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The South Kingstown Planters:

Country Gentry in Colonial Rhode

Island

Christian McBurney

In eigh teenth-century sou thern Rhode Island a group of ambitious
stock and darry farmers attempted to create a landed, manorial gentry
amid a ru ral New England dominated by villages, small farms. and few
eli tes . Though th eir reign was short-lived. the Na rragansett plante rs
succeeded to a srgmflcant extent in developing a planranon-bascd
economy. On a Wider sca le, they were New England counterparts to

other coloruals who Intentionally created rural gentry communities.

The most successful ones were loca ted in the Sou th where farmers
grew tobacco, rice. and indigo for the market, but they were also to be
found in Ne w York 's Hudson River valley where vast grain planta tion s
prospered .I Wealt h de rived from commercial farmi ng enabled th e
planters of the Narragansett Co untry and elsewhere to attain thei r
highest aspi ration: to im itate th e lifest yle of th e English cou ntry gen
try, who en joyed soci al prominence, polit ical influence, and a life of lei 
su re and privilege.

South Kingstown, wh ich then included the town of Narragansett,
was th e heart of th e Narragansett Count ry. Its planters were wea lthie r,
more socially prominent. and more politica lly significant th an the ir
count erparts in th e th ree oth er Na rragan sett Count ry (Ow ns: North
Kingstown, Charlestown, and Exet er. Examination of surv iving writ 
ten and artif acrual evidence left by th e plant ers in th e tow n of Sout h
Kingstown provides an in-dept h portrait of th e conditio ns leading to

the rise of their plantation economy, th e com mu nity's struc tu re du ring
its most successful era, and th e factors that caused its decl ine on the
eve of the American Revolution .

The Rbe of th e South Kingstown Planters,

1660 -1 7 30

Fortu itous ci rcumstances in the late seventeenth and early ddt
teentb centuries co nve rged to permi t the develo pment of commercial
farmi ng and the formation of a planter class in South Kingstown by
1730. In short, rising demand from Ne wport merchant s for livestock
and produce to trade in Iorergn markets attracted ambitious stock and
dai ry farmers to the out lands of Rhode Island, including the Narra
gansett country.J Some enterprising farmers took advantage of a long-
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THE SOUT H KINGSTOWN PLANT ERS

running Jurisdiction al dis pute bet ween Rhode Island and Connec tic ut
by pur cha sin g large tr acts of inexpen sive Na rragans et t land and selling
off parcel s wh en land val ues began to climb once th e disagreement was
sen led . This speculatio n gave th ese farm ers the necessar y capita l to

purchase more land, livest ock, and slaves .

Ne wport me rcha nts in the seve nteent h cent ury discovered eage r
markets in th e West Indies and southe rn colonies for livest ock and pro
visions. The raising of staple crops in these areas became so profitable
that planters chose to import foods tuffs and farm animals rather than
se t aside enough land to raise food for th eir own population. The mer
chants needed a hinterland to provide these goods . Between 1640 and
16'}O, lands around Ne wpo rt and Port sm outh were quickly developed,
and amb itious farme rs on Aqurd neck Island began to loo k west ac ross

Narragansett Bay in sea rch of mo re land to raise cat tle , sheep, and
horses.'

Land in southe rn Rhode Island, mcludm g Aquidneck Island and the
Narragansett Country, was well suited for developing a comme rcia l
fann economy based on grazmg. Th e fertile soil , high -quality grass ,
and ope n pastures made th e area ideal for ra ising livest ock.' South
ern Rhode Island benefited from a mild climate and short er winters,
unlike th e rocky and less fertile coas ta l lands of Massachusetts and
Connec tic ut .

The lack of a Puritan hi erarch y also contributed to th e development
of a commercial farming econo my in South Kingstown. Puritan leaders
in Massachusetts and Co nnec t icut inhibited th e development of th eir

farm econom ics by tightly controlling se tt lement and land distribu
tion .' The legislatures ensured a gradual and orde rly sett lement of

towns . Settlers were given permission to form a new town only when a
sufficient number applied, usua lly at least forty families. Local leaders
allocated the land. Taking after well-known customs in England, the y
decided how much land a vi llager received, determined who was quali
fied to enter the town , and apportioned undivided land as needed . Thus

a middling gentleman who had owned a farm in England received more
land than a com mon laborer. Puritans adopted th e village plan in set
tling their towns; houses and th e churc h were clustered together while
farms were located in th e count ryside . Th e purpose for thi s pattern of
set tleme nt went beyond th e need for mutual prot ection against un
friendly Indians: Purit an cler ics wanted to maint ain an intimate con
necti on with thei r congrcgants to ens ure th at th ey followed proper
church teachings.

Initiall y, the fou r original towns of Rhode Island-Providen ce 116 '\61,

Portsmouth (1638}, Newport 116391, and warwi ck I16421-followed th e
compac t vi llage plan . Port smouth and Newport divided land among

townsmen according to gradations of soc ial sta tus. A grou p of exi led
Boston merchants received hu ge tract s, while most Aqu idn eck settle rs
were awarded relat ively sma ll land plo ts ." But th e attemp t to impose
a fixed soc ial hierarchy and the compact village plan quickly broke
down. Lack ing a Puntan oligarchy and a strong legislature to control
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land distribution , Rhod e Island developed a free market economy, Mid 
dling Aqui dneck Island fanners, dissati sfied with their original allot
ments, SOU~t to meet market demands for livestock and provi sions ,
Land lust broke out in th e colony:

In 16\7-)8, speculato rs from Portsmouth bought from the Na rra
ganse tt Indians a twelve-square-mile tract in the heart of the Narragan 
sett Co unt ry, The land from th e Penaquamscun Purchase, as th e deal
ca me to be called, eventually was named Kingstown and included part s
of the present towns of South Kingstown, North Kingstown, Na rragan
sett , and Exeter. The purchasers assigned thousands of acres to each
membe r and offered th e remainder for sale!

Widespread sett lement of Kingstown, howeve r, was inhi bited by a
senous compe ting land clai m by th e Ath erton Syndic ate, compns mg
Influential Massachusetts speculato rs who used frau dul ent means
in 16 ) 9 and 1660 to obta in from the Narragansens land that over
lapped the Penaquamscun Purchase. A struggle over th e competi ng
claims Immedia tely ens ued. The Ath erton Syndicate turned to Con
nec tic ut to valida te Its claim, and as a result that colony assert ed runs
dict ion over th e Narragansett Country. Throughout th e remainder of
th e seventeent h cent ury. both colonies sent envoys to London to argue
th eir cases before royal councils and has sled sett lers supporti ng th e up
poSing Side ."

The presence of th e powerful Narragansett Indians also discouraged
sett lement . That threat ended in 1676 when th e Narragansens were
virtua lly wiped out in King Philip 's War. Before the climactic battle in
Kingstown, the Narragansctts drove the settle rs back to Aquidneck Is
land and destroyed th eir farm s, rending the town "a desolate wilder
nesse agamc ... replenished with howling wolves and other wild creu
rures" until sett lers returned to rebuild their farm s."

Although Connec ticut officially did not concede iunsdi cnon over
the Narragansett Country until 172.6, the matter really was sett led by
1700. Since the lobbying in London ended in stalemate, the dispute was
decided by whi ch colony could attract the most sympathetic settlers .
Connecticut settlers were constrained by the need to form entire vil
lages, and feared that th en comm unities would become part of th e
heretic colony of Rhode Island. Although Rhode Island 's Baptists and
Quakers feared a Co nnccnc ur victory, ambit ious Aquidneck Island in 
dividuals took th eir chances and moved to Kingstown . Analysis of th e
previous residences of twenty-three of the forty -eight men recorded as
living in Kingstown In 1671 reveal s that ten moved from Newport,
seve n from Port sm outh, two from Providence, and one from Warwick .
Only the remammg thr ee came from Massachusetts or Co nnec ticut. II
The free mark et eco nomy in Rhode Island worked to th e colony's favor.

