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The Three Rank System of

Land Distribution in Colonial

Swansea, Massachuse tts

John Raymond Hall

In October 1667 . the colony of New Plym outh authorized the es tab

h shrneru of a new town sou th of exist ing Reh oboth in the land s th en
occ upi ed by th e Wampanoag Indians of King Philip, and in February
1668, the colony approved a name for the town: Swanzey [late r Swan

seal .' These decisions culmi nated a sequence of events in whi ch New
England political. economic, social and religious forces all played a

pan . In 1 66~ , the arr ival of Charles II's com missione rs with power to

resolve boundary dis putes had permitted the New Plym outh colo n y

proprie tors , who held the rights to the intended town, to fend off the

attempts of Roger Williams to absorb the Swansea land s within the
neighboring colony of Rhode Island.I The burgeoning At lant ic trade

create d needs for more and better land for cu lt ivat ion and for deep
water ports-both of which were ava ilable in this territory that was

part of the wam panoag co unt ry. In ne ighboring Rehoboth, a pocket of

Baptist enthusiasm dis turbed the surrounding Co ngregationali st es tab 

lishme nt . ' Aware of King Charles 's increasing annoyance with Pu ritan

intolerance in New Engla nd , the colony resolved this religious contcn

lion wi th a Soloman -hke decision : In spi te of Indian opposition it au 
th orized the establis h ment of Swansea, not only to prov ide op po rt uni 

t ics for m o re profitable comme rce, but also to provide a site for the

Bapt ist co mmunity wit hi n the bounds of th e colony. '

T h ree special interest groups- proprietors , Bapti sts, and second

generation Pilgrims-were inst rumental in the decision . Captain

Thomas Willett, a New England merchant and for m er New Plym out h

magistrate-then in hi s second term as New York 's mayor-headed
the Sowams proprietorship, a group of Rehoboth merchants and plant

ers who had bought from Governor William Bradford and h is assoc iates

the land righ ts to the Indian count ry.' A t ract of land had already been

bought from the Indians and. as they retreated, Willett and several Ie l
lo w proprietors had moved in to occupy the port at Bullock 's Cove and

its n earby fields and meadows. Jam es Brown, Will ett 's brother-In- law

and o ne of the Sowam s proprietors, was the moving lay force of the

Baptist co m m un ity; Its religious leader was the Reverend John Myles, a

recent refugee from Swans ea in wales.' The third group, enjoying
st rong government backing III the colony; consi st ed of se cond-
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THE THREE RA NK SYS TE M

generation Pilgrims, th e sons of "Old- Come rs," wh o were pressuring
the authorities for these farming land s at the colo ny 's backdoor, an area
that was recognized by both the English an d the Indians as th e choice
of the co lony 's expanse .' Given the right to procee d with the town 's
settlement, Will ett, two proprietors, and two Bapti st repre sentatives
met as a colony-appointed bodv of "Trustees" to begin th e process of
admitting inhabitants."

By March 1668 , wh en the trust ees first met , both Willett and hi s
peers in the Ne w Plymouth government were expe rienced in the es tab
lishment and management of new towns . Willett, as a ma gistrat e 10

New England and as mayor and chief magistrate of Ne w York Ci ty, had
judge d many cases of greed , fraud, lust, and arrogance . In th e se t tle
ment of Swan sea he proposed to bar such undesirables and, perhap s be
cause he was cu rre ntly disputing with his four-score Reh oboth neigh
bors co ncerning his lus t sha re in that to wn 's common lands." he would
try to de velop a bet te r formu la for dividing up Swansea 's vas t acreages .
To these ends Willen produced two documents : First, a Fund amenta l
Agreement to govern admiss ions and lat er a Three Rank System to
govern the divisions of commo n lands that would be acqu ired over
time from Metacom, the Wampanoag sache m wh om th e Engli sh called
King Phili p."

The Fundamental Agreement followed th e Ne w England custom of
acquiring a comm unity consens us as to self-government in matters of
com mon concern . Willett had spent time in Hartford, and thus was
aware of its Fundamental O rders; he was also a regular visitor in
Milford, wh ere suc h an agreement governed admissions,II In Swansea 's
case, Will ett's proposed agreem ent excluded an y appli cants of er
roneous religious th ought , evil beha vior, or inadequate means, These
undefined commandments troubled th e Baptists . In Willett 's subse
quent absen ce (he was still mayor of New York and an active fur trader
in Albany}, the Baptists constructed a liberalizing interpretation of
Willett 's proposal that would keep the town 's door open to deserving
but poverty-stricken Bapti st refugees fleeing th e king's uniformit y
policies. For a year, while Willett completed his term as ma yor and
while the Baptists and th e second-generation Pilgrims mo ved in and
erected their homes, th e town residents consi dered Willen 's proposal
and the Bapti st s ' interpretation . Then , in February 1670 , the town hav
ing obtained th e rights of self-governme nt, th e el igibl e voters as
sem bled in a town meeting and decided that the Fundamental Agree
ment, as int erpre ted, was a useful instrument for protec ting th e town
from undesirables.U In so doing, th ey und oubtedly consi dered not only
the question of interna l law and order, but also th e exte rnal danger of
admitting ne 'er -do-wells who would antagonize the Indian neighbors.

The Three Rank System for cont rolling future land divi sions
emerged from Swansea 's in itia l experience with accommodating the
first settlers. In th e years 166 8 -1 6 70 , each adm itted se t tle r was
granted land by th e authorized commi ttee, either th e colony-appointed
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tru st ees or its town -elected successor, the Committee for the Adrrus
sum of lnhabrrams .!' The Sowams propnerors, who al ready ow ned a
large area 10 the tow n as a resu lt of their grant [rum the co lony, gradu
ally occu pied their hu ndreds 01ac res in the western or Wannamoisett
region ncar Willett and his In-laws, the Browns . Seve ral proprietors, re
sidi ng in Rehoboth. reta ined lan d ow nership, but chose not to move
into th e new town of Swansea. " However, thei r sons , such as Na

th ani cl and Ste phe n Payne, lr., ente red the new town and the refore
co uld exercise thei r voting rights in th e Swansea town meetings (sec
fig. I ). Each Baptist and each second-generat ion Pilgri m acq uired fon y
to sixty ac res to the eas t of th e proprietors in th e New Mead ow Neck or
th e Mattapoisett region s. Following th em , mor e sett le rs straggled in,
some gett ing twelve acres and so me six. " Obviously, th ese widely
differing grants reflected th e app licant s' eco no mic desert s and politi cal
levera ge .

The need for the Three Rank Syste m beca me particula rly clear as
specia l applicants presented themselves. T hus, the Bap tist pastor, un 
der cu rre nt criteria, was ent itle d to as m uch land as anyone else in the
town; he was so promised." Then two Boston freemen , not Sowams
proprietors but undoubtedly business associates of Wille tt , were
granted 11 7 acres each without restrict ions" And Captam Iohn D ikse,
a shi p owner and me rchant, was also promised as much land as any
other inhabitant ." These grants to commercia l associates suggest that
considerable bargarrung accompanied their admissions, that already
Swansea was faced with the troublesome politics of the land-division
problem: How much land should each new settler be granted upon en
try, and be entitled to expect in each subsequent division! Over time,

Detail of a map showing the
lands of Plymouth Colony aiter
Km g Philip 's War. This map
originally appeared m Nathaniel
Mor ron, New England 's
Mem or ia l ( t677). though it
seems 10 ha ve been ba sed on
lohn Fosler 's map of New
England. published the sam e
year tsee front co ver o f th is
u sue}. From Thomas W
Bicknell. Sowams [New Haven .
Conn.. 190 8). PhofOxraph
co urtesy of Rh ode Island
Histcncal Society LibllJry (RW
XJ 48 68).

I } The delegated I C~ ptlO"'l b lh ty iOI Jl ~ 

Inbunnjl; town land was. discharged by .1

se quenc e nj comrmttces or groups /:.Iven
val\nus names hy town clerks : III the
Comrnrnee iur the Apprnhatlon o j lnhalu
unh, 111 th e Town-men, il) the select 
men , (41 the Select Committec for rhc
Ma nagement o j the Prudennal AttAHS ui
the Town

14 BIcknell. xowcms, J.t - ~o

I r,. Prurtletor~ Booke, I -I S.

I t. Und .• 1; Wnght . Ihltor.,. uf
Swum l.'a. ~1 ·

[1. Prop ncnus Booke, 6.
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T HE T HR EE RANK S YS T E M

who woul d dete rmine an inhabnam's deservings as far as his claim to
new lands was involved ? Should all admitted inhabitant s qualify for
shares in the new land s! To Willett, hav ing endured Rehoboth debates
over land divisions, the prospect 01 encountering mo re endless [Own
meetings, where each inhabi tant wou ld attempt through argument [0

maximize his gams, was depressin g." To avoid this potential chaos
there was need (or an unchangeable formula to govern all future land
divisions.

In seeking such a formula willen ma y have been influenc ed by his
experience among the Dutch in New Netherland. As described in
Louis B. Wright 's The A tlantic Front ier, Governo r Stuyvesant in 1 6 )7

established two pnvileged classes of cit izens, the Great and Small
Burghers." Great Burghers were the preachers, th e m ilitary officers, th e
government officials, and those substantial residents wh o could buy
into the privileges. Only these Great Burghers could hold high office,
an opportunity designed to ens ure that the wealthier merchant class
maintained co nt rol over th e state. Furthermore, th ey were provided
with reduced penalties if the y erred. Thus, they were granted privileges
an d immunities. The Small Burgher class included the native-born, th e
es tablished residents, and those who paid a standard fcc for th e title .
This Small Burgher sta tus entitled th e hold er to engage in a trade or
craf t. According to Wright, this rnamt enance 01 ngid classes, each with
COSts and benefits, was on its way out during Willett 's terms as New
York's mayor. However, it is uueresnng to con jecture that it was a rele
vant pro logue to Swansea 's Th ree Rank System of land division.

The town records show tha t in November 16 70 , a Three Rank Sys
tem was offered to the voters, but that it was not accepted unti l the
foll owing meeting of February 7, 1671 .11 Thc..' language was as fol lows:

It was ordered that all Lots and Divisions of Lands that are or
hereaft er sha ll be grante d to any pcrucula r person shall be propor
ti oned according to the th reefold Ran ks und erwri tten so that
wh ere those of the first rank shall have three acres , those of the
second ran ke sha ll have two acres and those of the th ird Ranke
shall have one : and that it shall be in the power of the selec tm en
for the ti me being or committee for admission of Inhabitant s to ad 
m itt of and place such as shall be received as Inhabitants into ei 
ther of the sd Ranks as th ey shall Judge fit till th e fu ll number of
three sco re Inhabitant s shall be made up &. than when the sd num
ber of three score is accomplished the Lands that are already
bought shall be devrded and proportioned according to th e sd
threefold Ranks that in th e meantime the sd Select men or com
mittie shall have full power to grant Lots unto such persons as may
not be paced unto any of the sd Ranks until further order provided
the Grants exceed not nine acres to a man .

In accordance With the language quoted above, the record included
three columns of names. Above eac h colum n appeared this notation:



T H E T H R E E RANK SYSTEM

"the above sd firs t (or second or th ird) Rank are only such as arc in this
Collumn." u

It is clear that the core of the system was a ma thematical equation.
Among the Sowams prop rietors the cos ts and benefits 01 their ope ra
tions were a function of the shares that each he ld in the partnership."
As me rchants and as planters they dealt with units 01 measu rement :
ship capacities, cargo quantit ies, prices, custom duties, and media of
exchange. If the anthmeucal elements and relationships that governed
their business dealings could be extended to con trol all futu re land
divisions, the result might be maneuvered-on th e basis of fixed
cla sses-to ease the process and ens ure a profitable result . Given a rca 
sonable es timate as to the to tal Swansea acreage that would be ulti 
mately divided, an acceptable formula or equation, with the elements
and relationships fixed by contract over time, would allow an astute
businessman to compute the value of his estate , both in terms of his
present holdings and through his ranknglu in his expected acquisi
tions. And as Swansea under the colony grant encompassed all of the
unassigned lands between the Providence and the Taunton nvers, the
prospects for an ext ensive estate were vast .

