rhode
Island town co unci ls: the cou ncils in England were larger, subo rdi nate
advisors to th e mayor, and had different fun ct ions.I Thus, while th e
name has some connec tion to the English past, and wh ile English com
mon law and practices of borough admi nis tration guided much of th eir
acti on s, the Rhode Island tow n cou ncils were esse ntially a New World
creation, part of th e pro cess of selec tive borrowing by wh ich every
colony derived a sys te m of local govern me nt distinct from its fellow
colonies but fashioned eclec tically from a het erogeneous English in
st itutional background.

In Rhode Island 's founding decade, different names were used for ex
ecuti ves elect ed by the towns. The General Co urt for Newport and
Portsmouth specified in r640 that mag istrates in each of the towns
were to meet monthly in a "particular cou rt" to adm ini st er the affairs
of th e towns. In the same year th e cons tit ution adopte d by Providence
crea ted a five-member board of "dispose rs" whose ma in fun cti on was
to supervise the allotment of land s but who also acted as an executi ve
board for local matters. Warw ick did not cons ti tute a forma l govern 
ment in its first few yea rs and governe d itself, it would seem, without
an exec utive body. In May 1647, th e four towns meeting together in a
General Court set up rules to imp lem ent the Charte r of 1644 whic h
made th em a colony and ordered each town to choose a six-man town
council at its town meeting. Each town did so in th e following year,
and it is from this act that the town council s derived.'

The power and authority of the new town counci ls were not pre
cise ly delineat ed in th e legislation but it was clear th at th e town meet 
ings were to be suprem e in local matters and that the town councils

1 There have been some exceptions
to this tende ncy to overlook Insti tu tions
and general patterns In local hfe. The es
savists In Bruce C. Daniels, 1,'01. , Town
and County. Essays on The Structure of
Local Covemmer nin the Amenccn Colo
mes {Middleto wn, Corm., 197AJ. ha ve
wnncn In rlus volume and elsewhere on
local government. Edward M. Cook, [r., In

The Fathen uf the Towns . Leadership
and Communit y Structure In Eighteenth
Century New England [Balrimorc, 1976 1,
comments perceptively on gen era l pat
terns ut officeholdmg In New England and
analyzes how these patterns Intersec ted
wrth institutional arrangements, Other
exam ples could be cited but in the mam
they only scratch the surface an d dozens
of addit ional spccrahzed studies are
needed to prov ide a secure pic tu re 01 local
government .

2. Sydney and Beatrice Webb, EnglJsh
Local Governmenl From the RevolutJon
to rhe MUnlclpal Corporalion Act , The
Manor and the Borough, Part [( London
and New York . 1908 1, n6 -J77 .

J. John Russell Bartlett, cd. Record,
of the Cotonv of Rhode lsland and Prov
tdence Plantations, 10 vols.jprovidencc,
R.I., 18S(,-I~(,2 1, L IAug [6401.106, (May
16411, I \ I , herea fte r cited as KI CK The
Providence consmuuon can be found in
Samuel G reene Arnold. HIstory of the
State of Rhode Island and Providence
PlantatIOns , 2 vuls. INew York , 11l\9
{81iol. 108 .
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were to have lim ited authority to act only on specific matters and were
not to make broad policy. The council thus was to fun ction as a "par
ticular court" and handle the details of individual cases under the gen 
eral guida nce of the town meeting. In addition to the six members of
the town council elected by the town meeting, any magistrates of the
colony living in the town (and each tow n had at least two ) were auto
matically members of the local council. When the magis tracy was in
creased by the creation of just ices of the peace , these colony-appointed
officia ls were also mad e membe rs of the town councils . Not unti l 1733
did th e colony government , mindful th at to wns were "defeated of the
privilege of having their prudentia l affairs carried on by persons of their
own choosing," exclude magistrates from the tow n council and make it
a body elected entirely by the local town meeting.'

Even though the Ge nera l Assembly passed many laws throughout
the colonial period strengthening the powers of the town council to act
on delegated matters, the council was never elevated to a policy-mak
ing position and was neve r able to transcend th e limits of being a par
ticul ar court. The belief in participatory government proved too strong
to allow inroads to be made on the authority of the town meeting to set
all policy.' Moreover, many of the Genera l Assembly statutes set pol
icies wi thin wh ich the town councils were forced to operate which also
limited their discretionary powers. Even in its function as a particular
co urt , th e town council had limits on its power. In matters which in 
volved punishment of a person by fin ing, or whipping, or warning out
of town, the co uncil had to apply to a justice of the peace for a warrant
to put the punishment into effect.

Despite the restricted nature of their authority, however, the town
counc ils were institutions of enormous importance in local gover
nance . If, for example, the town mee ting passed a bylaw stipulating
that a new highway was to be laid out , it was the town council who
decided ho w m uch money would be given to compensate land-owners
for their losses. If the Genera l Assembly passed laws out lining proce
dures for probati ng wills and inve ntorying estates, it was the tow n
counci l who decided if the executors of a decedent carrie d out these
procedures with fairness and iusnce. If a justice of the peace ordered a
tra nsient warned out of town or whi pped for vagrancy, he usually did so
on the recommendat ion of the town council. The details of admin ister
ing justice withi n broad guidelines were immensely important: almost
every man in colonia l Rhode Island was direc tly affected at some point
by a town counci l decision .