The few sett lers who did venture into the anarchy of seventeent h
centu ry Kingsto..... n were ab le to acquire large tracts of chea p land . A
Port sm outh farm er In the 16705 could sell his small farm worth about
1 so shillings per acre and usc the money to buy hundreds of acres in
Kingstown for about 2 shil lings each. Robert Hazard probably did ex-
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THE. SOUTH KING STOW N PLANTE.R S

actl y that when he bought 500 acres in Kingstown in 1671 for £28. II

Entrepreneurial men scrambled to earn mon ey by an y means so that
they could raise cash to buy more land . Hazard work ed as a surveyor for
the Penaquamscun purchasers, ami Nathaniel Nil es served as a tenant
farm er for a purch aser 's herr ." Fortunate farmers also acquired land
through fam ily tics [0 the original se t tle rs . The C ardine rs and wat son s,
for example, received land h om purch aser Iohn Porter, a relati on by

marriage, who willed 1,550 acres in I tq 8.'•

The early sen le rs sold parcels of th eir holdin gs to ob tain desperately
needed cash to develop rheu lan d Into profitable farms. Land prices
remained low, however , since the jurisdictiona l dispute discouraged
widespread m igrat ion to Kingstow n and left the town in disarray. By
Jiq8 only I.p fami lies had moved to Kingst own. A grou p of townsmen

in 1679 sent a peti tion to the king urging that "he put an end to these
differences abo ut government thereof, whi ch ha th been so fatal to the
prosperit y of the place ; ammosmcs sti ll ans mg in people 's minds, as
they sta nd affected to tbrs or that governrnent ."!"

When it became appa rent by 1700 th at Rhode Island wou ld wm th e
dispute, an environme nt favorable for land specu lation arose . By 1708
Kingstown 's population had mcreascd dramati ca lly to 1,200, ma king it
th e third most populous town m the colony, behi nd Ne wport and Provi
dence. In 1723 Kingstown was divided into two tow ns, Nort h Kings'
town and South Kingstown . By 17 \0 South Kingst own had 1,523 inh abi 
tants while 2, lOS resided In Nort h Kingstown. I~ Population pressures
increased th e demand for more land and th is meant risin g land prices.
Thomas Hazard , for example, purch ased 900 acres for £700 In 1fl9t1 and
in 17 10 nought 300 acres for £500 . p

Enterpri sing landholders used th e ex tra money from land sales to

buy more livestock and black slaves. an expanding source of labor for
the planters. Rowland Robin son 's mvcsrmcnts follow ed this pattern. In
1709 , he bought 3,000 acres of th e "vacant lands," an area in Charles
town where Rhode Island wanted to promote the se tt leme nt of friendly
families . Robin son mad e money from th e tra ct by selling off parcel s of
100 to I SO acre s to se t tle rs, and invested th e money {rom land specula
tion in hi s Iarrrnng opera tions . By th e time of his death in J 7 J 6 he had
sold 2,700 acres of vacant land s. He was perh aps Kingstown 's great est

stockholder, owning at his death 1)66 shee p, 175 ca ttle, and 5J horses.
Robinson will ed to his only son, Willi am , nine blac k slaves and fl80
ac res of land .r.

The capi ta l gamed from land speculation and surplus stock and dai ry
farming enabled am biti ous farmers to acc umulate eno ugh land to begin
family dynasties, and pass thei r new wealth and social pos it ion to their

suns . Th omas Hazard, one ot four sons sired by early se ttler Robert
Hazard, used the base of his inhemance to acquire im me nse amounts
of land . He made his first purchase in 1698 when he bough t 900 acres
on POInt Judit h, which he rented as tenant farms . Bet ween 170 J and

1738, Hazard bought anot her 2,nr acres of prime land in South King
sto wn, and left his sons wit h ample estates. I~ Co mmercial farming had
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enabled about a dozen families to establish a planter class whose posi
tion would remain firm up to the American Revolution ,

Commercial Farming and Elitism.

1730- 177~

By 1730 South Kingstown estates included unusually large stock
holdin gs and landholdings. The wealthiest planters owned thou sand s
of acres , exceptiona l by Ne w England standards. Thoma s Hazard by
1738 and William Robinson by 175 I each had purchased abo ut 3,600
acres of land.v William Gardine r will ed 1,620 acres in 1732 and James
Perr y will ed 1,440 acres in 1766.11 Planter landholdings usually con
sis ted of several farms, each of wh ich was large by Rhode Island stan
dards . Conside r the fifty-two farm s rangmg from 30 to 800 acres adve r
tised for sale or lease from 17tio [0 1766 in th e Newport Mercury and
Providence Gaze tte. Of th e twelve of these farm s that exceeded 2 ~ 0

acres, seven were locat ed 10 South Kingstown, with ac reages of 2 50,

26S, 350, aoo. soc, HO, and 800. The remaining five were disper sed in
five different Rhode Island towns.

Th ese farms were not only large, they were producti ve. Probate rec
ords indicat e that the number of livestock owned by South Kingst own
planters far exceeded those of Rhode Island farmers outside th e Nar
ragansett Country. Eleven wealthy planters who had been among the
highest tenth of South Kingstown taxpayers and died between 1730 and
171)0 left estates avcragrng 391 sheep, 91 cattle, and 18 horses. lndivid 
ual planters exceeded th ese averages. For example, Jonathon Hazard in
1746 owned 671) sheep, Wilham Robinson in 1751 owned 162 catt le,
and lcffrcy Hazard in 17S9 held 44 horses. " The wealthiest farmers In

Portsmouth, Middletown, and Tamestown in this period had invento
ries averaging about 140 sheep, 20 cattle, and 5 horses. "

South Kingstown was probab ly the premier cheese-producing town
in New England . Its " Rhode Island cheese" and other stock and dairy
products were traded to Newport merchants who then shipped the
foodstuffs to the West Indies and the southern colonies. An English ob
server describing Rhode Island 's grazing economy in the 17"iDS wrote,
"Their mo st cons iderable farms in the Narragansett country. Their
highest dairy of one farm ordinarily milks about one hundred and ten
cows .. . makes about thirteen thousand pounds of cheese, besides hut
ter , and sell s off considerable in calves and fatted bullocks." Another
English traveler, Dr. Alexander Hamilton, met John Pott er of South
Kingstown. "a man of considerable fortune here ," while journeying
down th e POSt road in 1744. Hamilton spoke of Potter 's farm in im
pressive terms: "He has a large house close upon th e road and is pos
sessor of a very large farm where he milks daily 104 cows and had be
side s, a vast stoc k of rhcr ca tt le.'?'

South Kingstown was also probabl y New England 's most Important
horse -raising [Own. Its settle rs raised both cart ing and riding horses for
planters to th e We!>t Indies and the South. The small, hard y Narragan 
sett Pacers were a favorit e breed, adm ired for their speed and comfort ."

8 \
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THE SO UT H KIN G STOWN P LANTERS

As most New England farm ers maintained relatively small farms and
livestock herds, slavery never flou rished . Th e South Kingstown plant
ers. however , need ed a large, cheap labor force to tend to th eir great

herd s and to cult ivate their vast farms . Not surpris ingly then, South
Kingstown also became the most important slavebo lding town in rur al
New Engla nd. Black slaves were easily availabl e for purcha se from
nearby Newport merchants involved in the slave trade . Whil e blacks
numbered no more than 3 percent of the total population in eight eenth
cent ury New England, in South Kingstown between 1710 and 1774
th ey cons tituted 16 to l5 percent of the town's population , as th e slave
population rose from only a few in th e seventeent h century, to 85 in

Kingstown in 1708, to 498 in South Kingstown alone by 1730.1~ Though
they probably und erestima te the actual numbers, probate and cens us
record s indicate that the average slavehold ing for South Kingstown
planters ranged from 5 to 20. When he died in 1751, William Robinson ,
th e t hird wealthiest South Kingst own resident in 1744, left 19 black
slaves, the high est number among the [Own's esta te inventories!' In
1840 Elisha R. Potter, lr . of South Kingstown, a respected hist orian
who undoubtedl y conve rsed with relatives of planters, report ed to
th e General Assembly that planters on th e average held from 5 to

40 slaves each."
South Kingstown planters typi cally suppleme nted their slave labor

force with one or two Indian servant s. Taken from th e local Narragan

sett tribe, these Indians were probably hired to fill temporary work
needs. An exception was the town 's wealthiest man in 1774, Silas
Ni les, who, according to that year's cens us, hired 10 Indians in addition
to owning 6 black slaves.