Conceptually the Th ree Rank System can be represented by the fol
lowi ng equation :

a{3x lY + bl2X)Y + clxly = z

where a, b, and c represent the nu mbe r of inhabitants assigned to each
of the three ranks, so that a + b + c = a maximum of 60. From the
begmru ng, x became associated with 6 acres, this being the plot usually
granted to each in ha bitant of the th ird rank . In order to divide up the
to ta l number of acres encom passed by Swansea, y woul d represent the
total acreage wh ich, in the optimistic days of 1671, would approach
19 1 , 0 00 . Understanda bly, the sys tem planners intended that very few
inha bitants woul d be in the first rank ; th erefor e, for illustrative pur
poses, it is reasona ble arbitrarily to assign 10 , zo, and w to th e ele 
me nts a, b, and c, with a + b + C = 60. When x = (, acres and z =

191,000, Y ta kes the value of 310. With th ese numbers, th e expec ted
value of anyone first-rank inha bita nt 's land would be 5,760 acres, that
of a second-rank man 3,840 acres, and th at of a th ird-rank man 1,910

acres. An y one division would encompass an average of 600 acres, an
area close to th e Touisset Neck division in t 686./.O Possessed of th ese
prospects any Swansea inhabitant cou ld look forward eager ly to th e re
moval of Metacom and his wampanoags.

The Wampan oags were removed du ring King Phi lip's War. T his co n
flic t, lasting from June 1675 to Augus t 1676, sca ttered the Swansea in 
habitants and brought to an end temporarily their preoccupat ion with
future land acqu rsmons. " Upon the war's conclusion. they were con
fronted by a new th reat to their prospects. In the postwar period , the
co lonia l authorities, burdened with war debts and deserving vete rans,

7

11 , The names appean ng In these col
umns have been hsted In Figure I

13· Bicknell. Sowams, 34.
14 Ptcpnetors Booke, 64, Bowen , EaTly

Rehooofh, 4 \

l S. By Au~sl 1676, th e s utvivmg
Swansea tnhablt.itn lS-lhelt houses and
livestock destroyed-c-had been dispersed
41monj/; the other English towns of New
England
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prosperous New England
merchant. headed the Sowcms
proprietorship. Photograph by
Robert O. tones.

THE THREE R ..... NK SYSTEM

reclaimed several large tracts from Swansea 's expectations.... These
tracts were granted to veterans or sold to outsiders, thus removing
them from the total acreage 10 which the Swansea residents expected
to share unde r the Three Rank System. For anyone rankholder such
losses, of course, could be compensated for-at least in pan-by an im
provcmcnr in rank standing. The refore, improved rank came to seem
justified to five of the town leaders who had been origina lly assigned to

the second rank. Afte r all, they cou ld reason, they had horne the heav
ies t public burdens: deputy, militia captain. constable, church leade r.
surveyor, and so on . As a result . the committee authorized by the town
meeting to pass upon the rights of rank found nself pressured to elevate
these deserving leaders to the highest rank .

During the postwar penod the dominant group. which had managed
the establishment of Swansea, began to lose ItS leverage over town af
fairs . Willett had ..lied in 1674, and the burden of leadership had fallen
upon James Brown, his Baptist brother-in-law. The town records sug
gest that the election of May loBI went against Brown and his old asso
ciates; they lost control of the committee that assigned inhabitants to
ranks. " However, before the General Cou rt in June cou ld approve the
town's elected officials, ". a minority of the "lame ducks" secretly raised
the five second-class leaders to the first class. The tnwn cle rk . who was
one of the five, inserted their names at the bottom of the ongmal first
rank column. Eventually, probably during the next land division . the
town learned ot thrs maneuver and in January I6I(~ a town meeting
held the action to be null and VOId! " Undoubtedly. the town disliked
the fact that lames Brown of the ccmnuttec had included his nephew,
Captain John Brown. among the five and that th e promotions were un
questionably devious. In denvmg these promotions. the town demo
cra tically expressed its indignation with such duplicity, but it also pro
tec ted each voter's pocketbook, for under the system's closed equation
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th e pro mot ion of the five would have cost every other rankholder
many acres in subsequent land divisions.

It is important to not e that in this veto th e town did not do away
with the Three Ran k System ; instead, it recommitted its members to a
cont inuance unde r the origina l rules: Every ran kholder woul d share in
the co mmon lands in accordance with the rank into which he had bee n
originally placed upon admission to the town- or to the sys te m . It is
well to remember th at th e original ranking had been accepted, not only
by each ranked Inhabitant, but also by his voting neighbo rs in town
mee ting." This did not mean that changes in rank were im possible;
rather it meant that changes had to be accepted ulti mately by the town
meeting as well as by the committee and th e indi vidual.

As shown in Figure I , changes did take place. Hezekiah Luther,
Jeremiah Child, and Obadiah Bowen, Sr., were elevate d in rank; Iar ren
Ingraham was lowered in rank. However, th e latter is recorded as hav
ing agreed to his change, a reminder that perhaps th e costs of a
ranknght may have been cn ncal." These COStS in volved rank-related
assessments to pay th e costs of running fences, building highways,
co ns truc ting bridges, surveying new divisions, and repaying th e origi
nal proprietors." In such cases, it was understood that th e first -rank
ma n, acquiring three times the land, should pay three times th e devel
opme nt cos rs laid upon the third-rank man. Given this reasoning, It

may be assumed that Luther, Chi ld, and Bowen could withstand the
higher COS tS of th eir promotions. Yet th ere could have been other rea 
sons for th eir advanceme nt . Unfortunately, th e records do not directly
expla in wh y Bowen and th e others were advan ced to th e second rank
while Elder Sam uel Luth er, Captain John Brown, and their three
co-leade rs were denied the first rank . In the case of Bowen, it is note
worthy that his elevation occurred after he began appearing in th e
elected com m itt ees that governed such changes. " Given a lack of ex
planatory data, it may be assumed that the advancement of the three
conformed to the system while that of the five did not. Each of th e
three gained town approval ; the five could not-so they sought to beat
the system .

There is no evidence that th e Three Rank System was used to de
mote or promote as a punishment or reward for deviant or desirable be
havior. If an inhabitant failed to live up to the Fundamental Agree
ment, or failed to obey any of th e othe r town rules, he was eiec ted. A
general town cleaning seems to have been carried out in 1 673.~ wn
lett, while trading along the Hudson River, was forced to return to
Swansea by th e Dutch navy's recapture of New York and its harass
ment of the New England coast. Comm itt ed to a lengthy sta y at home,
Willen appears to have caused a long-delayed enforcement of town dis 
cipline. For failing to comply with the rules of admission, five residents
were orde red out of th e town and off the rank lists." These rules in 
cluded signing the Fundamental Agreem ent , mandatory building upon
th e granted hom e plot , cont ributing to the meeting house, and working
on public project s. In a different cat egory were mi sbehavior, such as
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Myl es Garnson House (righ t).
Swansea. ca. 190 7 -19 0 8 . The
Reverend fohn Myles was the
religi ou s leader o f the Baptist

com m unity in Swansea. From
Thom as W Bicknell . Sowams
(Ne w Haven . Conn.. 19081

Phowgraph courtesy of Rhode
Island Historical Society LIbrary
(RHi Xj 4 8 7 0 ) . •

J6 . AI liS lune 1/<17 1 !oC'!>"I'IO. the Cen
e ral Cowl rssu ed the Ceneral u .... !> and
Llbrmes of Ne.... Plymout h. TIm ccdrfica
u on of the colony's u ....s. ....hlch 011 0;.0
specified the respon sibthnes and au
thomy oi ele ct ed offiCIals. appeared 101,11
months aft er th e e '> labhs hme m 01the
Three Rank System

p . Thuma s Ietterson w enenbaker. The
Fus! Am U 1C<lns. 1007- 1" 90 INe .... York ,
1929 1, 71-74·

JIl. Bernard R'lll yn . The New England
Merch anfs In Ihe Sevenleenlh Century
[New York. 19" 41, 111 ellrq.

drunkenness, theft, formcauon , adultery. and othe r wrongdoings. Thr s
category of offenses was dealt With through th e colony's iudicral sys
tem, including the town sel ectmen , the local colony magistrate, and
the Court of Assistants 10 New Plymouth-all suppor ted as necessary
by the constables and th e severalr unes. WI

In the social sphe re it may be presumed that the pew s m the meeting
house were arranged and filled to reflect th e social hierarchy of the con
gregation." Within [his pattern Captam John Brown might expect to
move up fron t as he rose through the ranks of the local milit ia . How
eve r, Captain Brown , grandson 01 an original Sowams proprietor and
nep hew of the first-rank colony magistrat e, could no t rise in the Three
Rank Syste m wi thout his neighbors ' consent, even though he had ren 
dered impressive military se rvice during King Philip's War. As time
passed, a m an 's rise in socia l status did not necessar ily tra ns late int o an
advan ce in his economic gains through the Th ree Rank Syste m of land
acquisition.

If the concept of th e Three Rank Syst em was algebraically and con 
tractually sim ple, th e ass ignment of the inhabi ta nts tq the th ree ranks
was similarly uncomp licated . As shown in Figure I , the first rank was
in te nded to incl ude those residen ts who were entit led to as much land
as anyone else in town. Judged by rherr expe cted contribu tions to the
town, th e resident merchants, resid ent Sowams proprietors, and Bap
tist leader s were entitled to thela rgest share of the land . They were the
ones who had made the town, and its subsequent land values, possible .
The proprietors had pur up the capita l to buy th e lands. and had negon
ated successfully with the Ind ians to make it available for set t lem ent.
They possessed the clout in New Plym outh to obtain colony authoriza 
tion for the town organization. Thcy had the seniori ty, experience, edu
ca tion. influence, leisure, wealth, and mobility to undertake the
po licy-making and iudictal roles rn the town and colony administra
tions. Furthermore, with the exception of the pastor and his lay leader,
John Butterworth, they repre sented an influential network of New En
gland businessmen."



T HE THREE RANK SYSTEM

The second rank consisted of those sturdy, energetic, and skilled
practitioners who make up the produc tive infrastructure of a commu
nity. The town needed them to provide the necessary services; they
needed the town to provide the sites and the ma rkets whereby they
could prosper. This group was headed by the colony freemen . Eager for
land to grow corn and raise livestock for local and overseas markets,
they rendered services as carpenters, coopers, brickmakers, seamen,
blacksmiths, tailors. millers, and surveyors. They were the town 's con
stables, grandiuryrncn. and militia sergeants.

In the third rank were the young marrieds, with an emphasis upon
sons, younger brothers, cousins, and in-laws of those in the higher
ranks. At the time of classification they had probably not achieved free
man status. As less skilled or less influential members of a tribal net
work, they were fortunate to be included among the pnvileged rank
holden•. Thus John Paddock had been adopted by Willett in 16'i0 at the
deathbed request of John 's parents." Caleb Eddy, son of Pilgrim Sam
uel , was the younger brother of Zachariah in the second rank; as boys
both had been indentured to John Brown, Senior, an original Sowams
propnetor.'" And there were ot her Inte rconnections, particu larly
through marriage .

Although the records arc not clear on the subject, it is probable that
admission to the ranks became increasingly difficult as time passed.
From the outse t the Three Rank System was to be restricted to sixty
ran kholders. Wilham Cahoon sired a son Jam es III tow n seve ral years
prior to ea rning a third-rank entitlement. T his occurred when he
agreed to mak e bricks lor th e town." Obadiah Bowen and Jerem iah
Child had difficulty achieving a seco nd rank upon entry, although th eir
record suggests that th ey were me n of leadershi p cali ber." As the
ran kholdcrs observed the postwa r cont raction of the ir origina l grant,
they would natura lly object to any additio ns or advance me nts in rank
th at would operate to reduce thei r own equi ty.

,... ;.=: •.. ::-

. -----

w· Shurtleff and PulSife r. cds. , gees. of
New Plymouth , I, 191<.

4 0 . Byron Barnes Honan, The Anees·
tors and Descendants of Zachanah Eddy
of Warun, Pa. tRud and, V I., 19 )0 1, 1.8 i
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4 1 Manan Pearce Cancroccmp..
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Anleboro, Mass., 19101.