To handle all of these details, the town cou nci ls met frequently. The
ideal model seemed to be monthly mee tings, altho ugh some years they
m et m ore than twelve ti mes and some years less, dependi ng upo n
need . From 1710, the approxi ma te year from which extant council rec
ords date, to 17 9 0 , the end of the Revolu ti onary period, the towns aver
aged just about twelve mee tings per year. However, this average of one
meet ing per month disguises som e fluctuations. Ou t of a samp le of ten
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towns / seve n of th em had years in which the counc il met only six
times an d th e remaining th ree towns had lows of seven, eight , and nine

meet ings respec tive ly in at least one year . At the other extreme, the
Providen ce counc il met fifty -two times in one year and th e East Green
wich co unc il met forty-one times. No clear trend of meeting frequ en cy
eme rged over the eigh tee nt h cent ury, but in the 1770S and 17Mos th e
counc ils met much more often primarily to deal with th e details of im 
plementing the Revolution ary war effort at th e local level : increased
poo r-relief needs caused by th e war, obta ining military supphes, addi 
tional probate work, and othe r war-related matters, all necessitated

more meetings than usual. The decade with the high est number of
meeungs pnor to th e Revolution was the 1750S, al so a decade of war.
Duri ng the 1760s and th e early I 770S, when town meet mgs were held
mo re freq uently to discuss and debate the imperial problem, town
councils did not do so because the imperial debate involved matters of
policy-ma ki ng and not of administrative detail. While none of the ten
town s in the sample dev iated tremendously from the average through
out th e co lony, Providence, the most populous town in the sample, had
th e most counc il meetings. Despite these variations, extremes were
unusual and all th e quantitative evidence shows that townspeop le
could usually expect a town council mee ting on an average of onc e a
month. Occasi onally town councils met even when there was no eVI 
dent business to consider, which nonetheless gave peopl e the oppor
tunity to brmg matt ers to th eir attention . And if no business was forth
com ing [he councils sim ply adioumed. Abou t once a year, for instance,
the Cransto n town counc il would record that "there appears no bus i
ness of consequence to be done ," and would then adjourn.

An average of twelve mee tings a year and an occasionally much
higher number must have placed a substantial strain on the ene rgies of
th e town cou nc ilmen. Given this, attendance was surprisingly high at
tow n council meet ings and on ly one town, Providence, had a problem
more than on ce or twice in ninet y years in muster ing the required

17

6. .... sample or ten may seem small.
bUI aI the end ot the colomal pencd
Rhode I~land had only thrrtv mccrporared
towns and len 01 th em were new towns
founded alter 17 3 ~ On ly Cranston 01 the
above len In the sample was one or these
ne w towns Several ot rhe towns do nOI
have usable town council records . so the
sample Includn over three-fourths oj the
towns to she colony wrth lengthy 10""n

cou ncil mmures Regrenably. the councal
reco rds oi New port. the most im portant
lown to the colony. arc nor readable
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" " 6 ae
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All 9 ·7 10·1 11.3 11. 1 11 .} 10 .8 14 .7 14.7
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TABU II

A TH;NDA N C E OF C OU l'U l M EN AT T OWN C O UNCI L j\h E Tl !"{;~ 1710-179 0

Town

Brrstol
Cranston
East Green....-tch
Providence
Portsmouth
South Kmgstown
Scituate
Tiverton
warwi ck
Westerly

AI'a d:;:e /I anendmg
each meefm~

\>0

;;.1 \
;; II

4 .7<,)

In

4 Y"':

;;. I'i

,.1"
'; . \ I

;; ) I

'7 . Scrrua te Town CounCll .\'mute ~ ,

scuuae Town Ha ll lNov 1'7901. pons
mouth Town Councsl :o.'mute~ . Porn ·
mouth Town Hall. 1 '7 ~ Q!. - I'7~

quorum of four for a counci l meeung. Even Providence 's problems of
att endance were slight : only abo ut once every thr ee or four years did
less than four councilmen sho..... up and in 17'i6 th e Providence to.....n
council members showed the ir dissausfacnon ..... uh th en absent fel
lows by in stituting a fine of ten shilli ngs for missing a meenng. Eight
of the ten to..... ns w hose attenda nce records were analyzed averaged
over five members present per meeting, including Wester ly wh ich aver
aged s·s l. Provid enc e, ..... rth an average attendance of 4.79 per meeting
(out of a possible 6) was the lowest ; undoubtedly th is was no accid ent
since Providence, of course, had th e highest number of meeti ngs of any
town. Still, ..... hen one cons ide rs that Providence averaged twenty-six
and thirt y-four meetings per yea r in th e 1770 S and 17 805 respectively,
the attendance of its council members might also be considered high.
When one also considers that som e members had to travel distances of
up to five or six m iles and the inevitable sick ness that must have be.
fallen some co uncilmen, the reco rd of attendance sh ows an extraordi
nary commitme nt to duty.

Town councils met in a variety of places and some times rotated the
location of th eir meetings in order to be fair to all th e members or
some times met in one fixed locat ion for a number of years. South
Kingstown alwa ys rotated th e mee u ngs among councilmen 's houses.
The Scituate council met for years at th e house of Richa rd Smith, who
was not a councilman, but apparent ly had convenie nt and commodi
ous qua rters. Smith, although not normally a tave rn keeper, had a spe
cia l license to sell "victuals and drink" on council-meeung days. The
Portsmouth council met for over two decades at Chris topher Turner 's
tavern and then s..... itched to a tavern run by David Gifford.' Warwick
had no fixed place or rotati on schedule but decided at each meenng
where the next one would be. Sim ilarly, the time of the counc il meet 
ings varied within and amo ng the towns but more often than not they
began in the early aftern oon and adjourned before dark. This arrange
ment gave councilmen tim e to arrive ..... ith conveni ence and to reach
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TABU III