Com mercial stock and dairy farm ing was so profit abl e tha t some
South Kingstown planters became invo lved in mercantile activities. For

example, Robert Hazard in 1744 in vest ed in two privateer s. In 1750
Hazard bought shares in seven trading voyages from Newport merchant
lonathon Ni chols." Additionall y, Robert Haza rd's grandson stated that
th e planter often load ed two ships a year with horse s and provisions
from his farm for shipme nt directly to th e West Indies. 'l> Hazar d also
probabl y acted as middleman, sel ling to Newport merch ants farm prod 
ucts he had pur chased from lesser farmers. II

Th e high level of commercial act ivit y enabled South Kingstown
to support an unusuall y large plante r class. Tax record s indicate that

th e highest tenth of South Kings town taxpayers between 1730 and
1760 owned from 45 to 50 percent of th e town's wealth , a conce nt ration
comparable only to New England 's port cit ies. The high est tenth of

taxpayers in rural Mas sachusetts and Co nnectic ut towns during th is
period con sistently owned around l S percent of th e wealth. " Sout h
Kingstown's tax list s also demon strate th at wealth and famil y were
important cha ract eri sti cs of the large planter class. Th e Hazard, Robin
son, Gardiner, Potter, Nil es, Watson , Brown, Perry, and Babcock fami 

lies arc found in the highest tenth of taxpayers from 1 730 to 1774 .

Wealth and famil y alone did not characterize the planter cla ss. South

1
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Kingstown elites co nscious ly im itated the English country gent ry in
their re ligious, polit ical, and socia l lives. Rich planters sought to affili
ate themselves with churches of th e elite class. Rural Rhode Island was

dominated by Quakers and Baptists, but the austere and democratic na 
ture of those churches did not appeal to every upwa rdly mobile plant er.
The Anglican and Congrega tio nal chu rches, previo us ly confined to

Newport's merchant elite, made impressive gains in th e Narragansett
Country." The Anglican mee ting house built in 1707 in South Kings
town swelled with new members afte r I 721 when the Reverend James
MacSparra n assumed leadership of th e parish. MacSparra n was both or
thodox and eli tis t, attitudes th at endeared him to his new par ishione rs
seeking to flaunt their recently acquired socia l st atus. Referring to the
Quakers, MacSparran wrote, "wherever Dist incti on of Persons is De

cried, as among that People, Confusions will follow : For Levelism is in
consistent with Order, and a certain Inlet to Anarchy,"> Of course
ma ny of the town 's numerous birthright Q uakers who could not ac
commodate their new wealth with the Society of Friends ' restrictions
did not convert , They either attended wee kly worship while forgoing
monthly an d quarterly disci plina ry meetings or ceased to assoc ia te
wit h any church. II

Wealth also brought politi cal in fluence. Other tha n Newport and
Providence, South Kingstown was the mos t important tow n politic ally
in the co lony. Plant ers George Hazard, Will iam Robin son, and Robert
Hazard served as dep uty-govern or. Na thaniel Ni les and 'am es Helme
served many te rms as chief justices of the Supreme Court . Planter
fami lies also dominated leadership posit ions at the cou nty and town

levels. '"
As much as religious affilia tion or role in public life, the physical en

vironment created by the planters test ifies to th eir wealth and asp ira
tio ns . Unlike the archetypal rural New England comm unity, villages
were un important to the Narraganse tt planters, O nly Little Rest (now
Kingstown ) and Tower Hill came into exis tence, solely because th ey
served at sepa rate times as the seat for the county courthouse and jail. p

Churches and graveya rds were spread throughout the cou nt ryside."
The houses of planters reveal a high leve l of cultura l standards for

rura l Rhode Island. T he interior of the large Rowland Robinson Hou se,

remode led in 1755 and sti ll standing today, incl udes a pleasant spiral
staircase and several fine bui lt-in cupboards. Pictures show tha t John
Potter's "Create House," built ncar Matunuck in 1742, was decorated
with elega nt wood paneling. v Potter and other plante rs ado pted the En
glish custom of attaching high-sou nding na mes to th eir commodio us
homes. Matthew Robinson called his house "Hopewell," whic h was de
scribed as built in 17,0 "after the sty le of the English Lodge." > AI·
though South Kingstown society was somewhat refined, planters reall y
looked to Ne wport 's cosmopoli tan society for cu lt ural leadership, Th e
Newport merchants wi th whom plan ters traded were often richer and

more soph isticated. For examp le, the inte rior archi tecture of th e Row
land Robinso n and John Potter houses reveal sim ila rities to earlie r
Newport homes. " Robinson and Potter apparen tly imitated patterns
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in New port hou ses which had been co nst ructed more than a decade
earlier.

T he decorative and fine arts left by the Sou th Kings town pla nters
provide further evidence of the U51,.' and dis play of wealth. In the th ird
quarter of the eigh teenth cen tury, South Kingstown remarkably sup
ported four silve rsmiths, a number unma tched in rural New Engla nd,
including Samuel Casey, among the fines t at his trade 10 the colonies.'
Anglican planters also had their portraits painted by famous artists IIf
the day. Sylvester Cardmcr, son of Wilham Gardiner, posed for John
Singleton Copley. lohn Srrubcn pamted Reverend MacSparran and his

wife, the former Hannah Cardmcr . Surviving murals from the John
Potter and Rowland Robinson houses, tbough not painted by master
arnsts. arc revcalmg. The Potter mural, no w hanging In the Newport
Historical Society, sho..... s John Putter 's tanuly emoying tea on dishes of
valuable porcelain and sil ....cr . Potter, a member of the Congreganonal
church, .....ears .1 red coat with a ruffl ed shift contarmng gold buttons .
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Three ladies arc adorned in co lorful dresses . The presence 01 a black
slav e adds [0 the atmosphere of wealth and status . The mural in th e
Robinson house sho ws the planter on horseback sacking a deer, a favor 
ite spo rt of the English aristocracy at the time."

The image of South Kingstown planters as cult ura lly refined, fun 
loving socialites must be tempered somewhat . Some planters enjoyed

th eir leisure time. Reverend MacSparran's dia ry shows that dinner par
ncs ami corn-hus kmgs were soc ial highlights. Ni cho las Gardiner's
wedding reception for hi s daughter was attended by a reported six

hundred gu est s. Horse racing on Narragansett beach or on man-made
circ ular track s was a favonte pastime." But religious convic t ions rc

smc ted the behavior of many. The [Own's Quaker planters especially
avoided vamncs. dan cing. drinking. and ot her "f rohc kmg. " Jeffr y Wat
son 's diar y, for exam ple, reve al s h is preference for evange lica l sermons
over wedding receptions. A Incnd of Dr. Alexander Hamil ton , th e
English traveler rhcn residing In Newport, found trouble with South
Kingstown innkeeper Immanuel Case on e Sunday. Hamilton wrote :

Case was mightil y offend ed au Mr. Laughton tor smgmg and whrs
rlmg, telling him that he ought not to profane the Sabboth. Laugh

ton swore that he forgot what day n was , but Case was sti li more
offended at hi s swearing and left us in bad humour,"

Moreover, relations between planters were not always harmonious.
Fierce com peu non over possession Ilf land ami political offices some
times di vided the planter community. 'effry Watson in his diary men 
tions several di sputes between local planters over land ownership, in 
cluding one long and bitter struggle he had with his wealthy neighbor

lohn Ga rdine r." Watson 's diary also includes references to th e wa rd
Hopkins contr oversy which rocked Rhode Island poli tics between (7 )7
and 1770 ." Sou th Kingstown was primarily Ward countr y, as plant 
ers , led by Watson and James Helme, ioine d wit h Newport merchan ts.
But Hopkins had so lid suppor t in the town, led by the Hazards. Wat
son, Helme, and their allies gained town and county office s when the
Ward faction won the annual election for governor, while the Haz

ards rep laced them wh en Hopkins was elec ted ." In 1760 Watson de 
scribed some typical electioneering for sea ts III the Gen eral Assembly
On 16 June he wrote, " I was at Little Rest where we met and se t up Wil
liam Putter and Hezekiah Babcock." On 26 August Watson wrote, " I
was at Town Meeting. Potter and Babcock was chose Deputies hy
\0 majornv aft er a great deal of fending and probing. Hard word s and a
Great Strife but end ed well ." Although political differ ences divided th e
planter commumtv, South Kingstown's clu e social st ructu re was never
threaten ed.