41 Both Bowen and Child are hsred In

the Propneeors Boeke as alumlng the
postwar offices of townsman and select
man; Bowen became a town deputy to the
colon y's Eeneral COUrt. Ptopnetors
gooke, ) 0 et seq,

Martin House, ca. I728,
Swansea. built by fohn Martin

(1674-1757). Martin's fathe r of
the same name (16)3 -17 1Jlr4J

was among the Third Rank
landholders under the formula
devised for division of lands in
th e town (see fig. 1). Photograph
cou rtesy of Martin House
Museum, Massachusetts Society
of Colonial Dames of America.
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Not every body in town deserved or was granted a ranknght . It is
known that Samuel Butterworth was granted four acres alongside hi s
brother John; he does not appear in any rankholdcr list ." Samuel Eddy
joined hi s rankholding sons in Swansea after th e war; he is not on any
list . Several men killed in Swansea during th e Indian massacre of 16 7)

were not listed ; nevertheless some ma y have been vis ito rs from out-o f
town, as in th e case of Gershom Cobb of Middlebury." Clearly, the
town accommodated a number of unqualified transients, ind entured
servants, and indigent senior relatives. When captains Willett and
Dikse died in 1674, their will s revealed that th e town included blac k
slaves. fared Bourne occupied Swansea lands that were ow ned by
Rhode Island 's William Brenton ." nei ther Bourne nor Brenton was in 
cluded among th e rankholders. John Cobleic h, James Ti sdale, and
Thomas Wood were inhabitants, but not rankholders.

There is an other interesting element in the Three Rank Syste m. It is
clear that the west ern region of Swansea, ca lled Wannamoi sett and
Popanomscut, remain ed primarily a Sowa ms propri etors ' enclave. Ini 
tially set tled by th e willen-Brown fam ili es and th eir ass ociated resi
dent proprietors, these early leaders were grad ually joined there by
second-generat ion Peck s and Chaffees. These were th e sons of
Rehoboth-based proprietors. These sons lived in Swanse a, raised fam
ili es th ere, and held offices in the town . However, th eir na mes do not
appear in the li st s show n in Figure 1 . They did not sign th e Fundam en
tal Agre ement, ente r the Three Rank System, or share in the 1686 land
division. These observat ions lead to th e specu lat ion that they dwelt on
their proprietary tracts in the western sec tion of Swansea. but did not
apply (or were not judged as qualified ) for in clu sion in th e Three Rank
System that governed land acquisitions in th e other part s of the town .

FIGURE I

Three List s of Swansea Rankholders

Recorded under Recorded as In Rewlded tn
fundamental Three Rank Sy~tem Touisset Neck

Rankholdero WIthyur01 entry if belore agreement feb, mFeb. /611 et seq D1viWlO Dcc.
/670 1670 er seq r686

f iRST IlANK

a r.br.dr Capt. Thorn. Willett '60 yo> yo> I yes
c Rev. John Myles '68 yo> yo> 100

a l,b},d . Mr. James Brown '45 c Yo> yes yo>
a r.b j.d r Mr. Narh'I paine '69 yo> yes yo>
ar .bc.d r Mr. John Allen 'lil yo> yo> yo>
a r.c.d r John Butterworth '68 yes yo> yo>

Capt , John Drkse yo> yo> f yes
aa.da Mr , Wm. Ingraha m yo> yes yo>

" Mr. Richard Sharp yo> yo> yo>

SECON D IlAN K

ar.c.d r Ni ch olas Tanner '68 yo> yo> yo>
c.d r Ben jamin Alby '68 yo> yo> yo>
ar.c Joseph Carpenter '68 yo> yo> f yes
a r.d r Sam uel Luther '6A yo> yo> yo>
a r.dr Hugh Cole '68 yo> yo> yo>
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FIG URE 1

Three List s of Swansea Rankholders [con't ]

.. goben tones '6 8 ". ". t ytS
J, Thomas E.asterbroo k '68 ". yo> yo>.. Iona rhan Bosworth '68 yo> yo> yo>

W.lIum Banrum '68 ". VI'S yo>
George Aldnch 'Ml yo> ... t M8 -7\ 0 0

ar.d t lohn Myles, II. '1>9 yo> ", ye s
a r Zachanah Eddy '(,9 yo> v,'S yes
J . Thomas Lewis '6<,1 yo> yes yo>

Hczekrah Luth er '69 ". f (,1 \ and Rank ".
f 67 1 \ Id Rank

Wi lham How ard yo> yo> ".Thomas games yo> yo> ".Capt . An lhony Low 00 yo> y••
U ,bl,d l Lt ,ClIpl lohn Brow n '.1\ yo> 16 71 ".J, lob WInslow .... 16 71 ou

lohn Cole 00 16 71 Iyn
Sampson Ma 50fl yo> "" 71 y"
lohn Lathrop 00 e 1611 - J 0 0

Wi ll Iam s"'hsbury 00 e 11' 71 - \ I yes
.l l ,dl IO!oC:'ph KC'nl y. l ton 0 "

Stephe n Brace y" l: 161\ - 9 0 0

Ja rre tt Ingraham yes before 16 7 J see belo.....
J, lerermah ChIld yo> 1679 and Rank y"

lion trd Rank
Timothy Brooks yes II\Ho yes

a 1 ,.11 Ot'1",ah Rowen. Sr yes I t-HI> and Rank yes
111 71 lTd Rank

John W,b" n "" I h llo no
G ideon Allen ". yes yo>
lohn Th urber yes ye~ ".

THI_V kA.... 1<

Thomas ;-'1.ann 'MI ,.. yo> yo:!>
Hezekiah Luther '69 see above
Caleb Eddy '''9 ,., ,.. yo>
lohn Peddock '1>9 ,., yo> yo>
Nathanael LcW I~ '69 ,.. ye1> y••

c Eldad Kln!:slt y yo> ". yn
Samuel Wht aton yes y., ,..

<11,0.11 O badiah Bowe n, Sr. see abllye
O badiah Rowen , II. yes yo> ""J, le rermah Ch ild ~ee above
Ioseph Wheaton yo> 1671 yes
John Wh eaton on 1"'71 yes
John Muun on 11';71 ,..
Car «. Samud WoodbulY yo> 1"'71 yo>

OJ wrlham Cahoon ,.. 1f>1\ I yes
la rret e Ingraham ye I 61\ see abo yt y••
It)S.l;:ph lC'wls ". before 1 6 7 ~ I yes
Nehe miah Allen yes befo ll' 1 67 ~ I yes
joh n Hardin!: 00 e before 167J - n ou
Rlchud Burgn s y" 16n 0 0

N athame l Toogcod y•• 1(,79 ,..
lohn We!>! ye before 161'16 yes
Thllm.as Uhm yo> 0 0

lohn Crabnee o. before 1686 y••
lohn Thurber, II. 0 0 before 11> 11 (, y••
lames Colt on before 1686 y.'
Hugh Cole, Ir 00 before 1Ml6 ".

Non: At least MX sccond-gencranon prupflelUls [Chaf fees, Pecks, and Stephen Pamc, Ir,) were
hsted as town resrdems 10 other publu; dala , but 1101 In the abov e hSI~ ,

SVMIIOlS ' a-known freemen: t Plym outh Co lony, 1 Boston" Rhod e Island
b-c-propneeor group: I Q n ltlna l prop.. ] Bought 110m Original, 1 De scendant
c-slltflcr 01ongmal Bapnst covena nt
d-e- town offi ceholder : I before 1(,79, 1 after 1671l 1'\oome served III boeh penods]
e-x-ordered erecte d from the !OW II .

f-d« u 5('d be fore 1686

•
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oil . Prcpnetor s Boeke, " .
44 Shunldf and f'uisi lcr, eds ., s ees of

Nl!W Plymourh, lII. PI 1, I ~ O . C obb's wi ll
has been pubhshed In the Mayflower De
scendam, XXXIV , 19 l 1), 111.

4S. Wng}\I , Hl sw ry of Swansea, lIl .
46. Prop rietors Bookt. 6• . Bowen . Early

RehobOlh, I, 4} .

41. The namu prin ted here are repre
semanve selecuoes h om rhe !1stoj fitl)"'
el~t partlclp.tnu. For a complete hs t see
the sources cu ed above In note 46 or M'C

f1j1;lm: I

48 "\kLoujthhn, New England Drsse m,
I. 1 16 -1 \1.

THE THREE RANK SYS TE M

Nevertheless , despite th e aberrations and th e myst eries that co n
tinue to becloud th e WOJklO~S of th e Three Rank System , th e records

show that it cont inued to con trol the distribution of lan d for man y
years. In 1686, some ten years afte r the death of Metacom and tw o
years aft er th e revolt agains t th e i1hcit promotion of the five second
rank leaders, the town divided th e common lands that had initially
been de signated as a shee p pasture on Touisser Neck, a peninsula lying
some ten mil es from th e proprietors ' enclave near Bullock 's Cove....
The record descnbes a claSSIC case of the apphca ric n of the Three Rank
System :

Memorandum : Tha t on th e 24 of Dece mber 1686: At a mee t ing of
the Community of Propr ietors for Div iding of the Undiv ided Land
on Twooset Neck Alias Shee p Pasture the sd Nec k being laid out
alr eady Into one Hundred and Six Six Acre Lots by the Community
that th e beginning of Lot s should be at the No rth East Part of the
Neck Adioyning to the Land of John Cole Decease d and so Pro
ceedcd as Loned and Numbred in the plot thereof wh ich lot s were
Drawn by Will iam Banrum for the wh ole Com muni ty and are as
foll oweth"

O RDE.R N U MBE.R O f LO T S

Capt. lohn Brown I , 2

3 Elder Sarnll . Luther 3, ...
... Mr . Richard Sharp 7,8,9
S William Salisbury 10
8 Mr . John Diksc 1 S, 16, 17
18 Capt. Thos . Willet 38, ')9, 40
26 Mr. William Ingraham ,Ii , li6, 57
27 Jared Ingraham 58
34 Hugh Col e, [un r. 68
36 John Crab tree 71
40 Mr. Na rhll . Pain 77, 78,79
43 M r. N icholas Tanner 82,83

S4 lohn Paddock 97
57 A School Mast er Lot 103, 104
58 H ugh Cole, Senr. lOS, 106
The Charge of layin g out th ese lands is 2S Everey Six acre Lott and
Somewhat More as appea rs by the grose Sum which is £9,1 3/,ood.

The document revea ls seve ral mt eresnng fact s about th e Three Rank
Syst em. There is th e rank -relat ed charges for th e survey ing of th e tract .
There is Captain John Brown in the seco nd rank, as the to wn meet ing
of January 168... had dec reed. So is Elder Luther wh o, upon th e death
of the first -ranked Past or Myles 10 1683, had taken on his pastoral
duties." Tanner, wh o had migrated Irom Wales with Myles, was st ill
in the second ran k although th e town cler k recognized him as a gen
tleman: Mr . Ni ch ola s Tanner . As also reveal ed 10 Figure I , up-and
com ing sons are entering the ranks: Hu gh Cole, [ r., James Cole, an d
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Map of Rhode Island, by lohn
Mumford, 1720, showing the
neighboring rowns of "Swanzey"
and "Seaconk" In Massac h usetts.
Courtesy of Rhode Island
Historical Society Library (RHi
xJ 4867).

John Thurber, Jr. Willi am Salisbury, who was ordered to leave town . is
eithe r back in or never left. Capta in Willett, alt hough dead, gains three
lots for his heirs or assigns. The Ingrahams have adjoining lot s. From
the beginning, lands were set aside for a past or, a teacher, and a school
master. It may be assumed that the tow n, through sale or rental of such
lots, could obtain funds for the salary of th e Reverend Myles, who in

1674 undertook the role of schoolmaster as well as pastor." This ar
rangement would conform to the Browns ' Baptist view that minis te rs
should not be suppo rted out of taxes."

Ult imately, the Three Rank System took on a life of its own. Having
es tablis hed th e rul e that an y undivided land within the bounds of th e
town be longed to the rankholders. this privileged group had a prag
ma tic interest in cont inuing the organiza tion until every bit and piece
of common land or unassigned property had been identified and di
vided. Theoretically, this included every drained pond and unused ca n
pat h . This sha red acquisitiveness held the rankholders toge the r until
1 81 2 . On December 16, 1812 , an organization calling itself th e Propr ie
tors of th e Rank Right s in Swanzey met, presumably reviewed th eir
unlikely prospects for further gain s, and ad journed for the last time."

In the history books Swansea has becom e known as the frontier
town of King Philip's War, but its Three Rank System has had litt le ex
posi tion . In those cases where its three-ti ered arrangement has reached
the public view, it has been described as an att empt by an arist ocrat ic
few to rule autocratically over a God-fea ring marry. Although it is clear
that the Willetts, Browns, and Pai nes were bus iness princes, it is
equa lly cle ar tha t the sys tem me rely reflect ed a continua tio n of th e

4~ Ibid , I, 1}4
10. Shurtldf and Pulsifer , eds ., ReC5 uf

New Plym outh, llI , 8 1-81; Bowen , Early
RehllbUlh, I , } I

H Propneton Booke, 151.
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THE THREE RA Nk S YSTEM

prevailing N ew England lan d poli cies whe reby men of sta tus and con
tribution always received mor e of the com mon land s than their fel
lows ." What was different about th e Three Rank syste m was th e con
tractual, mathemat ical basis th at attem pte d to lock the syst em in place
for all time. It was a bu sin essman's solunon to th e front ie r land d istri
bution problem; it was not an aut ocr at 's persecuti on of a defenseless
majority.