BU~I:-;f~~ O f T I )W N C()U!'OCll S 17 15 -1790
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,,,
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17~0·· 111\··· 17 90···

" " z r

,g

" ",] " "<0 <0 <0

7 , 1
; ,
9 , 1
1 ,

home befor e th e lat e evening. Portsmouth and Providence, however,
would occasionally meet as early as 9:00 A.M. ; the afternoon meet ing
was the ideal hut if the press of business was heavy, councilmen would
have to get up earli er to accommodate the need. Accessibility in terms
of location and time was not solely designed for the convenience of the
co uncilmen. The town clerk and town sergeant had to attend all coun
c il meetings, an d a large number 0/ people applying for licenses, regis
te n ng probat e m at erials, asking for payment for services, all streamed
through many of th e meet mRS. It was not rare for a meeting to deal
with ten or fift een separate Items, eac h one requiring one or several
people to appe.u before it.

This large volume of work would have taxed the energies of any six
men, and even if most of the decisions were rout me , they st ill required
at least a cursory appraisal. Over th e course of the eighteenth century
the average annual number of items dealt with by each council in
creased from twenty-nine items per year in I72 S to seventy-seven in
1790. Not surprisingly, the amount of business varied proportionately
with the size o f the town . Small towns such as C ransto n and Scituate
dealt with about twenty-five items of business in 1790, while Prov
idence, the largest town with extant council records, dealt with slightly
over 200 items in the same year. Administering the probate processes
and authorizing payments of town monies were the two largest items of
business, co m pris ing over 60 percent of the councils ' activities. The re
maining time was spen t licensing taverns and public houses, warning
people out of town (to avoid assumi ng the responsibility of poor relief
for them], dealing with highway m atter s, arra ngi ng and authorizing
guardianships and apprenticeships, granting ce rtificates to people mov
ing out of town (to indicate that the hometown would accept responsi

bility for their support if they became indigent), and a variety of mis
cell aneous items. Of course, these categories could be rearranged under
other headings which would yield different percennles.'

8. Mu ch 01 th l" aurh onaauon of pay 
ments. warnmg out 01 undesirable s. bind
101: out 01 children. and "ranlLng of
certrficates, for example, could be grouped
under a smgl~ ca(~~ory of poor relief , but
rhrs would not serve the purpo ses 01 anal 
YSIS as well .
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TABLE IV

AVERAGE N UMBlR O f ITEM~ DIAtT \ ...·IT II PUt T()W~ P Ia YEAR

1 7 2j * 1"'~O* * 1"'7 ,*·*
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'SlllOwn5 m sample
. o!",ne town, In .amr1e
" 'Ten low", In .arnr1 e

In terms of sheer qu antit y, the tow n council 's greatest amount of
bu siness was spent on aut honzing payment of town monies to various
individuals . This fun ct ion as th e auditor of all accounts steadily m 
creased relat ive to other functions as the eigh teenth century pro
gressed. It is doubtful, ho .....ever , If approving payments took the largest
part of the cou ncil 's time; most of the payments were routine and re
qui red little in th e way of difficult dccrston-makmg. Over th ree-fourths
of the payments authori zed were to people for rakm g ca rt: of the towns'
poor, and most of the rest were for services rendered the town by one of
the local officers. Usually, each payme nt ite m required a one-h ne state
ment in the town counci l records. Such stateme nts were generally
brief : "acco unt of Thomas Shephe rd for £ , for the keepin g of widow
Smith for t .....o mont hs appro ved." The evidence sugges ts that accou nts
were seldom dispute d, yet, every person had to be able to iusufv his
expenses to the tow n council . Petitioners knew that if they appeared
sus picious or even unreasonable they cou ld be closely ques tioned , and
th is in tu rn im parted a high degree of accountability to the financial
struc ture of the [Own. No monies, no matter how small, would be paid
out of the to wn treasury without the counci l 's approbation .

Probat e matters, qua nn tative ly the second mos t numerous item that
the councils had to deal with, consumed mu ch more space in council
records than all other items tak en toget her. Thi s docs not mean, how
ever, that the probating process was controversia l; conte nt ion seldom
surfaced, but the various stages involved in settli ng an estate each en
tailed documentation . First , a lett er of administration wou ld be issued
by the counci l to someo ne [usually a close relati ve of the decede nt !
who wou ld authonze the supervision of the out-of-counci l process .
Second, if a will was extant it would be presented to the council. usu
ally approved and then entered into the council records. Third, a de
tailed inve nto ry of all goods and their value .....ould be presented by the
executor and two others to the council for ent ry into the records .
Fourth, any deb ts due or owed by the estate would be collec ted or paid
und er the sup ervision of the council. Finally, the council wou ld ap
prove the distribut ion of the estate to the heirs under the terms of the
will or under the terms of colony law (in cases where no will was ex
tant ). In most in stances, the process of settling an estate dragged out
over several counci l meetings. Seldom was anythi ng out of the routine
involved ; the biggest problem councils usually enco unte red developed
if people refused to accept the letter of adm ini stration.