The presence of black slaves and Indian servants led to the creat io n III
a very Strict SOCial order based on race , wealth, and famil y. Planters

stood at the top of the social regime. For nonwhites, race detcrrr uncd
the extent of their econom ic dependence on planters and of then legal
right s. Black slaves. depending almost totally on planters lor subsi s-
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tcncc and enioytng few legal rights, were at the bottom. South Kings
town su pplemen ted Rhode Island 's slave cod e, described as the ha rshest
In New England, with even ha rsher res trictions subjuga ting blacks.,.
As in other slave societies, terror was used to enforce the laws. Rever
end MacSparran beat his ma le slave for brea king Rhode Island 's cu rfew
law for nonwhites; he also beat his female slave for violating local law
by receiving a Klft from a male slave suitor wi thout permi ssion . A
runaway slave who return ed to his mas ter reportedl y was stnpped
of his clothes, tied to a stake In a swamp, and left to the mcrcy of
mosquitoes ....

Indians and mulattoes occupied a slightly higher position. By law
Narragansett Indians could not be held in slavery, and many lived In

their own households. The 177~ census, for example, revealed that 99
of the town 's 210 Indians lived in their own hou seholds. But some were
so destitute tha t they hired themselves out as field laborers or as inden
tured servants for a term of years.II Social custom apparen tly demanded
that mulattoes be used as servants." The low level of m iscegena tion in
South Kingstown ind icates th at soc ial pressures were aimed at upho ld
ing the regime based on race. A state census in 17th reveals that one
mulatto for every eleven blacks lived in South Kingstown , towns where
slavery was less Important ma intained mulatto-to -black ratios of one
to five, one to three, and even one to one."

Poor landless whites also emoyed some freedom , though then oppor
tunities were limned by the Influx of cheap black and Indian labor.
These white!'> depended on planters for employment but usuall y re
cei ved only seasona l work." Only landholding whites had the right to
vote . Small and midd ling white landholders in th e vot ing cla ss st ili
often had to depend on plant ers to buy th eir surplus farm produc ts and
to supply th em wi th goods .

This social sys tem made South Kingstown resem ble th e colonia l
South more tha n the English cou ntryside. Planters in Rhode Island
and the sout he rn colonies were similar in kind : they both resided nn
isolated estates, engaged in commercial farming, depended on black
slaves, and dominated their communities socially and politically. Still ,
though South Kingstown 's gentry society was uOllJue 10 colonial New



T H E SOUTH KINGSTOWN r LA NT ERS

England, southern pla nters enjoyed more land, socia l prominence, and

cultural refinement."

Decline of the Gentry,

1760 - 1784

By 1774, South Kingstown planters confronted eco nom ic and demo
graphic problems faced by towns throughout New England and some
additiona l problems caused by the town 's economy. Increasing popula 

tion , rising land prices, vu lne rability of Newport merchants, ovcrcxpor
tauon of quality horses, movements to free black slaves, and the Ameri ·
can Revolutionary War speeded the planters ' downfa ll. At war 's end
South Kingstown was not much different from other rural New En
gland towns.

By 1770 a finne supply of land and growing population combined to

make New England an increasingly overcrowded society.,. Family lands
were divided agam and agam to accommodate the increasing number of
young men m families. South Kingstown experienced these population
pressu res with other rural New England towns. Its white population

had grown from 96~ m 1730, to J,40 5 rn 174!'\, to 2,18 5 in 1774 . As a
preindust ria l agncultural society, South Kingstown's planters required

at least 2,0 to 1,000 acres to mai ntain their level of commercial farm 
mg. South Kingstown, too, was becoming overcrowded.

It became mc rcasmglv difficult to inhe rit or purchase land. Plante rs
faced the prospect of not being able to pass on as much land 10 their
sons as they themselves had ow ned . Will iam Robinso n In 17~ 1 left a
will div iding I ,,\S, acres between ni ne sons and grandsons . The eldest
son , Rowland, received the must land, the hom estead farm, hut that
amou nted only to '\00 acres. " This experience was repeated among th e

Hazard, Ga rdiner, and other plant er famili es. At th e same time , risin g
populati on forced land values highe r th roughou t Rhode Island , making

it d ifficu lt to purch ase large es tates to transfer the plantat ion syste m .
Unl ike Virginia plante rs along the 'am es River . who purcha sed and de
veloped huge trac ts of land in th e colony's vas t int er ior, Sou th Kings
tow n's farme rs had nn int erior of whic h to take advantage .

The division 01 family estates meant sma ller stockho ldrngs and a re
duction in agncuhural surplus . Inventories of plant ers who paid the
highest tent h of taxes show a dramatic decrease in livestock holdings
by 1774. As mentioned previously, eleven wealthy planters who died

between 17 '\0 and 1760 owned on the average '\91 sheep, 93 catt le, and
18 horses. The average holdings of four plan ters who died between 1761

and 177.1 fell to 166 sheep, 54 cattle, and oJ horses ."
Slave ry also became less important. Fewer laborers we re needed 10

work the smaller farms and livestock herds. Four inventories from 174 '\
to 1751 hsn ng th e highest number of slaves averaged th irteen ; (rom
176110 1771 that figu re declined to six .'" In addi tion, South Kingstown
Quakers led by Thomas Hazard, increasingly opposed slavery. Follow 
ing the example of Friends in Philadelphia, they th reatened in 1771 to

expel members who kept slaves. In lune 1773, South Kingstown Quak
ers appointed to "Visit Slave Keepers " proudly reported that " they don 't
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find there IS any held as Slaves by Friends, " and six Quakers who were
among the highest tenth of taxpayers in 1774 did not own any black
slaves ....

South Kingstown planters also were guilty 01 some poor farming
practices, including overexpornng their best breeding horses. Wealthy
West Indian planters sent agents to Newport to buy all the best breeds
in the Narragansett Country. An advertisement appearing in the New

port Mercury on 18 March 1763 decried that " the best Horses of this
Colony have been set off to the West Indies and elsewhere by which
the Breed is much dwindled, to the great Demmern of both Merchant
and Farmer. " Shortly after that advertisement appeared, Newport mer
chants sponsored a race open only to horses meeting quality standards.
Though a purse of one hundred dollars was offered , only three horses
entered the race, won by Samuel Gardiner of South Kingstown.0.

The planters also suffered because they depended on Newport mer
chants whose success was vulnerable to changing economic condi 
tions. Surviving ledgers show South Kingstown planters sending great
quantities of cheese, bed, hay, and livestock on the hoof to these mer
chants. In return the planters received imported luxuries from Europe
such as linen, silks, chocolates, mirrors, and watches, in addition to
necessmes such as building materials and kitchen utensils. New En
gland rum also was popular among the planters." Although Newport
merchants prospered between 17t> , and 1774, they lacked the larger
hmterlands of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, and were suscep
tible to encroachment by the rising merchants in Providence and Bris
tol. Newport merchants were forced to rely on West Indian and other
export trade at a time when production of food products by the Narra
ganscn planters was on decline .

Disaster struck in 1775 . A recession arrived in the foreign market
trade, both in the West Indies and England . Business came to a stand
still. Aaron Lopez, the leading Newport merchant, admitted that he
had to strain his resources lust to pay four hundred dollars for ship
repairs."

The Revolutionary War hastened the downfall of both Newport corn 
merce and the South Kingstown planters . While the war 's effects on
Newport arc well known, its influence on the Narragansett economy
are not. With the West Indies trade halted and Newport occupied by
the British, South Kingstown planters lost their primary outlet for sur
plus farm goods . Furthermore, to replenish dwindling supplies, British
troops invaded South Kingstown on several occasions in 1779, seizing
sheep, cattle, cheese, and white and black laborers." Additionally, the
town bore a heavy burden in paymg Rhode Island 's war taxes. South
Kingstown residents usually pard the third highest percentages of taxes
in the colony, behind Newport and Providence. But the British and
French occupations of Newport and the American army's stay in Provi
dence drained those ports' resources. Thus in 1780 South Kingstown
was assessed twi ce th e tax paid by Newport residents and one-third
more than Providence ." Finally, the dcclmc 01 slavery in the Narragan
sett Country was hastened by legislative acts awarding freedom to any
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slave who enlisted in Rhode Island 's black regiment and the manumis
sion in 1784 of all children born to slaves .":

By war 's end South Kingstown was no longer the gentry society of
isolated estates and large farms. It was becoming more like other ru ral

New England towns. Between 1774 and 1790 South Kingstown's popu
lation increased from 1,8JS to 4,131. Most farmers c reated only a small
agncultural surplus; four men who were among the highest tenth of

taxpayers in 1774 left inventories between 1788 and 1796 averaging
only ,0 sheep, H cattle, and 4 horses." Compact villages including
Wakefield, Saunderstown, and Perryville were becoming important .
Townspeople preferred to build their churches in villages rather than
spread throughout the countryside . Significantly, by 1800 the Episcopal
meeting house located between Little Rest and Tower Hill fell into such
disrepair that it was moved to Wickford." By the early nineteenth cen
tury the transformation of South Kingstown was so complete that the
grandson of one prominent planter noted, "Few persons are now aware
of the change that has taken place in the society he re withm the last

fifty or sixty years.'?'
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The Shuberts and the Syndicate:

The Independent Theatre Comes to

Providence

Stephen B. Pollock and Don B. Wilmeth

" We are now independents: Independent to choos e the

attractions Providence will be sure to like. No more bad
show s forced upon us. We guarantee a season of genu me

emovmenr lO the plavgoers of ou r Hom e City."