The num ber of published referen ces to Swa nsea's Three Rank Sys
tem is sm all. Francis Baylics in 1830 first selected excerpts from th e
Swansea record s and drew the conclusion that the inhabi tants were
subjected to a class s tructure rerruruscen t of the Roman Pat rician,
Equestrian, and Plebian experience. Weeden, wr it in g in 1891 and build
ing upon Bayli es 's book, concluded that fines used to enforce the publi c
laws were graduate d to fit th e rank of the offender- Thoma s W. Bickne ll
in 189 2 seized upon the usua l language of co lonial rea l es tate rransac
ti ons to declare that th e elevation of the five second-rank leade rs was
an attempt to m ake the es rabhshcd anstoc racv he reditary. This lan 
guage granted to the five and "their Heirs and Assigns for Ever the full
Right and Int erest of the Highest Rank with all and Singu lar th e Pnv
Hedges and Immunities thereto belongmg In all and to all the lands m
th e sd Township yet un divided ." Im pressed by th ese high-sounding
phrases, Bicknell concl uded that the town 's re jection in 1684 01 its
committee 's act ended the movement toward feuda l tyranny and
brought th e syste m 10 a clo se. In 1927 Werten baker introduced th e Idea
that the Swansea inhabitants had been arb itr aril y ranked by the "Trust
ees" at the very outset, and th en were promoted or degrad ed for reasons
deemed sufficient by succee ding Imp erious committees made up pre
sumably of first rank prcpnetors.v

These assertions fail to note that th e Three Rank System was intro
duced after the town had achieved self-government through the town
meeting," that the so-called graded fine s were actually rank-related as 
sessments or payments associated with th e cost s of common enter
prises such as land acqui sitions or facilities development . and that the
1684 vote of the town did not nullify the system but instead reinforced
its original provisions. Thus, it was again agreed that all rankholders
must remain in the level whi ch they accepted upon entry; unless, that
is, the town consented to a promotion or demot ion . Further, these as 
sertions fail to recognize that the sys te m continued to govern
Swansea 's land distnbution as lon g as th ere remain ed significant land
to be divided .

The term ar ist ocracy connotes ce rta in rights resulting directly from
birth. One signi fica nt cha rac te ris t ic of th e Three Rank Syste m was the
obvious deployment of Iarm hes ove r th e several ranks. Thus, not all
Browns were in the first rank, no r all Coles and Bowe ns In the second .
As described before, political clout, economic powe r, soci al status , and
family ne eds dictated an inha bita nt 's entitlement to future land ac
quisitions, and these qua li ficat ions were sub jec t to th e percept ions of
neighbors co m peting as rankh older s in an asse mb led to wn m eet ing.
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In the 194OS, Richard leBaron Bowen returned the focus of attennon
to the system's land dis tribution role. He suggested , however, that the
process established a landed aristocracy which lasted for merely a quar
ter of a century" On th e contrary the town and colony records show
that a landed aristocracy existed before Swansea was planned ; in te rms
of vast acreages Willen was as impress ive a landowner in Rehoboth as
he was later in Swansea." Through the Sowams proprietorship, the
firs t-rank inhabitants obtained large esta tes in Swansea before the
Three Rank System was aut horized by the town meeting. The system
reflec ted the prevai ling capita list ic class struct ure and influe nce ; it d id
no t create an aut ocrati c aristoc racy. Th e special cont ribut ion of the
Th ree Rank System was that it marked an advance me nt In th e usc of
business or man agement methods to cont rol th e development of a New
Englan d town. After the in iti al land assignments had been made by the
co lony-appo inted trus tees, who represented both the proprietors and
th e Bapti sts, the amoun t of land that an inh abitant might acq uire was
ultimately controlled, not by a comm ittee of arbitrary aristocrats, but
instead by th e cupidity of ne ighbo rs as expressed democratically in a
town meeting . With decreas ing usefuln ess it lasted, not for me rely a

quarter century, but for almost a century and a half.
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North by South:

The Two Lives of

Richard James Arnold

Charles Hoffmann and Tess Hoffmann

On January 2 1,1 , 1 8 ~ \ . Frederick Law Olmsted, the future creator (If that
urban, man-made pa radise, Central Park , arrived at a diffe rent kind o f

paradise, the rice pl.1ntation on the Ogeecbee River near Savannah.

owned by a New Englander identified only as Mr. X in A Journey in the
Seaboard Slave States 118561.1 The vie w from his window upon

awakeni ng the next mo rning seemed to him a veritable Garden of
Eden: "A grove which surrounded the house was all in da rk verdu re :

there were o ranges on trees nearer the win dow; the buds were swelli ng

on 3 iessanune-vme, and a number of camclia-iaporucas were In full
bloom . ... Spa rrows wert' chi rping, doves cooing, an d a mocking-bird
whistl ing lo udly,"! This plantat ion, wh ich he described in conside rab le

detail because he considered it a model wh ere the in st itut ion of slavery

m ight be obse rve d at it s best as a syste m of labor, wa s White Hall ,

owned by Richard lames Arnold (1796- 1873) of Provid ence, who di

vided the yea r be tween h is Georgia plantation and hi s Rh ode Island

residence, t raveling back and forth acco rding to the seasons. Olmsted 's

journeys in the seaboard slave s tates arc well -documented , hu t the un
told stor y is how the you ngest son of Welcome Arnold, a successfu l

Prov idence m erchant, came to be the th ird largest plantati on ow ne r

and slave ho lde r in Brya n County, Ge orgia- I 1, 0 00 ac res and 200 slaves

by the t im e of O lmsted 's visit . T he duality of h is li fe, spe nd ing the
winter se ason in C eorgta hut escaping the threat of malaria d uring the

su m mer by living in Providence and late r Newpor t , ult imately sig

nified in m icrocosm a d ivided nat ion lus t as it eve n tua lly se pa rate d his

fam ily durin g the Civil War.

O ne of the heirs of h is father 's co nsiderable es ta te , an d a grad uate of
Brown University 10 l~ q (he was lat er om: of ItS trust ees for life).

Richard Arnold had man y possibi liti es open to h im as a young m an of

wealth h om a pro minent New England family, including the partner
ship with hi s o lde r brothe r Samuel in the family shi pping bu siness en 

gage d in the Baltic an d South American trad e: On co ming of age in

181 7, he made the grand tour of Europe, traveling os te ns ib ly as an

age nt for the shipping firm . His brothe r Sam uel 's partnership III a cot 

ton mill ou ts ide Providence suggested textile m an ufac turing as a pos
sible in vest ment for h rs mherirance of $100 ,000, a s izable fortune in
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1. Frederi ck Law Dlmvred, A {uumal In

rhe Seaboard SItH'" Sfaft~ (New York ,
1!l ~(,I, 41 1

l Pohncs and the Law were .aIM) pes
Sible careers open 10 Rrchard Arnold
Alter gfaJu.iltlnjt tr om Brown, he served
an appeermceshrp In th e law ottiet ot his
bWlheHn·Jaw. Tnsum Burlto , US Con'
l\.l'C'ssm4ln and ch id ju auce of th e Rhode
I$bnd SupIl'me Coon HIs ~e'lI ·unde,

Willum Greene, had been governo r 01
Rhode blanll, and even his blher tuJ par
tunpatcd In local politics and served 1I11er 

m lllemly as a dq'ul)' In Ihe Rhode Island
~nera l As.....m bly. 1771 -1190 However.
Arnold never practi ced law, and he did
nOI ron t", polmcal ottice Public service
was a family tr.llhuUfl. .and therefore In

18 J I he: accepted appointment to a com
rruttee of prommem cmzens 01 ProVI 
deuce 10 tnVC:SII~IC: Ihe: laCIS and cau"l'S
01 ;I race:not Ihal h.ld occu rred earhe
l U I vear In the elfy The: b et thar at the:
time he: owned slaves In G('Or~a under
scores t he:dualny of hrs hfe

4 Upon the Jearh tit her parents. Abra 
ham and Barbara C lark C mdrat . Lt'UI~

Caro lin e: jwho had been born al w h il e:
Hall l ....as sene In I III S to Medtord , MaM,a
chusens. as the Ie:~l ward nl Mary Ann
SavaRe: C lay, ....rdow 01 the Hun loseph
Clay It 164- l lIl lt ....hrle Whil e: Hall pla n
t.auon was managed by an ove:rseer un rrl
she came: nl ;IKe:

S. Richard I Arnold to Samuel Greene
Arnold. December 11 , 1111\ . w elc om e AI
nold Papers. lohn Carter Brow n Library,
Providence

fl . RIch ard j Arnold til Samuel Greene
Arnold, January 10 , 11114. w elcome Ar·
nold Papers .

1. Warum y Deed , Ermlv and Samue l H
Bond to R. I . Arnold, Dec. 1 4. I A14.IIryan
Co um y Record B'Kl k, [) no, Bryan
Coumy Court House, Pem broke, Gl"U!Kla.
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those da ys. The small farm he had also inhe rited was only large enough
to earn him the title of gentle me n farm er; It was too small to earn him
a living. Eventually he left th e farm in charge of an oversee r, Prince
Bent, a former slave who had ea rned his freedom by ioming Rhode ls
land 's Black Regiment dunng the Revolutionar y War, In th e end Ar ·
nold chose to sec k hi s fort un e and invest h is inherita nce in a way of hfe
that depended on th e ins t itution of slave ry. His marriage to Loui sa
Caroline G ind rat (1804 -1871 1 in the spn ng of 182] made him a
slaveho lde r, for she had mhcn ted White Hall plantation from her par 
ents.' The 1,]00 acres of land and sixty-eight slaves who lived an d
worked o n th e plantat ion were he r marriage do wry.

It was not th e ac t of marriage itse lf that bou nd Richard Arnold for
the rest of hi s life to slave ry. Alt hough O lmsted had the im pression
that th e enti re plan ta tion had been inh erited by Arn old's wife, Arnold's
decision in 1824 to expand the plantation ope ratio n by buy ing more
land an d more slaves to ta lly commit ted him to a way of life that de
pended o n owning slaves. The decision to become a large rice planter in
the South was based on eco no mics . As of August 18 2 ) , Richard Arnold
valued the origi nal 1, ] 00 acres of White Hall at $ ) ,000, and th e sixty
eigh t slaves at $ 280 eac h, or $ 19,040 . But after acqui ring the planta 
tion, Arnold had to decide wh ether it would be more profitable to se ll
off some of th e slaves or wh ether it would mak e better business sense
to bu y more land for a more efficient use of h is work force . Writing
from White Hall to his brother Sam uel in December 18 2 ] , Arnold indi
cated that hi s neighbors agreed " it will be necessary for me to buy more
land, or sell a quarter part of m y negroes, as th e land at thi s place is not
sufficient for more than three quarters of th e gang to work on ." They
advised him to buy more land rather than se ll the slaves becau se land
prices were low, "and negroes bring now nothing-owing to the dis 
tressed state of the country th ey arc selling. ver y often & in large gangs
to satisfy sherrtffs exec u tions at public aucnons."" Even though he had
doubts about invest ing much money in the area, it made economic
sense to him to follow thi s advice , and early in 1824, he wrote again to
his brother Samuel, "I have purchased a 1600 acre] Tract of Prime Land
opposite White Hall . , . for whi ch I am to pay $ })OO."b He had com
mitted himself to being a large planter and all that this im plie d in hu 
man terms of planning and managing an enslaved comm unity of work
ers organized for econo mic purposes.