•
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Much other business was also rou tine to the pomt of being pIO

forma . License s for keeping taverns or public houses, once Issued, were
regularly reissued year after year although the matte r of fees for them
might provoke some discussion. The Issuance of cert ificates to peop le
moving to another town was nearly automatic . Highway business, ,11 ·
though It could involve a decision of great importance to an individual.
was seldom contentious at the town council level . Highway planning
oiten prompted heated debates among townspeople, but the town
meeting handled this prob lem , not th e tow n council . The council was
ca lled upon me rely to adiust lit tle detai ls of highway programs th e
town meeting had already approved. Similarly, warning peop le out of
town did not usually involve the council in any agonizrng over the na
ture of lust ice . The town council simply recommended to a iusnce of
the peace that an y individuals that the town did not have a clear re
sponsibility to support and who could not support themselves should
be ordered nut of town and sent back to the tow n of th eir last legal set 
tleme nt , usually their birthp lace. If a newcomer to town could not pro
duce a cert ificate from his hometown gua ranteeing the hometown 's
support in case of financial need. or If a person admitted with a cerufi 
care from another town needed relief , the council invariably asked for a
warning-out warrant to be Issued . Compassion played Imle role in this
process, and if a town could legally avoid the COSt of poor relief for a
person it did so by warning him out . Only whe n travel would haz ard a
person's life did the counc il deliberate whe the r or not he should be
warned out . Still, even if the decisions on warning ou t were nearly au
tomatic, they did sometimes involve a hearing to determine which
town was responsible for an individual 's welfare . Not mfrequently
towns disputed th e assignment of responsibility, and the town councils
were required to negotiate an agreement wi th other town counci ls or
go to court ove r the matter.

Matters of gua rdianship and binding out of chi ldren as apprentices
were also usually routine but could invo lve some difficult decision
making. Orphaned children fourteen years of age or older were allowed
to choose their own guardians and gene rally the council merely ratified
the choice of an uncle, grandparent, or neighbor. At times, however,
people refused to acce pt the gua rdianship and finding a suitable person
to ca re for an ado lesce nt and manage his property could be a probl em . If
an orphaned child was unde r fourtee n or if a child under th at age could
not be adequately cared for by his parents, the child wou ld be "bound
out " to some willing town resident . These decisions required ca reful
thought and choice on the part of the town council because it wanted
to make certain that the child would be placed in a prope r environ
ment . The situation could, of cou rse , invi te abuse of the chi ld if he or
she was overworked and unde rcare d for.

The mos t nettlesom e prob lem with guardianships, however, in 
volved the management of the estates of people termed non compos

mentis by the council. In a society without institutions to provide care

0 '



9 South Kingstown Town Council
Minutes, South Kingst ow n Town Hall.
Feb. 17S2

10 Portsmou th Town Council Min 
utes, Mar , 17 ~ \ , Ian . 1141.

II . Providence Town Co unc sl vtmutcs,
Providence City Hall. July 1726,

12. South Kingst own Tow n Co unc il
Minutes, May 1727, rune 1727 .

T HE " P A R T IC U L A R CO URT S " OF LO CAL (; OV E R N M E N T

for the feebleminded and elde rly, many people with enough [0 sustain
th emselves proved unable to manage their property. The council cou ld
eithe r initiate action on its own to assign guardians for these people or,
as it mo re frequently did, act on a petition by some concerned person [0

have a gua rdian appointed for one of these unfortunates , This occasion
ally in volved some controve rsy. The delicate nature of determining
someone to be unresponsible for himse lf and the potent ia l fur abuse of
th e individual 's finances ensured tha t the council took these decisions
under very serious consideration,

Some unusual decisions were occasionally required of the counci l
and broke th e normal humdrum of routine . The most dramatic of these
occur red periodically in every town when sma llpo x epidemics struck
an d the to wn cou nci ls responded with frenzied activity in an attempt
[Q contain the contagion. In these emergencies, the councils assumed
ext raordinary power and acted in ways to limit freedom of movement
an d act ion that would have been un thinkable in nor mal times . They
orde red people confined to homes or removed to buildings set up as
"pest houses" and posted guards around affected areas . The councils
often prohibi ted all unauthorized travel in the vici nity, appointed spc
cia l persons to treat the mfccrcd . closed harbors and roads , directed the
process of burials, and in genera] would try anything that might pre
vent the disease from being spread throughout the community. The
dread of smallpox ran so deeply that no matter how highha nded the
cou ncils' orders may ha ve seemed it issued in other matte rs, they were
accepted with alacrity duri ng epidemics. Each town experie nced about
five or six suc h emergencies in the eigh teenth century,

Small and unusual matters would sometimes come under the town
counci l 's purview. Although quest ions of morality were usually brought

to a ius ticc of the peace, they cou ld be brough t to the council if they
involved conduct in tavern s (since the cou ncil lice nsed them ],or if they
involved people who might be warned ou t of tow n. South Kingstown 's
town counci l, for exam ple, summoned lacob Matt to ans wer charges
that he was keeping "a disorderly house, frolicking, land] entertaining
servants." Mott appear ed before the counci l and was not punished be
cause he promised that these prac tices would end. " fohn Butts of Ports
mouth was not so fortunate: whe n the town council found him gudty
of "suffering card playing," it revoked his license and orde red him "to

take down his sign." Por tsm outh also ordered Elizabet h Stone , "a
wom an of ill fame and of lewd conversa tion [who] is frequently enter
ta ined" to be sh ipped and warned out of town because of her moral
cha racter." The Providence council similarly ordered "the girl that
lives at Ca ptai n Da vid Abbott 's. . to depa rt " because it thought he r
conduct some wha t less tha n wholesome. " The counci l was no t beyond
inte rfering in int ernal fam ily matters if it felt decency required official
act ion. The South Kingstow n council ordered one of its members to
invest igate Letiah Cottrell's com plaint tha t she was "much abused by
her son Stephe n and his wife."!'
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Few matters were too mvral to he brought to the council for action

the Bristol council loaned Joseph Maxfield the money to buy a cord of
wood which was to he repaid "when he gets his money from Mr.
Bosworth."! ' When Henr y Jones to ld the Providence town co uncil that
he "lay in a very poor cond ition and es pecia lly lor want 01 lodgi ng ...
an d that the re bei ng a bed in th e hands of [th e town sergeant]: , . wh ich
was part of th e es tate of Iohn Jones," th e counci l " tho ugh t It prop er that
the se rgea nt let the ned go to th e usc of th e said Henr y Jon es for h is
present relief ."!' In an eve n more unusua l case, Caleb Arnold . a tuv
emkeeper, asked for and received the Warw ick council's help in gemng
a supply of rum from East Greenwich for hrs tave rn .I