-Colonel Felix R. Wen de/schaefer'

Du ring the latter years of th e ninet eenth ce ntu ry small groups o f

Ameri can businessmen gamed control of mai er industn es by merging

their organizations into trusts. A few men such as Morgan , Rockefeller,

Carnegie, and Harriman made great fortunes. Rhode Isla nd indust ry,
and rha r of Providence in parti cular, likewise was dominated hy a hand
ful 01men characte rized by Erwin L. Levine as " the oligarchi c co m me r

cial and manufacturing in te res ts. " Although so me of th ese bu siness 
men belo nged to the old landed anstocracv, othe rs, such as Marsden [.
Perry, wer e ou ts ide rs who moved into the state and began to gain politi 
cal and econom ic pow er aft er the co llapse of th e business mt ercsr s of

William Sprague in 1871 , By the early ' 9 0 0 S, power rested in the hands
of men such as Perry, Unued States Senator Nelson W. Aldrich, Prov

idence lawyer and state se nato r Wil liam G . Roclker. and the boss of
Rhode Island 's reigning Republi can party, General Charles R. Brayton.

Dunng the ea rly 1900S th ese men cont ro lled the city govern ment of
Providence and th e Providence loumal. which became essentially an
organ tor th e Republican part y. " Local bossism and corruption" became
com monplace, fome n ting bribery and dishon esty. '

The "show business " was not immune to these prac ti ces nor to the
tendency for power to become concen trated in the hands uf a few insid
ers , Nat ionally, si x enterp ris ing th eatre businessmen formed an orgaru 
union that became kn own as the Theatrical Syndicate. These indi 
vidua ls (producer Charles Frohman; booking agents Marc Klaw and
Abraham Erlanger ; Samuel F, Ni rdlinger-Nixon and Fred Zimmerma n,

who con trolle d theatre leases in th e mid- Atlant ic, and Alfred Ha yman,
who leased most (If the theatres in the West ) pool ed th eir considerable
resources ostensibly to bring order to a chaotic situation in theatrica l
booking and the management of " the road ." As a result th e Theatrical
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THE SHUBERTS AND THE SYND ICATE

Syndicate became th e dominant force in the American theatre for al 
most tw enty years and maintained a virtual monopol y from 1896 to
191 6 . By 1903 it governed most first-class theatrical product ion in
America . To st ay in business, thea tre operators were required to deal
exclusively with the Syndicate, paving It sizable fees and percentages of
profit and accepung the attractions, routes, and show dates i t specified.
The Syndicate 's position did not give way unti l 191 0 , influenced by
such factors as th e rise in power of th e Shu bert brothers, th e introduc
ti on of th e movies, th e increasin g populari ty of spec ta to r sport s. th e in 
creased railroad rat es after th e turn of th e century, and the advent of
uni onism. '

Providence theatres did not escape th e Syndicate's gn p. Just as the
theatre business was not imm une from th e organ izational and eco
nomic forces govemmg other indus tnes, th e Syndica te 's dommat ion
did not esca pe the scrutiny of reformers. Its downfall in Rhode Island
coincided with the eme rgence of the state 's progressive movement in
H}06 . In fact , th e rhetoric employed to publicize the arrival of inde pen
dently produced shows might well have been used to extol th e virtues
of reform polit icians seeking publi c office und er th e banner of Rhode
Island 's newly formed Lincoln part y. Though th e industry was enter
tainment rather than transportation or some othe r essential public ser
vice, the growth and decline of th e Syndicate's control of first-cla ss the
atre in Providence serves as an instructive reminder of the methods
used by businessmen to cont rol an industry, and of the effort s by com
petitors to reintroduce competi tion to the marketplace .

The theatrical scene of Providence in the late 1890 S initially was
relatively modest. \ One maier legitimate theatre, the Providence Opera
House, and one principal vaudevill e house, Keith 's, provided mo st of
the live , theatrical and variety ent ertainment in the city. Keith 's, which
origina lly had offered " legit" road product ions, changed to a policy of
full-time vaudevi lle in 18<,18, the same year its name changed officially
from B, F. Keith 's Opera House to B. F. Keith 's New Theatre: These two
theatres offered th e best att ractions in the finest facilities at th e high 
est prices; they were the prestige hou ses of Providence. '

'l .m:)O C[ J"U(rrI;6t"-'" ...-.-.
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Prior [0 the opening of the Shubert Thea tre , 7 Jan uary 1906, the no
tion of independence meant little to the theatregoing public in the
home of the Independent Man. At a time when increased public anen
tion to business practices and legal action to dismantle trusts was be
coming common throughout the country, the Syndicate's position In

Providence was comfortable . Although a progressive movement had
emerged briefly in 1902-3, and the state badly needed reform, the Re
publican power base under Brayton stopped the progressives temporar
ily. In addmon, the partnership of Klaw and Erlanger, the booking
agents for New England and key members of the Theatrical Syndicate,
had been spared the publicity of the Sherman Anti-Trust Act ; under
law, entertainment was not a necessary commodity, and therefore lay

outside Its Jurisdiction . Basking in the shadows of an inert theatrical
town, the Syndicate was guaranteed a steady income with little public

outcry.
If secrecy was tantamount to security, however, the Shuberts' arrival

Immediately dissolved the Syndicate 's clandestine role. Providence the
atregoers, accustomed to supporting its only firs t-class theatre, the Pro
vidence Opera House, now had a choice. Favori te stars and competing
shows, colored by an atmosphere of antitrust sentiment, became new
divisive factors in a CIty which fou nd itself unable to support two

theatrical houses. The booking games played by the two combinat ions
in New York were felt locally on a far more elementary level. WIth
m seven months the si tuation was at an impasse. Colonel Felix
Wendelschacfer, manager of the Providence Opera House, was the man

caught in the middle .
Felix Wendc1shacfer's affiliation wi th the Opera Hou se, bu ilt in 1871

on Do rrance and Pine Streets [raze d 193I}, was long standi ng. He ha d
been hired in 1891 as th e thea tre's orches t ra conductor. Opera Hou se
Man ager Robert Mor row had ma de a favorable reputation for the hou se
and its successes had enabled him to earn numerous cho ice boo kings
each season. Dur ing his ma nage rial term the Syndicate established its
hold on the hou se, endi ng Morrow 's du ty as booking agen t and tran s
formi ng his ma nage ria l ro le to th at of lessee. At the time of the Syndi
ca te's incursion int o the Ope ra House's affairs, Wendelschacfer was un

aware of the situation tha t had evolved. While Klaw and Erla nger were
known genera lly as the nationwide controlling boo king combinatio n,
their policies of dema nding percentages and strong-arming managers
had slipped by unheralded . In June 1897, wendelschaefcr was educa ted
in some of the Syndica te 's unpublicized practices.

Desiring a hand in the running of the Opera House 's season,
Wendclschacfer approached Morrow concerning the purchase of a one
half interest in the theatre 's management . Though he did not accept the
offer , Mo rrow mformed Wendelschaefer of some starthng facts con

cerning the house 's finances . Morrow, a sa laried Opera House em
ployee, held a lease for the building through June 1898. HIS weekly
earnings were set at sixty dollars . Although they held no investment of
any kind in the theatre, the firm of Klaw and Erlanger received one
th ird of the house 's profits.
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Felix R. wendelschoeier. snonlv
after becoming the manager of
the Providence Opera House .
Courtesy of the Thea tre
Collection, Dept. of Thea tre.
Speech and Dance. Brown
Umversnv.