What Richard Arnold had also don e was to com mit himself to th e
idea, based on a pragmatic Yankee approach to bu siness, of expanding
his operation rather than contrac t ing it to mak e it more productive . By
the end of 18 24 , he further expanded by purchasin g Che rry Hill planta
tion, including its sixty- th ree slaves, from Emil y and Sam ue l Bond for

$9, ) 00.' Wh ite Hall and C herr y Hill as continguous plantations wer e
to be operated efficiently under one management, eac h plan tat ion with
its own work force but with th e work gangs interchangeable according
to need, putting some of th e hou se serva nts at White Hall to work in

-
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the fields during the summer months when the mansion house there
was closed . He continued to buy more land throughout the antehelium

period, the largest expansion taking place in 181 S when he purchased
nearby Sans-Souct plantation with over v ;oo acres. But the first pur
chase was the momentous decision , committing him by his own act to

a dual existence as a Northern ci tizen and a Sou thern slaveholder.
Although the New England Anti-Slavery Society had been termed in

1~ 31 by William Lloyd Gamson, the Rhode Island Anti -Slaver y So
ciety was not orgamaed until 1816 . It was still possible in 18 11 for
Richard James Arnold, slaveholder, to SIt in judgment as a member of
a blue-ribbon committee of prominent citizens of Providence, a com
mittee which included his brother-in-law, Zachanah Allen IIN ~ 

IS!'Il }, the textile manufacturer, to ascertain the facts concerning the
race nors earher that year 10 the city and to make recommendations
on how best to maintain law and order and protect private property
against VIOlent mob action. By 1837. however, when [lin Harner Ar
nold Allen 1179 1'1 - 18nl visited her rwm brother Richa rd 's plantation
10 Ceorgra. the lines were being drawn 10 Rhode Island on the slavery
issue . Thomas Wilson Don, Zachariah Allen 's COU5o1O, led the political
fight in the state legislatu re against slavery in the South, and embar
rass ing questions were bcmg raised about th e pro priety of slaveholders
bringing slaves as house-servants into th e free state of Rhude leland .
"Mum Phoebe," a favorite house se rvant at White Hall, usually accom
panied the Arnolds nor th to Rhode Islan d du ring th e summe r malaria
season."

Eliza Harriet Allen, however, was not so much concerned about th e
polit ical and eco nomic Issues in volved in th e slave ry question as she
was, being a religious wom an, with th e moral iss ues. The d iary she
ke pt of her Journey to Whi te Hall plantati on in the ea rly sp ring of I Ii,7
is a Chris tian wom an's apologia for paternalisti c slaveho lde rs lik e her
brother Rich ard . She was convi nce d, for in stance, that her bro the r was
a good, k ind ma st er to h is slaves. It was, therefore, "rea lly d istressi ng"
for her to see im mediate ly upon landing in Savannah on April I, I H17,

"a P(XlT slave whi pped by anothe r" slave at a sma ll river plantation,
some th ing "which I am su re I shall not see again ," meaning that what
eve r othe rs may permit or do, suc h a th ing would never happen or be
per m itted on her brother's plantation where she would be staYlOg . ~

Neve rtheless, it was common prac tice on plam anons 10 the South, 10

el uding Rich ard Arnold's, to pun ish slaves by whi pping them. What
Ehza Harri et had witnessed was a slave dnvcr, a fello w slave 10 charge
of a wo rk gang. punishi ng one of his crew. It was also common practice
for pl ant ers in the area to give the ove rsee r [who by law was a white
man! authoruv to wh ip slaves himself or til delegate the lob to one of
his drivers . In the years before Mrs. Allen 's visu. Richard Arnold stipu
lated that his overseers were "not to chastise the negros with more
than thirty lashes for anyone offense without first consulnng said Ar 
nold" or his agent . By the time of Olmsted 's visit 10 11'\51 dus clause 10

z t

II I'.:lpcr ~ oj Frcdcnck La.... Olmsted. II,
ri'l7-11l1!. In , 1_ "M um rh,..,hc," l ~ abo
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r 11. Rhode I~bnd Hrcnmcal S< ll:n:Ty.
Provedence, hereartcr CIted as Allen
loumal
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mene remained In enCCI except Ihal f el 
gu "",n '" !>;Il;lry W;I " inc reased trom S, oo 111
Ill-.l t> 10 SIIOO In 11'I .I", ;And eo SI ,OOO 10

I lI q

I I When Olmsted asked Arn old ho ...
onen "b ve" .....,e pum"hal. Arnold re
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th e overseer's contract had been modified to read : "He [the ove rseer ] is
not to punish the ncgros with any o the r article but the lash and always
to do it through his Dnvers" so that . presu mably, a white man never
direc tly Wielded the lash." In either case the sung oi the lash was the
same for the one being pun ished . The fact that Eliza Harriet did not
"see again" such a whrppmg dunng the two months of he r stay at
White Hall did not mean that no whippmg took place, iust that her
only contact with the Reid hands was on Sunday, their day of rest ."

Part of Mrs . Allen 's myopia also resulted from her interest in the
Christian edu cation of the slaves at the plantation "Sunday school," a
place whe re punishments were not meted out . louisa Arnold usually
performed the duties of tea ching the slave children on Sundays, though
Eliza Harriet taugh t some 01 the lessons during her visit. On one Sun 
day, April 16, 1837, Eliza read to the slaves from the Bible and ex
plained the passages. She stopped at all the houses in the slave quarter
at whne Hall dunng the cou rse of the afternoon and was much fa
tigued but also gratified at having ea rned out a Christian duty. This ex
perie nce , which she recorded m her ioumal tha t same night, led he r to

some favorable conclusions about the slave system :

The wife of a planter as well as the plante r himself is placed in a
very responsible Situa tio n. So many souls committed to th eir ca re.
Man y think it a wry easy snuauon. but it is from ignorance tha t
they form such an oprmon. No one who bas not seen, can Imagi ne
the constant calls upo n the ir time and patience. No day passes th at
the attent ion is not called to some one sick & to many wants
wh ich are always freely made kno wn, and always if possible sup
plied on this plant ation at leas t. I am daily mo re convi nced that
every sta tio n has its ow n peculiar cares, and while we think that
other than our own wants he easie r, and bette r for us to hea r, we
ought to be assured th at th e very sta tion in whi ch leach] of us is
placed by providence, is th e one for us to fill, that its duties and it s
cares are such as ought to devolve upon us. LJ

In light of such determini st ic ph ilosoph y, she could see no moral con
tradi ction between th e soci al and economic conditio ns of slavery an d
th e fact that her brother owned slaves.

Mrs. All en 's defen se of th e plantati on sys tem as th e will of God ma y
have been influen ced in pan by the arrival at White Hall, earlie r that
week, of th e Reverend Edward R. Hall of Providen ce. As she not ed in
her journ al, Hall had been "nurt ured with Abohtion," and th erefore "it
was th ou ght best [tha t he] shou ld sec all that could be see n," presum
ably meaning all th at could be seen to be benevolently pate rn alistic
an d civi lizing ly C hristian. Hen ce, early in the morning on Tuesday,
April r t , nor mally a work day on the plantat ion, the slave ch ild ren
were all assembled in school " to exhibit to Mr. Hall." II They were all
on their bes t behavior. and whi le Eliza d id not me ntion Hall 's reaction,
certainly nothing she had seen so far or was to sec du ring the rem ainder

1
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of her visit at Wh ite Hall was to make her doubt th at her brothe r and
his w ife were doi ng the Lor d's work in their operation of the plantation .

But not everyone at White Hall was conv inced. Some years later,
Julia To lma n, a Rhode Islander and the wife of the tutor hi red to teach
Arno ld's childre n, point ed out tha t the paternali sm of th e Arnolds and
the Su nday lessons for the slaves cou ld not h ide the fact th at educat ion
was denied to the slave populat ion of the plantation :

We see slavery in its very best form he re . Mr. A [Arnold] never
se lls his slaves ; among hi s 15 0 , there is scarcely one who was not
raised on the plant at ion. Their wants are all su pplied, and Mrs. A.
is very ca reful in ascertai ning their want s and in pro vidin g flannel
for the old people every year. The ho use servants ha ve much less
to do than our Nor the rn se rvants, for each one has on ly one th ing
to do. I mean one ki nd of work. They thi nk eve ry thi ng of Mr . and
Mrs. Arnold. But with however great kind ness th ey are treated, th e
wrong of th e sys te m is not in the least alte red. O nly a few of them
ca n read and that only a little . On e or two have begged Mr. T [wil
lia m Tol man ] to te ach th em whic h he does with pleas u re. Mrs. A.
always te ac hes the ch ild ren at Wh itehall on Sundays , and she
spoke to William about his doi ng th e same at Che rry Hill ."

Yet m any Southe rners, like Thomas Savage Clay, the Arnolds ' neigh
bur, friend, and godfathe r to th eir second son (who was christe ne d
Thomas Clay Arnold], beli eved tha t Sunday schools on the plan tation
we re enough to educate slave ch ildren toward their own mora l im 
provement . In a short monograp h entitled Detail 0/ a Han /OT the
Moral Improvement 0/ Negroes on Plantaticne, published in 1833,
Clay argued that Sunday schoo ls held on th e plantat ion and conducte d
hy th e planter and h is fam ily would check in the you ng slaves "that
cu rre n t of vice and im purity, which for ages ha s been th e inheritance o f
th is degraded race" and would also exert "a salutary infl uence on their
par ents ." If ins t ructions an d th e power of example failed , however,
Clay beli eved that an offendin g slave should be punished by being
"taugh t to feel that he is punished for breaking God's law" rather than
the m ast er 's; in this way; the slave would become "m ore obed ient and
profitabl e."! ' The ult imate appea l of Clay's plan was sec u lar rather
th an reli gious, for Clay hi mse lf indicated th at the moral improvement
of slaves " wou ld do more for the good orde r and quiet of the co unt ry,
than any civil or militar y patro l we have ever had ." 'h

Despite Clay 's opt im ism, internal discipli ne on plantations was not
always successfu l in controlling the slaves, and m any slaves see m not
to have bee n "im proved" in the way that Clay had intended. In the
early au tumn of 1817, about fou r mont hs after the Arn olds an d Mrs.
All en had returned to Providen ce, Clay infor med Arnold about a spate
of runaway slaves in the area. Two had bee n captured, one of the m a
man named Simon wh o had "run away three ti mes, &. I presume will
now be sh ipped." As for th e ot her run awa ys, Clay reported th at "it is
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intended, as soon as the accurnulauon 01 frost will render It safe , to

hunt for them by detachments til l they are all caught or driven away." ,7

Most runaway slaves we rt: caugh t Immediately wuhm a lew m iles

of their plantations, or , like the ones C lay des cribed , were t rapped in

the swampland to be humed down like animals after the first frost
ended the danger of malaria . It was not for the color of the soil tha t thi s
swampy nee-growing area wa s known as "Black Ankle Country." In

the summer of I ltp RIchard Arnold 's overse er wrote him 10 Provi 

dence to say that he had caugh t a runaway slave named Larkin belong

ing to Thomas Butl er KIn~ a con gressm an from that district in Geor
gra . Arnold wrote an Immediat e reply:

It seems he has been lu rking abo ut there [wh ite Hall ] for some

weeks &. wa s seen by my Dr iver, but being so well armed he did
not attempt to take him. He however heard him fire a gun, saw

him kill a hog &. th en wat ched him until night when he discovered

w here he slept. He then unmediatclv mformed th e Overseer who
too k two other whnc m en with h im . &. wem with the D river, se 

cu red him &. sent hun to Sa....annah 10111 . When taken he had with

him a Musket s, Dirk . Kn()WIO~ you are In Washington I tboughe It

doubtful if you would hea r o f hi s bcmg In Jail unless I informed

you . I have written rhc Overseer to sec Lar kin &. endeavor to find
out whe re the others arc to he found and &. his bes t exertions to

take them .,.

The plant ers th us had their ow n " undergrou nd" ne twork to track down
fugi tives before the passage of the Fugtnve Slave Law in 1850 ga ve fed 

eral sanction to hunn ng ru naways and return ing thcm to their mas ters .

If runaway slaves fled to the compa rat ive safe ty of the swa m ps, plan

ters an d th eir fami lies in the area fled to the co mparati ve safe ty of

higher, dr ier ground du ring the ma laria seaso n begi nni ng in lat e May.