For all of their diligence in assisnng needy townspeople, probanng
estates, and auditing the town 's expenses, the town councilmen usu
ally received sornerhmg in the way of a financial reward but it was in 
variably only hononfic and not equal to the effort expended. Ports,
mouth first paid Its councilmen m Il'>lh when the town meeting
"ta k ing mto conside ration the many services the town council has
these seve ral yea rs done for wh ich they have ha d noth ing all owed in
com pens ation," o rdered that th e mon ey th e counci l col lec ted for liquor
licenses be divided among th em for pay. Thi s amou nted to less than
one pound per councilma n, not a very subsrann al sum, and two years
later th e town rneenng reduced rhrs to half of th e licen se mon ey."
Other towns also usua lly paid thei r councilme n a to ken fee but not all
did . As late a... 17t-\ two Newport councilmen complained to the town
mceung that they had se rved for manv vears without any pa.... and
would no lo nger stand tor reelect ion unless some "proper a llow ancc ..
was forthcomi ng. T he town rncen ng respon ded. m a wav un doubtedly
regarded as madcquar e by the com plamams, by au thor izmg paym ents
only for times of un usual act ivit y suc h as smallpox epidemics ."

Almost invariablv, however. coun cilme n wer e provided free dinners
and liquor on th e days of their meetings-the Sout h Kingstown cou n
cil's last act at each meet ing was always to authori ze funds for the ir
own "vict uals and Jrink"-but occasiona lly eve n th ese perquisit es
could fall Victi m to th e towns' pen uri ou sness. When Warw ick experi
enced severe fina ncial problems during th e t 71'>0s, one of th e cas ualt ies
was payment lor the di nne rs of the cou nc rlrncn which had bee n paid
for by the town for the first si xty-fi ve yea rs of the eigh tee nt h centu ry.
Not until 1777 were free di nners for counc ilmen res tored to th em. I "

Simi larly, East Greenwich 's to wn meeung voted "no dinner [for th e
cou nc il] at the tow n's cos t, " bu t it took only seven years of co m plain
ing for the to wn cou ncil me n to get th em back ." Th ese extre me exam 
pies of t igh tfis tedness toward the town councilsa re unusua l bu t even
in the most gen erou s towns th e councilmen co uld expe ct only meal s
and a few glass es of rum, or a token payment, for thl' long hours th ey
served. Prest ige, stat us, an d a sense of satisfac tion h om doing on e 's
du ly wer e the real rewards co uncilmen enjoyed .

Apparently. the pres t ige. s ta tus. and se nse of sanstacuon were usu-
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I) Brrst ol Town Co unc rl '\mulc'
Bn~101 To...n H;l11. Feb l7 i"
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n New port Town Meeting Mm ut es.

Newport ~h~lflneal ~()( letY. Ian 176 \
18 WarWIC k Tow n Meet ing .\ lI nulcs.

W,1rwlc k Cuv H.lII. lune 176" lune 17P
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.\ 1mules. [,)\1 Greenwrch To.....n Hall.
Oct I7U. ,\\;Iy 1741
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1 0 . for ccnte nnon on the colony level
see David loveJoy, Rhodr Island Pollllc~

and the Amtllcan RevoJullon,
1760-1770 [Pruvrdence, RI" ' <HSl. ami
Sydney V Jame!>, Colom al Rhode Island
A HlSlOry lNew York, 1<,11 , 1. For problems
at the town m«ttng level S('(' Bruce C.
Damels, "Poet Rehel , local Pmance, and
Town Covemmem In Erghteenth-Centurv
Rhode Island . ~ Rhode island Htstotv, XL
119 8 11,1S-87.
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ally ade qu ate : despite a srgmficant numbe r 01 men who refused to

serve on th e co unc il. between 17 00 and 17 t>O town councils ave raged a
turnover rat e of 27 ..' perce nt , wh ich mea nt that on a yearly ave rage he
tween fOUT and five of the councilmen were reelected . The ave rage
town co unc ilman served ) .3 ter ms, and some , such as Thomas N ickols
of East G reenwich and Ioseph Crandall of w es terl y se rved over rhm y
terms. O f th e se ven to wns whose town council record s span all sixty of
these years, all had at least one councr lrnan w ho se rved twenty ter ms
or more .

It is a moot question whether or not this low turnover rat e and the
long tenures In office reflect an absence of democracy 10 the power

st ructures of the towns. Undoubtedly, family connec tions and wealth
as well as leader sh ip abihtv affected the choice of councilmen. The im
port an t fact to note, ho wever, is that the councils exhibited a rema rk
ably high degree of stability-ma ny men were willing to serve and the
vote rs were us ually pleased with those who did and reelected them .
Nor did this cha nge over the cou rse of the eighteenth century as town
council meeungs gre w leng thie r and dea lt with more Items at each
meeting. The pattern of officeholding was lus t as stable on the eve of
th e Revolutionar y struggles as it was 10 1700.