Robert Morrow 's death in February 189M brough t th e oppo rt uni ty
that Wendel schaefer had await ed . With no man ageria l candidates inter 
ested in securing a long-term lease, he discussed th e matter with
Charles Fletcher, co ntrol ling stoc kholde r in the Providence Ope ra
House Associati on . They agreed to a new lease of five years, wah an
additional five-year c puon. To allow more ti me for renovat ions,
Wend elschaefer purc hased th e 13S( few weeks of Morrow's lease as well.

These arran gements dea lt only wit h the Ope ra House itse lf. however.
Organi zed bookings wit h the Syndicate were quite another matter.
w endels chaefer's acco unt of the negouanons clearly ou tlines the atti
tude of the "K and E" orgamzanon .

I went to New York to see Abc Erlanger, Ma rk [sic] Klaw and AI
Hayman. who was the monevman In the orgamzauon. Also associ-

- -------------------------
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ated with the K and E firm was Joe Brooks, the showman, and the
firm of Rich and Harris, who were theatre owners and producers.

In contrac ting with Klaw and Erlanger to provide attraction s at
the Opera Hou se, I was informed that th irty-three per cent of the
net profits of the theatre would go to Klaw and Erlanger. This
seemed an exorbitant profit for the booking syndica te wh ich really
had no Investment in the theatr e itse lf. I was inclined to disbelieve
Abe Erlanger's statement that all of the theatr es in the country
were paying such heavy tribute.

Consequently, Mr. Erlanger sent over to his office and obta ined a
score or more of cont racts . In all of them was a clau se awardin g
Klaw Erlanger at least th irty-three per cent . Th en, as an obiect
lesso n to the young manager, Mr. Erlanger called my atte nt ion to a
Balt imore thea tre manager who was paying fifty per cent of his net
profits to the K. and E. treasury. The Baltimore showman had
tri ed to rebel against the Klaw and Erlanger dominauon and book
shows independently. As a result, his house was kept dark for
many week s, and when he finally agreed to book th rough Klaw and
Erlanger, they exacted half his profit s.

It was clear there was nothmg else to do but sign with the book
109 syndicate if I wanted to keep the Opera Hou se going. However,
in consideration for the great expense of renovating the hous e,
Klaw and Erlanger agreed to take only twenty-five per cent of the
profit s for the first season. After that, it went up to th irty -three
percent .•

Too realisti c to sacrifice busin ess for principle, wendclschaefer
agreed to the terms offered by Klaw and Erlanger. As long as the new
theatre manager had [0 sacrifice no more than his competition, which
had yet 10 surfa ce, the settlement was an agreeable one .

For we ndelscba eter's managing debut at the newly remodeled Opera
House, the Syndicate presented the world premiere of a new version of
lack and the Beuns talk.» Thi s large mu sical extravaganza consisted of
a jumble of fairy tal es and the Arabian Night s entertainments . While
the show was actually Im le more than a Syndicate landmark in popu lar
"drama," Abe Erlanger ventured from New York to supervise the final
rehearsal s. Providence theatregoers responded enthusiastically on
opening nigh t ; the Syndica te had won the city. Thus reestablished, th e
Syndicate again submerged from publi c view, reassuming it s silent role
as bcokmg agent to the Providence Opera Hou se.

The Opera House 's position as the sole first -class theatre in Pro
vidence was alt ered in 11)02, wh en Charles Allen, proprietor of West 
min ster Stree t 's Star Th eatre Ia conven ed church that opened in 18991.
undertook the constructio n of a new house . Alth ough Allen was un
able to finish the buildi ng, the firm of Edward D. Stair and John Havlin,
who held a virt ual monopoly on so-called "popular price" theatres
throughout the United States between 1 9 00 and 19 11 las opposed to
the Syndicate 's monopoly of "first-class" theatres ], had made overtures
toward Providence for a hou se of their own.m Wendels chaefer realized
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that co mpeti tors offering lower ticket prices could provide a serio us

threat to the Opera House's bu sin ess. Once agai n, he n egotiated wi th

Klaw and Erlanger . Assured tha t th ey wou ld supply this new th eatre
with popular priced shows, wendclschaefer leased it from Foster for ten
yea rs. Abe Spitz and Max Nath anson, managers of the Emp ire Theatre
{also bu ilt in 18991. com pleted th e managing troika of the new Im penal

Theatre, wh ich ope ned on 11 Augus t rvo a w ith th e Four Cohans fea
tured in The Governor's Son.

Des pite an aus picious first season, the management fou nd Itself

forced to keep the house da rk on several plavmg nigh ts. T he Syndicate

had erred in allowing ano the r of its houses in Providence. Wh ile the

public ini tially supported bo th houses, several factors dictated that th is

success woul d be sbon-hved . Local theatregoers had never been noted

for their de termined support for the performing arts . M iddle- and
worki ng-class tastes did net favor the ente rta inments of the Opera

House; they were aligned more close ly ..... ith raucous comedy and vaude

ville. O ther houses in town, like Keith 's, with ItS variety acts, he ld

m ore po pu lar appeal. Since the Syndica te 's offerings were aimed at a

pa rticular audience, splitting the patronage could on ly hun. Diffi

cu lties supp lvmg the t .....o theatres w ith .....ort hwhile enterta inment also

created problems. Once the no ve lty of the ne w hu use had dissi pated,

the Syndicate found itself In an uncom fortable posit ion. Klaw an d
Erlanger , un w il ling to ma ke an y comm itments as to the future of

either house, lost control of the Im perial. Afte r December 1904, Spuz

and Nathanson left the management , wendclschaefer remained for the
conc lusion of the season, a t whi ch point the s toc k co m pany of Will iam

Cou rt leigh assumed contro l o f the th eatre. Once again , th e Providence
Opera House .....as the un ly first -cla ss theatre in the ci ty.

The Imper ial , ho .....ever, was to reappear as a first -class theatre aft er

on ly on e and one- h alf seasons as a stoc k es tab lis h ment, Renamed th e

Sh u bert Theatre on H Januar y 1 \) 0 1'1 , an d revi ved und er the titular man 

agement and lcsseeship nf Messrs. Sam S. and Lee Sh ube rt [although
wcndcl schacfcr apparentl y had so me say as .....e ll), it ould exert a far

more profound effec t on the Syndica te's rol e in Providenc e."

Before they acquired th e Imperial , the Shubens ' acquaintance w it h

Pro viden ce had been minimal. One of th eir few sa llies nort h to th e Pro

vidence O pera House (if not the only visit ; records are incomple te ) wa ...

in April 190 '\. They presented thei r firs t New York hit , A Ctnnese
Honeymoon. a piece of fluff capnaliaing on the Oriental craze initia ted

by the New York prod ucer/direct or David Belasco, nne of [h e few suc

cessfu l Syndicate opponents wi th such vehicles as Afadame Butterttv

(1900) and The Darling of th e Gods ( 11,1021. Plagranzmg the compen.

tion was quite profitable for the K. and E. Syndicate . The pu blic .....as not

ove rly di scerning when each product was essentially the same. At [he

t ime, the Shubert brothers (Lee, Sam, and Jake l were in partnership

w it h Sam Nixon and J. F. Zrmrnerrnan . Klaw and Erlanger controlled

[h e booki ng only through [he use (If " in fluence." Such influence, III the

guise of an u ltimatum served by Erlanger to Nixon and Zimmerman,
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brought an abrupt halt to the Shuberts' semi-allia nce with the Syndi 

cate . From that date In January 1904, the theat rical independents had
won another ally. Wh ile the Sbube rts were by no means the most
faithfu l advocates of independence, they were to be the strongest .

At the turn of the cent ur y, local media coverage of theatrical affairs
was sparse. The Providence loumol was no exception; its low-key cov
erage was limited essentially to daily advertising and the theatrical
pages III the Sunday edition. lust as the Syndicate W38 able to escape
public scrunny, the independents found themselves in an identical
situation. Aff> such, the antitrust war between idealism and indepen
dence did not immediately accompany the Shuberts' arrival.

Histoncallv, Providence theatregoers were interested only III the
stars, not their agents. While Charles Frohman. the sole member of the

Trust seriously interested In production and the an of the theatre. had
presented a number of favorites such as lulia Marlowe, E. H. Sothem.

Wilham Gillette, Maude Adams, and John Drew, many other popular

10 1

Two of the Shubert brothers,
Lee (left) and /. /. (fight) , as they
appeared m the early 1920S.