Some of th e planters, lik e th e Clays an d the Arn old s, because of the ir
New Engl and co nnect ions had the best of both possible worlds- North

in the sum mer and Sout h in th e winter. Richard Arn old. ha ving bust

ness inte res ts in the North . ma inly investments in rea l estate an d tex

tile m an ufa ct ories, could attend to th em duri ng the long ma laria sea
so n in th e South that ended only with the first killing h ost , usua lly in

November. Since Zachariah Allen was the trustee for Arnold 's busi

ness in the North. Arnold cou ld leave for Georgia knowing that lus af

fairs wo uld be in good hands. Leaving the plantauon for th e su mmer
was quite a diffe rent matter, for it meant being absent during the busy

and crucial ha rvest season . The employment of a white ove rseer was

requ ired by Jaw un large plantations like Arnold 's, and thus a virtue
was made of the nc ccssnv , the overseer was left in charge during the

absence of the plante r. Like a factory manager. the overseer was re

sponsible tor the day-to-day work of the plantation, but since overseers

were notoriously unreliable, it was Arnold 's practice to leave elabo
rately detailed Instructions for his overseer before he traveled north for

the summer. For example, on May 11, 1 ~}7, two days before the Ar-
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nolds and Eliza Allen left for Providence, Arnold wrote out eleven
pages of Ins t ruct ions for his overseer, Mr. J. Swanston. Inst ructions
about lat e planti ngs and rice cu ltu re, specific tasks to be assigned vari
ous slaves, what to do in case of illness, part icularly contagious d is
eases such as cholera and measles-all were set down in min ute detail
alo ng wi th the admonition that Swanston was to write once a fort n igh t
to bnng Arnol d up to date on what was happening, once a week during
the harvest, and twice a week if cholera should break out. But the main
concern that runs ove r the years like a motif th roughout the overseers'
mstrucnons is that the "people" (Arnold never referred to them as
slaves] must be kept busy working product ively at all ti mes:

Wh en ever th e Whit e Hall people arc driven into th e hou se by rain
th ey ca n pic k th e burrs from th e wool & wh en picked ou t, Dick &

Tom must wash it clean &. Ben ca n pack it & the re is some poor
cotton a few ca n overhaul & th at ca n be packed. If the carpenters
get through wi th the wor k allotted them, they can ge t out POStS s,
rails for the fence I contemplate building behind the negro houses
at C. Hill.I~

The absence of the m aster, Arnold was well aware, was likely to make
th e "people" less than attent ive to duty, whatever it did to th eir hearts .

It is evi dent from Arnold 's 1847 - nl.~9 Planta t ion Journal, a dail y rec
or d (except Sundays) of plantation business while he was in res idence
at White Hall , that he was not th e ste reo type of th e Sou the rn plante r

sitting o n th e piazza drinking m int Juleps and entertaini ng guests. En
tertain guests the Arnolds did, bu t Arnold himself was deeply involved
in the de tailed planning and worki ng of h is business. What emerges
from his ioumal and letters is the image of a m an who saw himself as a
pat erna listic en trepreneur not unlike h is brother-In-law, Zachariah Al
len . albeit at th e ot her end of the co t to n kingdom, coordina ting the
daily o perat ions of hi s two main plantation s jus t as Allen co m m ute d
between hi s t wo Rhod e Island mi lls, Allenda le and Phen ix, superv is ing
production and diversifying according to the market , th e m argin of
profi t in their busin esses dependent upon their abi lny to inc rease pro
ductivity with in their organi zat ions. Both sa w themsel ves as manager
engineers-Alle n mor e engineer because of the machines, Arnold
m or e m an ager because of th e slaves-as well as capitalis t-owners, no

de tai l too sma ll to attend to.
The ideal oversee r was meant to be a carbon-copy of th e planter h im

self, for if even the smallest detail was overlooked, it cou ld spell th e
differe nce between th e pro fit and loss, just as expens ive, co m plicated
machine in the mill co uld be wr eck ed by a careless workman. At bes t
the overseer was a k ind of plant ma nager who knew th at his lob de
pended o n the smooth operation of the business, but who in important
matters deferred to the decisions of the maste r-owner and did not take
It upon h imself to be a su rroga te maste r except in m atters where he
had received specific au thority. Wen: it not for the real danger of m a
laria, Arnold would ha ve preferred to rema in in Georgia to attend. to
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th e daily operations of the plan tation, parucu larv du ring the rice ha r
vesting peri od in lat e August and early Septem her. Nonetheless, Ar
nold not o nly cont inued to return to Rhode Island each su mmer, hut he
reta ined his Rhode Island citizenship as well .

By the t ime of Ol msted 's visit In I1'1'1 Arnold had found in Charles
W. Fergu son "an uncommonl y efficient and Iaithtul " ove rsee r who had
bee n in h is employ since niH . Even so, Arnold w id O lmsted, "he
would not employ him, eve n du ring the summer, when he is absent for
seve ral months, d the law did not require It ." l" Arnold's dis trust of
oversee rs went back to h is earliest experience as a plantation owner
when he first established the arrangement bv which he Winte red in
Georgia and summered in Rhode Island . Returnmg from Pro vidence to

Wh ite Ha ll in November 1824, after having spent the spring planting
his firs t crop, he discovered that the overseer had poorly managed the
harvesting so that the Yield was only one-fifth of what it should have
been, and, as Arn ol d noted In a let te r to his brother Samuel, "the stupid
fellow had not repaired the dwe lling house.... I cannot build a fire in
it , o r occupy tw o of rhe chambe rs, the Windows hav ing been broken In

& now nail ed up with rough hoards." Further m ore, he was in lit igation
with th e prev io us overseer, who had managed th e plantatio n for Ar
nold 's wife before th ei r mamage. conccrru ng ow ne rshi p of twe nty-two
slaves." Overseers, O lmsted wrot e, sum m arizing Arn old 's vie w of
them, "were almost un ive rsally dru nken and dissolute, and cons ta ntly
liabl e to neglect the ir du t ies, " Ferguson being th e except ion."

Sin ce Richard Arnold divided h is large work terce into seve ral
"gangs," each with a slave-dnvcr In charge, he des ignated one of th e
drivers as head -driver or wat chman whose supervisory duties, particu 
larly during the long absence of th e ma ster in the sum me r, were bound
to be in conflic t with th e oversee r's perception of hi s duties. The
watchman 's dunes, O lm sted explained,

were those of a ste ward, or intendant . He carr ied by a st rap at hi s
waist, a ver y large number of key s, and had charge of all th e s to res
of provisions, to ol s, and material s of th e plantations, as well as of
all th eir produce, before it was shi pped to market. He weighed and
measured out all the rations of the slaves and th e cat tle; superin
tended the me chanics, and himself made and repaired , as was nec
essary, all th e m ach in ery, inc lu ding th e steam engine .

In all those departments, h is authorit y was superior to that o f
the oversee r. . . . Hi s responsibili ty was much greater than that of
th e overseer, and Mr . X sa id, he would trust h im with much m or e
than he would an y ove rsee r he had ever kn own."

Olmst ed was so impressed by the accom plishments and favored pos i
t ion of the current wa tchman, Amos Mor el, that he sa w him as a para
digm of the best that the slave sys tem had to offer and his m aster as the
paradigm of an enhghrencd slaveholder whose generous pat ernalism
represented the instituti on s of slave ry at ItS Chnstian and civ rliz mg
bes t:
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Here I sec th eir ma ster, dealing with them as a fath er mi ght with
suc h child ren; guardi ng th em sedulous ly aga inst dangerous temp'
tanons, Iorbiddmg th em to indulge in bad practices, rcwardmg th e
dil igent and obed ient , and cha sti sing th e perverse and mdolcnr,
an ncrparmg and providing for th eir wants; enco uraging the m in
the provident use of th eir little means 01am usement, and co mfort ,
an d lux ury; all th e time lu rn ish ing them th e necessa ry su pport of
life; ca ring d iligent ly for them in sickness; and only when they arc
of good age and strength. so long as he is their guardian, de mand
mg of them a certain amount of th eir labor and assistance to in
crease his o wn comforts , provide for hIS age."

Elrza Ham er Allen could not have defen ded her brot her 10 stronger Ian
guagc, hut Olmsted was not defendi ng slavery : "Were bu t all Slavery
ifus, and were hu t th is all of Slavery!" he added. As he had wr itt en in an
earhc r lette r to the New- York Dally Times, th e effect of perpetual slav
ery " is at war w ith progress, with enlighte nment , with Chnsnannv"
and tha t hy offering no hope of freedom It cont ributes to "the general
deg rada uon of manhood, th e tra in ing of cowardice ami Imbec ility, o r
duphciry (If rrun d. th e cons traint upon th e free development of mdivid
ualn v of charac te r, and th e destruction of the sense of high individual
respon sibilu y" 10 th e stave ."

The por trait Ol ms ted sketc hed of Amos Morel 's nsc fro m a poor
slave to a n ch , powerful wat chman was, however, an Idea lized o ne
base d on informat io n provided him by Arnold {who naturally wish ed to
sho w th e fact s in their best light I. Actually Morel was both the ben efl 
ciary and th e vict im of the double standard of values inherent in the
slave system . For exam ple, the arrangement by which he was sent to

Savannah was not as idyllic as O lmsted suggested. Morel, having th e

basi c s kill of the blacksmith trade on the plantation, was hired out for
wages at the age of sixteen to a Mr. Robinson, a blacksmith in Savan
nah . He had a ma rketable skill, and he was hired out for mone y [twent y
dolla rs per month, two dollars of which Arno ld then paid Morel as his
"wage"]. Following similar arrangements , planters in the area oft en
hired out extra field hands, ca rpenters . or house ser vants, parti cu larly if
th e families went north for the summer months and closed down then
mansion hou ses. By Ma y 1839, Arnold was collecti ng $1.2 , a Ja y for
th e plantation account from Mo rel 's em ployme nt in Savannah." Morel
was shrewd enough to take advantage of th e sys te m and intelligent
enough to learn th e machinist 's trade so that he was even more valu
able to lu s mast er ; but it was not bad habit s, as O lms te d indica ted, that
ended Morel 's ca ree r in Savannah in 1 8~ S . Rather, he was called back
to the plantation wh en Arnold purchased a steam engine for h is thrash 
ing and pounding mill, sh ipping it all th e way from Pro viden ce, an d
required Morel 's skill wit h ma chines to keep the engine operati ng.

By 18 Sl wh en O lmsted met him, Morel had reac hed th e pinnac le of
h is pow er and prest ige on th e plantation , having assumed th e position
of watchman, but hi s positi on brough t him into an inev itable confhc r
with Fergu son, the overseer. On the one hand. th e overseer 's dunes

"
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were spelled out in a legal contrac t; on the other hand, the watc hman 's
authority and his privileges depended entirely on hrs ability to please
his owner and remain 10 his master's favor. Morel insuncnvclv recog
nized this distinc tion when he wrote to Arnold in Providence in lun e
1852: "Pies to rite to m r ferguson and tell him the man that ca nmc
plese my Boy Amos cannte plcsc me."" A feud between Morel an d Fer
gu son cam e to a hea d nearl y a year later when Morel threatened to kill
one of Fergu son 's hogs that had broken from its pen and had eate n
thirty-seven of hi s turkeys; Ferguson . in reply, promi sed to ,i!;IVC Mor el
100 lashes with a bear-hide whip if the slave dared to carry out his
threat. U

For Olmsted, Morel was the exception that proved the rule abou t the
slave sys tem; sla very, as opposed to free labor, "withholds all encour
agement from the laborer to improve his faculties and his skill ; de 
st roys his self -respect ; misdirects and debases brs ambition, and With
holds all the na tural motives, which lead men to ende avor to increase
their capaci ty of usefulness to th eir count ry and the world." l9The real 
ity of Amos Morel was that as a slave he had no legal right to the
"wages" Arnold credited him with nor to th e money on th e books for
th e turkeys he sold to th e plantat ion." As a slave he co uld own
nothing, not the Sun day-best clothes he wore when Ol ms ted first met
him; not the three RUns "in his possession"; no t the n ng of keys he
wore as a symbol of his authority. not the watch his mas te r bough t for
hi m in Providence from his wages ; no t even his su rna me which be
longed to a whi te , Fren ch Huguenot family in the area . Everything that
dist ingui shed him from all the other slaves on the plantation belonged
in law to his master.