In the fina l ana lysis when one combines all the de rails of Rhode Is
land 's town counci ls int o a coherent wh ole, a rather clea r pic ture emer
ges. The co unc il always fun ction ed as a "part icular cou rt," as its in
stitutional predecessors 10 Ne wport and Portsmouth were ca lled . It
never made poli cy per se but Inst ead umfied the adnunist ran ve fun c
t ions of government on the localleve l. An y "pamcular" that required
town action came before th e town council and it decided th e part icular
to the best of it s ability acc ordi ng to colony sta tu tes and town bylaws.
Items suc h as probat e, th e aurhorizmg of town expenditu res, and the
warning Out of undesirables, were regular and routine items of busi
ness ; but almost no detail of local life was too trivial for a counc il to

entertain . And, despite the m inutiae that characte rized th e meetings.
the lack of a poli cy-making fun ction, the inc reasing amount of busi
ness, and the lack of adequate compensati on , the counc ilmen wer e dil 
igent in their dut y as sho wn by their high attenda nce an d th eir will ing -

TABU. V

OF FIC EHO LOI NG AMON G TOWN C O UNU LMI N 1700 - 17 11 )

OWTal1- 1701-1720 1721 -1740 1741 -J160

Turnover
Ra« 17.,% 17.7 % 29 ·0 % 1.n%
Average # oi
terms per
Councilman '. J 4' " .f . ;;

- T...r!vr '0"",. In samplr Thr overall ueu~e number 01Ir , ms "".~ l' hl,dlr, lh m dur 01anv
penod bruusc penodl2.OllOll anlfiClaliv ]o....r'~ 11K 'VCf,~r Since menl m rn ""'VN ' r,ms In mofr
!han one pr.,od

•
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ness to serve many terms. Th e conduct of the town councils in the
Revolu tion adds mor e suppo rt to this interpretation . They did not en 
ter the debat es over the Imperial connec tion , declaring independence,
writi ng a new state constitution, or ratifying the Federal Constit ution.
Inst ead, guided by the decisions of the town meetings and the policies
of the colony, they expanded their meet ings to carryon the particu lars
of orgaruzmg men and m uruuons and dealing with the manv quot idian
problem s caused by war. If, as all analyses ind icate, the General Assem 
bly of colonial Rhode Island was wracked with chronic and vituperative
political wrangling and instability, and the town meetings frequently
act ed with finan cial irrespon sibtlit j ;" the town councils provided a
sense of stabilit y, balance, and order in the day-to -day parti culars of life
that was lackmg elsewhere 10 the colony.

6;



Book Reviews

A Search for Power: The "Weake r Sex" In Sevem een tb.Cer uurv New

England. By LYLE KOEHLER. [Cham paign , 111.: Umversuv of Illinois

Press. 1980. vii + 56 1 pp. Appendices, bibliography, and index . 52 ) .00.1

In A Search fOT Power.- "The "Weaker Sex" In Sever ueen tb -Cemurv
New England, Lyle Koehler attempts to "describe the cultural st ereo
type of the proper woman" in New England and then to measure "van 

arion from and adrustmcnt to" that s te reo type by "Calvin ist women"

and by "non-Puritan New Englanders." Among the latter were Rhode
Islanders, w-hosc way of life, Koehler believes. offered an important al
ternative to the Punran mode .

Given the prominence oi " Pu rit an ism" in Koehl er's conception of

his subjec t. one m ight expect him to have defined the term or at least
to have shown some awa reness of the difficulty in doing so . Instead , he
has built a vivid descnpnon 01"Puritan" personahtv leaving the reader
to determine how and where to apply It. Koehler 's Puri tans were "Cal
vinists " wh o shared "the Geneva refo rmer's moral distaste for sensual
pleasure." Beset by self-hatred and clin ical depression, they kept their
children "in a state of rep ressive bondage " and insisted upon "sub
mi ssiven ess" from their wives. As legislators of a "biblical Common'

wealth," they were obsessed wi th a nee d to kee p "Satan's hot breath in
chec k."

Rhode Islanders were different . In chap te r eleven, Koehl er argues
that th e colony "wi th a singu larly un -Purit an cast of mind" offered new
"expectations and possib ilit ies for women." Rhode Island women had
the right to preach; they were more likely to be named executors of
th eir hu sbands' es ta tes; they were offered more adequa te poor relief
than women in the "Calvinist colonies ." Rhode Islanders were less
likely to ste reo type women as virgin , whore, spinster, or witch. They
were more to lerant of irregular marriage, and [hey punished men and
women equally for sex ua l misbehavior.

It should be clear by now tha t A Search for Power is a provoc ative
boo k. Bolst er ing his text with lwclv quotations from primary sou rces
an d wi th a variety of statistica l tab les , Koehler has demonstrated the
abundan ce of early New England source material and has opened up
histo rical ques tions which deserve serious inquiry. Comparative study
of crime and punishment , for example, or of executorship or poor relief
mi ght yie ld important insights into the position of early Am erican
women. A Search for Power includes valuable appendixes giving both
printed and manuscript sources for such things as divo rce petitions,
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suic ides . w itchcraft accusations, and even ta vern lice nses. That the au 
thor has an obvious bias sho uld not obsc ure the Im portance of what he
has done.

lt must be said, however, that Koehler is not entirely t rust wort hy in
his ha ndli ng of evidence wi thin the book itself. Anyon e thorough ly fa
miliar with the ser mon literatu re. for instance, wi ll recogn ize that
Koehler has ca refully exc ised anv th mg which m ight soften or qu alify
his portrai t of Puri ta n repression. His quotation of Wil liam Seeker on
page '\ I is a particularl y blata nt example. Koehler quo tes only th e first
ha lf of the sentence ; I have su pplied th e rest in ita lics:

Our Ribs were not ordained to be our Rulers: Th ey ar c not made of
the head to claim Superior ity, but our of the Side , to he conten t
with Equality.