Courtesy of the Theatre
Collection, Dept. of Theatre ,
Speech and Dance . Brown
University.
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attractions shunned the Theatrical Trust. But in the minds of theatre
goers, independence was not an issue. They were far more concerned
with who could present, for example, such a desired attraction as Min
nie Maddern Fiske. Lee Shubert, as it turned out , could and did.

As figureheads in the fight for independence, Mrs. Fiske and her hus
band, Harrison Grey Fiske, editor of the anti-Syndicate trade paper The
Dramatic MirTOr, had excluded themselves from the Syndicate. With
only one first-class house, wendelschaefer's affiliation with Klaw and
Erlanger eliminated any possibility of her performances in Providence.

Mrs. Fiske's appearance in Leah Kleshna to inaugurate the Shubert as
the initial independent first-class house in Providence transcended the
usual opening. It became a matter of the audience's right to see any en
tertainment. The Sunday loumal'e announcement of 7 January was

typically subdued:

The Imperial Theatre becomes the Shubert Theatre, beginning
tomorrow, and will hereafter offer the first-class attractions not in
the Theatrical Trust. This means that Providence people now will
be able to see a large number of prominent stars who have been
excluded from this city by the trust, and the first will be Mrs. Fiske
and the Manhattan Company.

The spring of 1906 was a remarkable season in Providence theatre
history. Competition between the Shuberts and the Syndicate elevated
local theatre to new heights. While the independents were hard-put to
provide bookings for their new house, the quality of their attractions
far outstripped the Syndicate's offerings at comparable prices. Charles
Frohman and Klaw and Erlanger provided the Opera House with many

standby favorites, but in comparison with the long roster of Providence
debuts offered by the Shuberts. wendelschaefer's house was no match.
Among the most popular shows were Mrs. Fiske and Sarah Bernhardt,
who appeared in late January and early February, and again on 1 I June
to close the season with a matinee of scenes. David Belasco was also
introduced to Providence theatregoers. Mrs . Leslie Carter, his current
leading lady and an overnight sensation, was featured in Zaza. one of
several productions that Belasco brought to the Shubert .

In the competition between the independents and the Syndicate, the

Shuberts held a distinct advantage . By combining their house's inde 
pendent stand with the current antitrust sentiment and presenting a
season of first-class entertainment, they transferred the burden of com

petition to the Providence Opera House. Felix wendelschaefer's patrons
suffered directly, for many subscribed to the house and found them
selves hindered from seeing the calibre of theatre that they desired. In
the eyes of the Opera House subscriber, the Syndicate now affronted
his freedom of choice. Theatre patrons were accustomed to attending
one theatre; to change would be a matter of inconvenience, especially
for most of the Brahmin class who had supported the Opera House
from its inception. Indeed, the original stockholders in I8n included
such well-established citizens as William S. Slater, Christopher Lip-
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pitt, John Caner Brown, Moses B. I. Goddard, and Henry Angell ." Con
sequently, the pressure was again transferred, this time to Wen 
delschaefer. Th ere it rested, for past experie nce dictated that the
Syndicate would show no int erest 10 his plight . To Klaw and Erlanger ,
Providence was a secondary theatrical city, a "dramatic dog"; its needs
were mit fundamental in the determination of booking policies . Locally,
the Syndicate 's true colors began to show. In th e publi c 's estimation,
Klaw and Erlanger 's "laughmg trust " of entertainment had become an 
other ca..e of rampant bossism."

10 J

Popular actress Sarah Bernhardt
was among the pcriormers who
appeared at th e rival Shubert
Theatre m 190 6. Courtesy of
th e Theatre Collection. Dept of
Theatre, Speech and Dan ce ,
810",71 Univetsnv.
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And, not so incidentally. the local atmosphere had changed rather
dramatically. Rhode Island 's political situation had become almost un 
bearable. Earlier in 1906 the need for change had led to a revival of the
sta te 's progressive movement, ironically, just prior [0 the successful in
troduction of a Shubert theatre . In order to work toward the ousting of
the old controlling factions, the Providence patricians-the Met calfs,
Sharpes, Goddards, and Greens-joined the middle-class reformers and
established the short-lived Lincoln partylindependent Republican ], al
lying with the Democrats to lead a crusade agains t Perry, Aldrich ,
Brayton, Samuel Pomeroy Colt of th e United States Rubber Co mpany
and a prominent Republican, and others. Although their efforts were
not totally successful, the control of the ioumol was regained in lan
uary seve n mo nt hs before the actual establishment of the Lincoln
party. '. Withi n a month the attitude and opinion of th e newspaper had
changed, most notably in it s support and puffery of reform measures of
all kinds, including theatrical reform.

Current events, then, favored the Shuberts, and a sympathetic maier
newspaper never hurts a theatrical endeavor ! A review of th e theatrical
season praised the new hou se 's influence on the standard entert ain
ment seen at both first -class houses and surm ised that th e upgrading of
the Synd icate 's offerings was due to the new competitive siruauon."
But neither house, despi te the higher artistic standard achieved, how
ever, fared well economically. The dilemma hearkened back to the time
when the Imperial was inaugurated . As before , Provide nce could not
support two first-class houses.

,,
,",-
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At the close of the 190 5-6 season, wendelschaefer. who was painfully
aware of the need to resolve the competitive situation, termina ted his
assoc iat ion with the Shubert . Although it was acknowledged that the
Shubert s had the advantage of the Independent Theatrical Association
and the public 'sdistrust of the Syndicate, Wendelschaefer controlled the
Providen ce Opera Hou se. Its patrons formed the core of the city 's first 
class th eatregoers. II he and the Shubcrrs continucd along the present
lines of action , wendels chacfer would eventuall y lose th e struggle. How
ever, such action could entail more time than th e Shubcn s were willing
to sacrifice.

On 17 July 1906, the same month the name Lincoln party was for
mally adopted and announced, Felix wendelschaefer and the Shuherts
reached an agreement th at satisfied all parties concerned, save for the

•
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Syndicate and Elwood Bostwick, the Shubena ' Providence manager
land previously wendelschaeter 's house manager]. Declaring the Pro
vidence Opera House to be an independent house, the part ies rid the
ci ty of th e "yoke of the th eatrical tr ust." Immediat e statements by Lee
Shubert and Co lonel wendelschaefcr den ied an y reciprocal ti es that
might suggest remaining vest iges of the Syndica te. '0 Hidden by the
rhetonc of flowery editorials and nag-waving ads was the fact tha t the
Shubert Amusement Company was in business at the Opera House for
a profit ; altruism was not in its character. While their demand of ~ per
cent of the gross receipts did not approach the H percent of the net
profits exacted by Klaw and Erlanger, it did contradict their published
independent , no-percentage policy. The Shu bert s had been well cdu
cared by the Syndica te. Theatre business was best left unspoken to the
pub lic; the beneficial facade of the crusa ding independent won allies
and sold tickets.

Massi ve support for the independents continued to snowball as anti 
trust fervor was susramed by the upcoming elections . Considering
their timing, Wendelschaefer and the Shuberts could not have acted
more wisely. One week before the Ope ra House 's openmg of its II}06-7

independent season, public sentiment was aired at the Empire Theatre
in a production en ti tled The Power of Money, or In the Clutcbcs of the
Trusts . A large advert isement encompassed by flags herald ing the open
ing of the "new " house was placed in the Sunday tourna i on () Septem
ber. Co lonel wendclschaefer's "We are now independents" statement
preceded the first independent feature to be presented, New York's " 200

night success," Th e Man on th e Box. sta rring Henr y E. Dixcv, an actor
with almost fort y-years' experience behind him.

Artistically, the season at the Providence Ope ra House could not ap
proach the high-wa ter mark reached by th e Shuberts and the Syndicate
during the preceding season. Financially, success was im mi nent .
wendclschaefer's self-induced competition had been level ed; th e Shub
ert Theatre, devo id of ma jor sponsorship, had relap sed into its former
role as the lmpen al. Burl esque, in the sense of comic parody, and stock
shows cha racte rized Bostw ick's offerings. With the Syndicate unable to

gain control over any theatres in the ci ty, the Opera House eruoyed its
singularity as a first -class house. Although Charles Frohman managed
to obtain occasional bookings at the Empi re throughout the following
years, the Syndica te 's luck would not allow further success In this cnv.
A season at th e Mayflowe r T heat re (previously the Imperial) was abo r
tive, as were ens uing att empts at th e Empire." Some ten years late r,
when a reconci liation was achieved between the Shubens and Klaw and
Erlange r, the Syndicate, a shadow of Its earlie r self, was able once again
to book shows at the Opera House. However, this, as all Opera House
booking, could be handled only through the Shubert offices .