The reality of Richard Arnold was that he never freed hi s slaves, and
he ne ver freed Amos Morel , who was too valuable to the smooth ope ra
tion of Arnold 's plantation . For Arnold , as for al~ slaveholders, slaves
became a bookkeeping entry; his 100 slaves represented thousands of
dollars of capita l asset s. His notation on a slave list, compiled in Janu 
ary 1858, reveals th e extent to which he assigned monetary valu e to his
slaves without regard to the degradation th at was invo lved in treati ng
an other human being as sim ply another piece of property. As the na
ti on sank deeper into sec tiona l crisis , Arnold noted with ease and as
surance th at his slave property was, in fact, "valuable, should Co ngress
ever pay for freeing slaves." 01

Yet it cannot be denied that Arnold was , judged by the standards of
hi s da y, a benevolent mast er, and Olmsted saw no cont radiction in
cha racte riz ing him as "a reh grous, genero us and humane-minded man "
and as a New England businessman with a "kee n ta lent for organiz a
tion and administration" who ran hi s plantation "under th e most eco
nomical and profitable managem ent. " " Th e dual nature of slavery as a
socio-econo mic sys tem and .:1S a patern alist ic ins titut ion allowed
Olmsted and ot he rs to bemoan Ito; evils whi le heralding its virtues. But
the duality could never fully be reconciled, despite the passionate at
tem pts by Southern apologists to do so. For instance, slaveholders and
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Southern polemicists ofte n defended the insnrunon of slavery by argu
109 that the system benevolently provided care and sustenance for ItS

......orkers . Unhke free laborers in the No rth, the apologists pointed OUt ,
slaves wen: housed and fed, in good times and bad, 10 Sickness and in
health, in youth and m old age. At Arn old 's plantation , his agreements
with ove rsee rs incl uded a standard clause requiring the ove rsee r to at 
tend " to the management of the negros both well an d sick," an inst ru c
tion that was spelled ou t as early as 1827. But Arn old 's real concern , as
revea led in his ove rsee r agreements for 1837 and 18W, was wi th th e
possibility of an outbrea k of disease among his slaves, for any epi dem ic
(such as small pox or cholera ) cou ld have devastati ng effects upon th e
ope ration of his plantati on and upo n the product ivit y of his workfor ce.
If th e threat of cho lera developed in the area, Arn old told his ove rsee r,
th e slaves were to be moved to safe grou nd , and " if it sho uld get among
my peopl e Daphny &. Nan will make th e bes t nurse." According to

Arn old 's de ta iled instruc tio ns, the threat of cho lera sho uld be com
bat ed with an inc rease in rice rations, a ban on fish, and th e cutt ing off
of all wat ermelon vine s because "the y are bad in cho lera." !'

In J 8 3\) , Arn old left elaborate instructions for th e vaccination of th e
sla ve children for smallpox, fearing an outbreak of the disease in the

area : " If th e scab fall s from my chil d before leav ing I will send It to you
in a lett er which open carefully so as not to lose it . If you do not get It in
this way take some from th e healthy ch ildren at Colonlel] Morris '
pla ce ius t nine days from th e day before he left as he vacci na ted them
on that da y &. make a list of all you do &. of all th at tak e-if th ey do not
take th e firs t time tr y th em a second ti me ." " ln 1837, he had cautioned
th e ove rsee r to call a doctor sho uld the need arise ; Dr. Sande rs was
avail abl e for th e Che rry Hill slaves and D r. Golphi n for th e White Hall
sla ves . And Swanston, the oversee r, was tol d to "ma ke the nurse at
both pla ces send the child mm ders int o the field every day w ith a pa il
of wat er, morn ing &. afte rnoon," and to punish anyone who dra nk ditch
wat er, "for there is no way the dysentery is brough t upon a place so
soon as by drinking ditch water." J~

Was this concern for the hea lth of his slaves a compassionate, hu
manitar ian gesture or a ca lculated means of pro tec ting his inves tment!

\l Richard I Arn"IJ '~ ImIrUCI10n~ eo
hl ~ overseer. T_ S...an ston, "by 12,1 8 )7 ,
Arn old -Screven r<lpeu_

\-1 Richard I Arnold's msrru cucns lor
the VC'U I ~ \ 9 10 hl ~ overseer. .'\11, Sanford,
Arnol d-Screven Paper s

J'i- Rlch<lrd ' Arnol d's tnsrruct aon s 10
hl~ o\'e'~er.l , S...an~100. .'\b ", 12. I~ F,

ArnoldScreven Papers



30

16. Allen lou rnal, Apr . 11, I ll n . p. 1{, .
F. Olmsted, tovmev. ·P 4-
lll . Papers of Frederick Law Olm>ud.

II. I S'i

JIl . Arnold Journal , Apr I and Apr. l 'i .

lllp, VlI . pp. 199 -400,

NORTH e v SOUTH

Un surprisingly, Eliza Harriet Allen believed that compassion and
Christian charity motivated her brother. In he r diary, she emphasized

that visiting the sick among the slaves was one of the heavy respon

sibilities that rested on the shoulde rs of the planter and his wife, noting

that she had missed the Arnolds one morning because they both had
gone "early to Cherry Hill to sec a sick woman ." '" Olmsted, however,

revealed that Arnold was carefu l not to allow malingering slaves to usc
illness as an excuse for shirking their work. Accompanying Arnold on
a daily round of inspection, Olmsted saw him order a youth back to

work after deciding that the slave's complaint of a stomach ache was a

feint ."
Olmsted, in fact , was so impressed with Arnold 's plantation that he

considered it "a model of what he [Ol msted] believed slavery should be
in America-a benevolent, patriarchal and civilizing institution.":"
Certainly it is true that Arnold allowed his slaves to keep guns for
hunting even though Georgia law forbade it. It is also true that on the
few occasions that Arnold bought or sold individual slaves, he did so
for reasons that appear to be humane . On the same day that Eliza Har
riet Allen arrived in Savannah, for example, Arnold had agreed to pay
$2,395.80 to the estate of Mrs. Anne Pray for the purchase of two slave
families , "they being related to my people," one of whom included
Sally; the wife "of my man Abraham," and her two children . He did not
want to buy Lizzett, "she being a cripple, " and he offered her fifty do l
la rs " if she would choose another Master." Lizzett refused. pleading for
Arnold to pu rchase her and her chi ldren , and Arnold, knowing she was
Sally's sister, finally consented, Despite hi s apparent softheartedness,
his sharp business se nse probably helped to persuade him to acquire
the two slave families, for he received a 10 percent reduction on the
purchase price "in conformity to Mrs. Pray 's Will," a provision that
Mrs. Pray had included in order to induce "hum ane masters" to take
both families." Surely Arnold realized that the cost of buying and sup
porting one crippled slave would later be offset by the productivity of
the remaining members of the family.

The double standa rd of morality by which Richard Arnold func
t ioned as a paternalistic slaveholder and Christian gentleman is no
where better illustrated than in his attitude toward slave marriages .
Arnold discouraged his slaves from marrying "off the place ," but did
not forbid such marriages as did most large slaveholders. The eco
nomic reason s for discouraging ma rriages off the plantation were made
plai n in an exchange of letters between Arnold and Colonel Lew is Mor
ris in 1847. When Arnold asked to purchase a slave named Lissy, Mor
ris answered that she had married one of Arnold's slaves "without my
knowledge" and he exp lained that he was reluctant to sell any slave
"only to gratify the desire of Man and Whifc to be together." In reply,

Arnold tried to bargain with Morris :

I think there must be some mistake with regard to the value of
such a woman as Lissy or any other woman that is a field hand in
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Charles ton-If it I S otherwise they [sell] much higher th ere than
in Savh where she would not bring more th an S ~OO-&. probably
nor more than S.H o-For altho I do not doubt sh e is- , strictly
pnme as you sta te , yet you know sh e is undcsued. I however have
dete rm ined to unite them as man &. wife &. if on reflecuon &. fur 
ther inquiry, you do not cons ider the price mentioned by vuu as
more than her real valu e, &. will take less, I mUM pay the 600.
You will please send me a Bill of Sale after saustvmg yourself as to
the pll ce together with an ord er for Lissy, and I will [pay] you the
amount on receiving her."

In the end he paid the full $600 for Lissy. Whether or not Arnold reall y
believed he was paying Mo rris "more than he r real value," the value of
hi s "property" dou bled on July 16,1847, whe n Lissy gavv birth 10 Cora,
thus increasing the number of Arnold 's slaves from 1 02 to 20\ ,"

In 18n, Julia Tolman des cribed in considerable detai l the marriage
of tWO other slaves at Whit e Hall -Peter, a carpent er, age thirty-two,
and Rhina, a field hand, age tw enty-three:

Last week two of Mr. Arnold 's negros from Cherry Hill wer e
married at whnehall -c-Perer and Rinah. We all saw them married,
and then th ey all came upon th e east piazza and dan ced a while for
my ed ificat ion, .15 I would not go to the house wh ere they were
going to dance . They dan ced to a fiddle and tambourine . /1.11. Ar
nold is going to get a set of new Instruments before th e next wed 
ding. They had a grand supper aft er the dance of rice, hominy, po

ratoes, turkeys, meats, and plain cake, with two good sized loaves
of Bride 's cake frosted and sprinkled with the gayest sugar plums
Mrs . A could find . Mrs . A always prov ides cakes and a supper and a
new dress for the Bride and a new sui t for the groom, and they
looked quite stylish I can assure you. Their danci ng was amusing.
Some danced as gracefu lly as any white perso n I ever saw and some
took all so rts of ste ps, but they all kept the most periect t ime; they
got so excited some times, it seemed as though the y wouldn't be
able to stop. Their singing too is worth hearing; ma ny have melo
dious voices. The choi r at the church whe re Mr. A's family attend
is composed of the negroes. We concluded at the nrght of the wed 
ding that their performances were equal to the Chrvst ies ."

Although slave marriages were not legal . Julia Tolman regarded the
one she had witnessed as a Christian relationship san ctified by the
preacher and the church . However, it was inherent in th e duality of the
system that at the same time Arnold sanctioned the marnage, provided
the food for the fesuvtnes, and paid for the preacher, he also boasted to
Olmsted of "a steady increase of his negro stock of five percent per
annum," as though he were breeding ca ttle . It wou ld be mcomprchcn
slble to the nineteenth-century mercantile mind that separated Mam
mon from God TO see any irony in the fact that on the same day that
Julia Tol man wrote fro m Whi te Hall to he r cousin in New York abo ut

JI

40 . LeWI S ,"'1um~ to R. , . Arn old. Ian 14.

11141; Arnold 10Morn~ . liin . ~O, 1847,

Arnold-Screven Piipt r~

4 1 Richard I Arnuld'~ Pb.nUlJon rUUT 

nOllt Feb 10 ,11147, Amcld-Screven Papt rs
41 . lulu Tolman IUFrank HOlI~dorn .

Feb. 1. 111~ 1, Ha~d"rn ·Wdls Paptn
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111)7. r r 1'1. u
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41> Deed. Rlch.lI d I Arnold to Thoma,

Cia)' Arn"ld, \tn 7, l li" 1. Arnold·
'>cre\'cn Pape r\

.H w.n,..m A mon ' 10 1\ R Cut trv. Feh
Ill, I"I\~. R I Arnnld Pal":"

411 AClua lly the Amold l..ml ly .... ..\ re
un it ed .... uh Wilham Ehot ....ho had he!;"
taken J'n",-mCT bv , h., Uno,," arm )' bctcrc
the e nd ,,' the ....ar t il- .. ..s rdca-.ed "II"
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Samuel C rane Arn old ... p.:l w k ,hal """ ..~
approved bv Ptestdcnt Lincoln Sec Hcn r)'
B Amhon )' and ..... rlh ..m Spr4l!:uc tn Abra
ham Lmcoln. f eb u 1 1l"'~. lmcoln Col
lecnoe Inhn Hav Lrbrarv. Bru ....n
U mvers uv. Providence
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the wedding, Arnold recorded In hi s account hook under " Fam ily Ex
penses," three dollars a.. a con t ribu t ion to the Chri..nan miSSIOn in
China and fou r dollars for l'AAS and a tcrrapm bought from the planta
t ion slaves."