Suc h hand ling of ev idence .':{)CS beyond simple carelessnes s. Koeh ler
simply does not wa nt to be bothe red with anything that com plic ates
h is argu ment.

A Simila r lack of conce rn for de tai l warp s the material in the Rhode
Island chapter. What IS the reader to make of a statistica l table which
includes n Rhode Island wills cove ring a sixty yea r period with 3.2

Suffolk County wills from an eJght year peri od ; Equall y puzz ling is a
chart on "Corpo ral and Capnal Punishment " which com pares ~~~

male offenders with ~9 femal e offenders an d then attem pts to argue
that women in Massachusetts were puni shed more seve rely th an men.

Without knowing whether the pu nishme nts were for drink ing, figh t
ing, swe ari ng, or infanticide, the stat istics mean little. Nor is the asser
t io n tha t Rhode Island authoriti es responded to rape "more severely
than th eir Ca lvinist neighbors" particularly convincing since only two

men-a Black and an Indian- ever came before th e Rhode Island au
thorit ies . Under close scru tiny, mu ch of Koehle r's evide nce simply
melt s away, though th e questions he has raised remai n tan tali zing.

Search for Power is an unco nv incing book, but for Rhod e Island hi s
torians it makes a com pelling invitation to research .

Umve rsuv o{ New Hampshire LA URA THATCHER ULRICH

The Notorious Triangle: Rhode Island and the Aincan Slave Trade.
1700- 1807 . By lAY COUGHTRY. (Philadelphia: Temple Univers ity
Press, 1981. xiu + 361 pp. Appendix, notes, bib liography, and index.

$22 .9 51

Although curre nt hi storians have rightly minimized the involve
ment of American port s and merchants in th e slave trade, there was
on e notable exception. Between 1709 and 1807 Rhode Island seamen
made almost a thousand voyages to Africa and transported at least
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106,000 slaves to the Americas, probably about two-thirds of the Amer
ican total. This tr ade followed the class ic triangular pattern: New En
gland rum to Africa , slaves to the plantation colonies, and molasses
back to Rhode Island. Rum dis tilling formed a crucial Rhode Island in
dus try, substituting for the export staple th at New England agriculture
failed to provide. The Rhode Island trade was distin ctive in the small
size of the vesse ls used and the reliance on a single rradmg commodity.
Through Rhode Island 's Involvement in slaving, rum becam e vnal to

trade on the West African coast, and approach ed th e status of a mone
tary standard. "Because of its spectacular SUCCCM. , Rhode Island , the
principal carrier of rum to Africa . deserves a much larger place in the
annals of the eighteenth-century Afncan slave Hade " [p. 11 01.

In th e histo ry of colonia l com me rce and th e slave Hade, this clea rly
written book is the first detai led account of the trade of a "minor " slav
mg power. Coughtrv has painstakingly reco nstructed the known de
tails of all traceable Rhod e Island slaving voyages, and uses the resu lt 

ing data to create an extraordinarily rudicious. balanced, and lucid
account of all aspects of Rhode Island 's involvement in the slave trade .
The study definitively fills a gap in the history of th e slave trad e, al 
though It must be rem embered that the ,gap was a small one. Rhode
Island's trade made up no mo re th an five percent of the British trade
and about tWO percent of th e Atlantic trade in the eightee nth centu ry,
accounted for no mo re than one percent of the mai nland colonies' com
modity exports, an d consumed on ly abou t a third of the rum exports of
the single colony involved . Coughtrv is usually aware of these limita 
tions. O nly in his account of the impact of rum shipme nts in Africa
does his estimate of Rhode Island's importance seem disproportionate
to the scale of he r enterprise . In the broader realm of commercial his

to ry, the book adds significantly to knowledge of American eco nom ic
hist ory. No t only does it exp lore Rhode Island 's slave trade, but it also
analyzes the distilling industr y, th e growth of mar it ime insurance, the
recru itment and paymen t of shi ps' crews, and other related topics .
Along the way it exploits underu sed sources such as customs ledgers
and merchants' accounts to yield several of the kind of new data series
that economic historians need if they are to escape the repeated reo
working of familiar sources.

Whil e the Cont ributions of The Noto rious Triangle to slaving and
general economic history are subs tantial . the book represent s a land
ma rk in th e writing of Rhode Islan d histo ry. In the economic history of
th e state it ranks wit h the works of Jam es B. Hedges and Pet er I. Cole
man, and in related social and political areas it provides importa nt per
spectives . For th e first time the economic basis of Bristol 's flowering as
a seaport is properly documented, and light is shed on the precarious
revival of Ne wport after the Revolution and on the divergence of in
terests be tween Providence and ItS island rival. Students of Rhode
Island politics will find invaluable Coughtrv's integrat ion of his ident i
fication of slavi ng interes ts with the history of the political and judicial
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struggle fOT th e suppress ion of th e slave trad e , For th e first time sur
mi ses about the causes and ci rcumstances of Bristol 's campa ign for an
independent customs district in 1801 become clear, as do th e motives

of Bristo l and Newport me rcha nts in sh ift ing to th e Republ ican part y
after 1800. Fmally Rhode Island scholars are 10 the author 's debt for
presenting his census of Rhode Island 's slavers and slavi ng voyages

With cla rity and 10 detai l. Not on ly will u be poss ible for his successors
to suppleme nt and correc t his enume rations but also tu use hi s data to

stu dy linkages between slav ing and th e many yet un explored aspects of
th e history of the state .