To Eliza Harriet Allen , t'AAS "TTl' a J,:iit "I must not refuse." and al 
though she may have been puzal cd the fir' l lime she received a hakc r\
dozen of such a common domestic com m odity from Thomas Savage
Clay 's slaves, she was prepared the next time, having "brought ..orne
pieces of calico &c 10 return ..... EAAs were a dime a dozen un th e Ar
nold plantation, for they consm uted "a cuculau ng medium" that
could be exchanged ior cash, at rhcu par val ue of twelve tor a dune,
according to Olmsted. To Olmsted , eg,.::s were a sy m bol. lor they wer v
evidence not only of Arnold 's pat cmahsm but also evidence oi the
practicality of educanng " the negro lor tukmg care oi h imself . m tree 
dom." In paradise " whe n any man has a balance to hIS credit equal til

his value as a sla ve, let that con stu utc him a tree man ." ·-

But th e paradise Olmst ed dcscnbcd was Iragrle. As threats 01 South
ern secession mounted 10 I sec , RIChard Arnold raced a persona l di 
lemma. As a Northerner, he tea red th e cxpropnanon of his land and
slaves if war broke ou t; .1:0> a Southerne r, he opposed secession as a pru 
dent course. When C corzia d id secede trom th e Un ion in January 11"«, I,

Arnold clung to [he Southern half 01his rdenutv ho ping that the Peace
Conve ntion of IX«,I -t{) which his nephew and son-in- law, Samuel
Greene Arnold, was a dc lcgate-c-rrugh r yet save the day T he outbreak
of war , however, ended all ho pe of compromise, and Richard Arno ld
had to choose between h is two selves. On May 7, Ii'l61 , th ree weeks
afte r th e firing on Fort Sumter, Arnold so ld all his lan d and slaves in
Ge or gia to hi s son, Tho ma s Clay Arno ld, and retu rned north to New
port, wh ere he remained for the du rat ion of the war ." In Newpo rt , he
tended to h is business inte res ts in the North and defe nded himse lf by
using terms that revealed his inner cont hct . He was, as he [Old othe rs,
"a Uni on man alt hough a Sou thern plante r." "

The Arn old family was symbolic of a div ided nation at th e beg inning
of the Civ il War. Alt hou gh Richard Arnold himself chose to rema in
loyal to the Uni on , t wo of h is "ions st aved in Ceorgra du ring the wa r
and su pported the Confede racy : T hom as Clay Arnold, as a sla vebold 
ing planter and erstwhile private III the Contcdcrarc army, and Willia m

Eliot Arnold as a member 01 the 7th Rcgnncru Georgia Cavalry led by
Colonel Joseph McAll ist er (a neighbor of th e Arnolds and th e largest
s lave holde r in the county ]. The Arnold bro thers considered themselves
Southerners , Georgians first and foremost , even though they both had
been born In Providence . The two wor lds of Richard Arnold had sepa
rated like his family, and It was not unul th e end of the war that [he
fam ily was reum ted In Newport , bavmg survived the division of war ."

At wa r's end, Richard Arnold, III hiS scvcnucth year, decided not to

spend the remainder of hi s hfc In Newport on hIS estate, Sunny Lawn .
Ins tead, he bought back hIS land lrom his son Thomas and invested
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th ou sands of dollar s in restormg Whi te Hall and Che rry HIli plant a
tions to th eir forme r splendor and productivity,'... The man who so me
fort y yea rs earher had doubted the wisdom of invesung any capr tal tn
Ge org ia decided alte r th e wa r to invest so heavily in rice planung rbcre
th at hi s daughte r, Louisa, feared for her inher itance : "Uncle Willie
[Will iam Talbo t] told me not long ago that th ey were sinki ng th o u
sands every year in n ee planting &. Grandpa was taking propert y fro m
he re [i.e., ProvidenceI&. from th e west &. sinking it at th e South-c-o, It

did not see m right to ham but he did now know what could be done
abou t It ." "

Arnol d died m Providence on March 1 1, 18H. In a moment of reli 
gious quesuom ng he ca me close to expressmg by im phcauon so me
doubts abou t h is do ub le life as a Northerner who owned slaves In the
Sou th . In one of his last letter s wr itt en from White Hall in Februar y
ll'l72 , he to ld hi s daughter, Mary Cornelia : "I kno ..... you consta ntly pray
for your dear Father. He IS 10 need of those prayers now more than ever
not bei ng at a ll sa tisfied With my own actions . I read m y Bible a grea t
dealland ] have no di fficulty in bcbe vmg fully In lcsu s Chnst & that IS
th e on ly .....ay I ca n he save d.... Yet I feel as if 1 had nn Int erest in th e
Holy Spiru . and that some thing must be radically wrong w ith m e." I

The dualu v of h is life was resolved in death, for his as hes were co n
Signed "to hi s nauve SOIl " in Rhode Island." He .....as buned m Swan
Point Ceme tary In Providen ce bes ide his wife, Louisa Caroline, th e
only one of th e fami ly who truly died in exile from her beloved Whit e
Hall , where she had been born . Theil son s, Thomas Clay Arnold and
William Eliot Arnold, ne ver left the South and were buried in C corgia.

J1

.w Early In November 1 !l 6 ~ . Thomas
C lay Arnold Signed legal papers In New 
pu rl selhng the plam.nron land back to

hiS ta ther fur rwen ry-five dollars and
"other ~"n~I<JeralLons " The Arnolds
lea red cx propnanon nt the land under
Sherman ·s "Spen d Field Order No I S·' 01

Ian. t ~ , l!lt. ; . which declared that the
abaodoned nee fields irom Charleston,
South Caro llo;!. south .1I00j\ the rI\"er~ lor
th irt y rmles hac k h om the sea . 10 the
coumrv bo rdering the S, lohn'e Rive r LO

Florida. were "reserved and set apart lor
the scrdemene 01 the negros no... made
tree bj- the acts 0 1 war and the proclama
non of the Presrdem " j the United
Stares H ....l'hne Hall and Cherrv HIli plan
lafllms lay nltht In the middle of this
arc:.a Thomas Clay Arnold. however , co n
unued to run the pt.,nt.moos. his tather
pruvldlOg the caplu l, On Sept 1: .11.'1' 7 ,

;lIter Ihe .unj\Cf 01 cxproprlatlon had
pa....e.J. Richard Arn old wid back 10 hiS
....0 Thomas the plaruarrons for the sum
" I $7 ; ,000. w m lORutt the -los.." ui
" Hands and Stock 6.C " In th e account
books {O the sum at $ 100 ,000. the value
RIC hard Arnold placed 00 h" "property "
(I.e. the sl a\"es trn'tl bv proclamanon. u{
lie dnven ori b)' Sherman's <tr my, and
bUlldlOJ<:_ des t royed du rmg the ....a rl. AI
nold I..um al, XI, p. .... '"

10. Lcut ..a C. Arnuld lMrs, Samuel G .)
to Loursa ("Luly"1 Arn old ther daul'.hter l,
Mar .. , Ill70 , Arnold-Apple ton Pape rs.
S.. urhem Hrst oncal Ccllecuon

I I . Richard l. Arnold to Mar y COinelia
Arn old Talbot , Feb t I , I ~71, R 1_Arn old
Parers

11. Arnold 's obuua rv, wnttcn by
Zac ha riah Allen app eared 10 {be Ptuvr
dence !()umal, Mal 11, I Hn _See also AI
Icon's diary, Mar. r t , IlIn , Za chariah
Allen l';!pcr s. Rl H"r. Soc.



Book Reviews

Rhode Island: The Independent Stare. By G~ORc.;E H . K U LNER and ).
Sta nley Lemon s. "Partners in Progress" by LINDA LOTRIDG[ LEVI N.

(Woodland Hill s, Calif.: w mdsor I'uhl icanons. published for the Rhode
Island Histor ical Society, 1982. 12~ pp.Hlusrranons and index. S 2~ .9 s . 1

Can a "coffee table" history book, conceived by a private publisher
for profit and backed by the Rhode Island Histoncal Society wIth the
hope of ga in . be good history? Can a su rvey of Rhode Island history sc
verely limned in length and controlled In sty le to appeal to the gene ral
reader be good history! Can a volume sponsored by the hl~ hu...messes,
ban ks , and educauonal mstuunons of the state be good history ; In rlus
in st an ce, the answer IS an emphatic "Yes."

George Kellner and Stan ley Lemons. both professors of his tory at
Rhod e Island College , have produced a h istory of thi s s tate that eve ry
per son In public life, every CItizen uueres ted in th e present and fu tu re
of th is s ta te, should read . The authors have held to the h ighest stan
dards of th e profession In rclh ng th e story of th e three and a hal f ce n
tu rie s since Roger Will iam carne tu th e headwaters of Na rraganscn
Bay. Much of that story is well kno wn, told by Arnold, Field , Bicknel l,
Carro ll, Tanner, G leaso n, and Mc l .oughlm In varying degrees of detail.
But Kellner and Lemon s have not sim ply reh ashed th e fami liar tale in
the o ld patterns. They ha ve resha ped it , changing the em phasis from
the colonial penod to that since th e Civil War. They have brought fo r
wa rd new information , not com monly see n in th e older standard ac
count s. And they haw ma de thei r own ind epend ent assessments of
persons and eve nts, cert ain ly appropriate for a h istory of "The Indcpen 
dent State ."

The change of em phasis is easily illustrated. On ly th e fir st thr ee of
th e thirt een chapte rs in th e vo lume arc devoted to the coloni al and
Revo lu tionary period s. Th us, only th irt y pages [abou t one-qua rter of
which are given to illus t rations ] provide a rnuc b-com pressed ver sion of
the founding, development , and snuggle fur in dependen ce o f th e sett le
ment s aro und Na rraga nse tt Bay. In sharp cont rast , abou t 110 pages
(again wi th abou t one -quarter of th e space use d for tllus t rauons ] co ver
the nearly two ce ntu ries smce Rhode Island reluctant ly ratified the fed 
eral Constitution. The storv I!> th us brough t righ t down to th e present
da y, an unusual achieveme nt for any h istorians .

The cha pte r titles also illustrate the disnncnveness of this volume.
"T hc Polyglot Sta te " traces the streams of Immigration th at by 1910

made Rhod e Island first in the nation in the percent age of for eign-born
and na tive-born of foreign and mixed parent age, a dis tinction It tc-
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rained In 19~O. Kellner, who 15 the director of the Ethn ic Heruage
Studies Protec t at Rhode Island College and who reaches a cou rse on
Amencan immigration, has made a particular comnbunon here, as the

Impact of immigrants on the economic , cultural, relun ous. and polm
cal hfe of Rhode Island l!l clearly delineated. Not so lughhghred. bu t
equally Important, is the rccozmnon of women and blacks In th rs
sta te 's hrs tor y, clanficd by the msighrs Lem on!'> has brought from hi s
course on wo men in Ame rica n history and h is pu blished work on femi
OI~m In the 192050 and on th e blac k experience. The chapter on "The
Prov ide nce Ci ty-State " IS enric hed by the cxte ns rvc research th e two
au thors did for th en successful mult i-media product ion enn dcd
"I'rovrdcncc: A Ce ntury oj Greatness, I II P-19P," A chapte r on "The
Pla yground of New England " tell s of th e growth of rccrcauon as an im
po rtant el em ent in th e life of to day '50 Rhode Island . "Thl' Patrioti c
Sta te" repo rts on th e m it: of Rhode Island and it s people 10 the war s o f
the nation, bu t eq ua lly Important, describes th e Im pac t of th ose wars
on the sta te 's economic and soc ial str uc t ure. The fina l chapte r, " Re
vival and Visio ns ," report s suc h sigruflcm new development s as th e
histone preservation moveme nt, the effort to develop a mor e favorable
busi ness chmare, rccogmnon of the vital importance of wetlands and
the necessity for the ir protccnon. the struggle to rebuil d the blighted
cores of the older crnes. and the efforts to control u rban sp rawl.

Com plementing the text, and adding greatly to the inte rest and effec
tiveness of th is histo ry, are man y and vaned pic tures. The numerous
bla ck-an d-whites are foll owed by a rich sec tion in fu ll co lor , celebrat
in g th e di versit y of th e state and It S lu st oncal experience. Especially
not ew orth y are th e excel lent capt ions for th e pictures, for th ey not
on ly Identify but explai n the reason for th e selection, making th e illus
trauons truly an exte ns ion of th e te xt.

Separate from the main tex t, although presented as chapter fourt een,
is th e se ct ion ent itl ed "Partne rs in Progress," researched and written by
Linda Lomdgc Levin , a former staff member of th e Rhode Island His
ton cal Soc iety. Brief ske tc hes of forty-on e banks, in su ran ce com panies ,
newspapers, co lleges and universit ies, manufacturing and o ther bus i
ne ss firm s that supported publication of the volume, not on ly te ll th eir
hi stoncs in abbreviated for m, but also sec k to relat e them to the hi s
tory of th e state as a whole.

Han dso mely produced, th is volume will be an orna me nt o n any cof
fee table. More Important , the cornbmat ion of text and rllustradons .
made accessible by a good mdex, provides an exce llent bncf survey of
the history of th e state, Because it is diffe rent 10 conception , organi za 
tion , and forma t from Wilham Mcloughlin 's Rhode t sland: A Bicen 
tenmat Hisiorv t19781. it compleme nts rather than supersedes that vol
um e, In th e two, Rhode Islanders have ava ilab le a sp lendid pair of
hi stori es that should be read by all .
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