Um versnv o f Chicago E DW ARD M . COOK, ' R.

So Few the Brave: Rhode Island Connnento!s 177-'j -I7~i . By AN 

TU ON Y WAlKER . lNewp urt , R,I.: Seaficld Press for the Rhode Island So
ciety, Sons of the American Revolut ion , 1981. x + 204 pp. Maps,
tables, illustrations, appendix , notes, brbhographv and index. $ 1 ;; .00.1

It is difficult to appreciate the service rendered by Colonel Anthon y
Walk er in com piling a boo k about Rhode Island 's Revolu tion ary War
regim ents until one att empts to compare it with previous works on th e
same subject . They simply do not exist. One is forced to go back to

Ben jam in Co well's 1850 boo k, SpirJt of '76 in Rhode Island, or to hunt
for scattered paragraphs in a dozen or more othe r boo ks. The exercise
becomes all the more frustr at ing, If not ma ddening, because it sh ortly
becomes obv ious that these regiments were exceptional, if not
extraordinary.

Walker 's focus is on the two regim ents that served as part of wash 
ington 's Cont inent al Army. There were other Rhode Island regim ents,
of course, sta te troop s who were rai sed to guard th e coas t agam sr Brit
ish raids and who were called upon as in the case of the attacks on Bris

tol and Warren to keep the Brit ish from leavi ng Aquidneck Island and
ravagmg the m ainl an d. There were inde pendent companies, too, of mi
litra with names lik e th e Kingston Reds and th e Smith field and Cum
berland Rangers, but the focus of th e book is primarily military actions
outside of Rhode Island.

The two Co nti ne nta l regiments, th e rst and and Rhode Island (the re
was briefly a third, but it merged with the othe r two earl y In th e war]
bore the officia l designatio n of the cch and I I th Continental Regi
ments respectively. They served from June 177; to November 178J . By
this date th e numbers of troops were so depleted so as to muster only a
single unit known as the Rhode Island Battalion.

The story of the Rhode Island regiments is a remarkable one . Not
only did they endure the struggle from its earliest days at the Siege of
Bost on to its final resolution at Yorktown, but th ey did so with great
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courage and determination making them one of a handful of truly de
pendable units. They were in the vanguard of Washington 's su ccessful
coumeranack at Harlem Heights. They appea red at a crucial moment
in the Battl e of Princeton, filling a gap in the Amencan line and turn 
ing a defea t int o at least a sta ndoff by smartly attacking bewildered
British tTOOPS who had become used to seeing the backs of American
troops . Many of th e 1St Rhode Island Regim ent went with Benedict Ar
nold through th e wilde rness of Maine to 3 U3Ck Quebec in the middle
of winter. Take n priso ner and held in captivity, they even tually re
turned from Canada and rejoined the army below Philadelphia where
they defended a small network of forts . They threw off the Brui sh
timetable to move its fleet up the Delaware by several weeks. Finally
surrounded by shore batteries and warships, th ey defended Fort Mrfflm
through a murderous bombardment until then island fort was pounded
into the m ud and they had nothing left with which to cover them
selves, in the words of Thomas Paine, "save their glorv."

The case of th e and Rhode Island was much the same. Finding them
selves defending a bridgehead on the Rah way River at the Baulc of
Springfi eld, some 160 men of th is regim ent held up a colum n of seve ral
thousand Brit ish and Hessia ns for nearly an hou r, losi ng fony me n,
while Na thanael Greene summoned reinforcements from the coun
tr yside. Perhaps the Rhode Island contribution was best exemplified by
the cha rge led by Stephen Olney at night at Yorktown, using bayonet s
to avoid an accidental discharge of musket s. Clam bcn ng up the parapet
of Redoubt Number 10, a key British defensive strong point, Olney as
sembled his victorious raiding party while personally sustaimng half a
dozen bayo net and sword wounds . Even in a day which looks askance
and skeptica lly at would-be heroes, these troops have to be accorded
recognit ion and appreciation approaching hero- worship .

Co lonel Walker is remarkably restra ined in his acco lades for th ese
effort s. His book is more a genea logy of command changes and a brief
ou tline of the achievements of th ese units . Whole chapters , even
books, could be written about some of the events he COvers in less than
a page. Yet, he succee ds in providing a clea r and certain path for others
to follow . He IS to be co mmended for pulling together an impressive
storyline. T he Rhode Island Society of the Sons of the American Revo
lution are to be commended, too, for making thr s most useful research
tool avai lable to students and scholars of the War for Independence .

Rhode Island Historical Socte ty ALBERT T. KL YBIR G
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100Westminster Street

A new place to bank-and a new way to hank
that can help successful people take control of their

financial affairs.

100 Westrn ins rer Street is a place where successful
peop le can find virt ually every financ ial service they need.
de livered by a talented group of fi nancial professionals.

It's a place where tellers and long lines have been
banished, a place where you deal with your own C/i{'11/
Service Ojficer-an individual whose job i... to he sen...itive
to your personal need... and preferences-in a quiet.
comfortable, unhurr ied atmosphere.

1\ lost of all, 100 \Vcstminster Street is a place
where we've created a new U'{~V to hank - a completely
integrated financial mechanism designed to help
succes...ful people take con trol of their financial ariairs.

"lb rind out how 100 Westrninsrer Street can
help you. p1C3\C call F. Gregory Ahern at 401-278-6(N9.
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