Theatrical independence had come to Providence. The Syndicate was
out, the Shubens in . Having gained power through a campaign of good
fortune and a sense of emerging ant it rust sym path ies, the Shuberts
firmly rooted them sel ves in the local theatre power structure and

lOS

11. Syndicat e enrecnons pb.ytd.ll the
Empire from ran 19111hrou#I t91 1 · IJ
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helped to establish Providence as a mater tryout town, comparable to

New Haven, Boston, and Philadelphia . They were to remain a part of

local theatre history until vaudeville and the cinema usurped the re
maining houses downtown. Although POSJn,i?; as the champions of lib 
erty and freedom against tyranny and oppression, the Shuberts, having
conquered the Syndicate, conducted their enterprises in essentially the
same way and , in time, established a new theatrical monopoly.

,



RI Miscellany

The Rose Collection

Ruth Wallis Herndon

The recent discovery of a cache of eighteenth-century documents
sandwiched between the pages of a soaking wet magazme stored in the
basement of the s ta te capitol promises to add ne w insight into New
port 's precarious position on the eve of th e Revolutionary War. Recog 

m zmg their potent ial value to scholars, Ph ylli s Silva , assistant in

cha rge of th e Rhode Island Archives, h ad the documents transcribed,

and th ey now co ns ti tute the Rose Collec tion ava ilab le a t the State

Arch ives.

The docu ments, dated be tween Septe mber 1775 and Ma rch 1776,

proved to be a collection gathe red by Captain fames Wallace, com
mander of the Rose. a British warsh ip that patro lled Narraganse tt Bay
from November 1774 to March 1776. Mu ch of the sto ry of the Rose's
patrol of Narragansett Bay has been known from Admi ralt y papers and
report s in th e Newport Mercury , but there have been shadowy pat ches
th at defied scru tiny. Of the Rose collec tion's sixty-two documents,
fort y-two appear to be completely new finds.

The Rose and several other smaller ships had bee n dispatched to Nar
ragansett Bay as part of an effort by th e Bnnsh to cont rol smuggl mg and
provide a ste rn presence to assist th e cus to ms collec tors. Man y Rhode
Islanders, dependent on unrestricted ocean commerce for th eir live
lihood, found th e enforcement of heretofore ignored cus toms laws and
the Imposition of new dunes to be particularly irrit ating. In the sum
mer of 1769, a mob of Newporters vanda lized and scuttled th e British
reven ue cutter Liberty in Newport Harbor in retaliat ion for the seizure
of two vessels and the impressment of seve ral sailors. And 10 June 1772,

a group of outraged colonists burned anothe r British revenue ship, the
Gaspee.

To such an unwclcoming environment came th e R(J.~e. One of
Wallace's orders was to obtain supplies for the British fleet at Boston as
well as for the smaller cont ingent of ships under Wallace's co mmand in
New port Harbor. "Obtaining supplies" ultimately came to mea n extor
tion and outright stealing by the crew of th e Rose: the Rhode Island
State Archi ves holds numerous peti tion !'. from victimized colonists to

the Ge neral Assembly reque sting reimbursement .
The Rose collec tion gives evidence that the townspeopl e of Newport

disc overed in a parti cularly painful way what it meant to be th e source
of supply for an enemy fleet . Newport was in a very awk ward posi tion
when the Rose began to make its demands for beef and pork, rum and

Rut h Walll$ Herndon, a doc tor..l ~1U"'cn t

at Amcncan u mveouv In washmgton.
DC , se rved b uan-.c::n bC"r 01 t he Rou:
collecnon
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beer , medi cin e and fuel. The Rhode Island Ge neral Assembly had made
it a tr easonable offense for an yon e to supply th e British fleet . Newport
was alr eady und er su spicion because th e town had shown reluctance to

support the nonimportati on agreements that were designed to persuade
the crown to repeal the irritating com mercia l restrict ions and dut ies .

Any support of Captain Wallace by th e peopl e of N ewport was alm os t
ce rt a in to be see n as further proof of the town's Tory sym path ies. T he

Rose documents sho w that Newporters were well aware of their du

bious reputation and were ca ref u l to explain their act ions as a forced

choice between two evi ls. Among th e documents are memorial s fro m
th e Town Council to Deput y Governor Ni cholas Cooke, to the Rhode
Island Ge neral Assembly, again to Gove rnor Nicholas Cooke, and to
th e Continental Congress; each desc ribes in mournful detail the "sta te
of the town" and pleads for permission to supply th e Rose.

Obtaining such perm issio n appea rs to have been a recurrent act ivit y,
since it was granted periodica lly by th e Ge neral Assem bly for a limi ted
time. The Newport Town Co uncil mem bers were anxious to receive
official endorsement for th eir negotiation s with Capta in Wallace and
took pain s to see that the record reflected th eir str ict compliance with
the resolutions of the General Assembly.

Nor were their problem s any less painful as th ey looked out upon the
British gun s in th eir harbor. Captain Wallace did not possess an excess
of pat ience with the colonists. Whenever supplies were slow in coming
[whi le Newporters waited anxi ously for th e latest renewal of permis
sion}, Wallace sent arrogant mi ssives to th e town. In one particularly
curt letter to the Town Council Wallace wrote: "Gentlemen]:I I shall be
glad to know, whether you will come to an y terms, wh ether we shall
have any Supplies from You, or wh ether we must prose cute th e War to

the extent we do about th e Rest of th e Countr y." (Document 48, 19
January 17]6). This was no idle threat from the commander of a crew
responsible for the bunung of larncstown, th e bombardment of Bristol ,
and many smaller-scal e depredations along th e coast of Narragansett
Bay. Nor did the Newporters tak e it as su ch. The letters from th e Town
Council to Wallace arc most abject In their eagerness to please. For ex
ample, the Town Counci l, anxious to disclaim any responsibili ty for
Patriot vandalism of a Loyalist 's estate, wrote to th e Rose's commander
that they disapproved of such conduc t ; on th e contrary, "You may IDe
pend ]upon our doing every thing in our rower to keep the [Truce) mad e
with You in every Respect un violated" (Document 29, 27 Novem ber

17751·
This tru ce, like permission to supply the Rose. was periodically re

newable . Thus the people of th e threat ened town lived in cons tant un
ce rtainty. Newport In th e winter of 1775-76 was fight ing for survival .

its town council was attem pting with ep istolary diplomacy to pacify a
well -armed British captain, a SUSpiCIOUS General Assembly, and a criti
cal militia commander. It is th e letters and othe r documents produced
under th ese pressured ci rcumstances that ma ke up th e Rose collec tion.

The Rose co llection is hou sed at the Rhode Island State Arch ives,
where it is available to researchers.
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A Gift for the Future

The Board of Trust ees of th e Rhode Island Historical Societ y would like you to

cons ider maki ng the Socie ty a ben eficiar y when you arc preparing your will .
Such a bequest wou ld help insure the Society 's continuing efforts to co llect, pre
se rve, and interpre t Rhode Island's rich heri tage . A bequest to the Socie ty is
tr uly a gif t to future gene rat ions of Rhode Island ers so that they may sha re in
the Society 's services and program s.

Should you desrre to include the Society as a benefic iary of an unrestricted
bequest when preparing your will, the following word ing is sugges ted :

1 give and bequeath to T he Rhode Island Historical Societ y in Providence
in the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations dollars
($ I for its general uses and purposes.

The Di rector of the Society will be happy to discuss this matter With you.
G ifts to the Society via beq uest are deductible from federal estate taxa t ion.

The Rhode Island Historical Society
1 10 Ben evolen t Street,
(40 11 nt -tins



"A scholarly landmark"
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BIBLIOGRAPHIES OF
NEW ENGLAND HISTORY

Winnu ofan Award ofMu it/ rom the A1n£riCQn Associasionfor Stare and Local History, Prepared under the

supervision a/the Committee/or a New England Bibliography, Inc. Series brochure available upon request.

Con necticut
t1 Bibliog raphy of Its Jli story
ROGER PARKS, edi tor

Characterized by the same outstanding scholars hip evident in previous series volumes, this final volume devoted to a

single state is a comprehensive compilation of the historical litera ture on Connecticut II incl udes both the sta ndard

and the obscure. Ihe scholar ly and the popular. Books. pam phlets. and articles from magazi nes , newspa pers, and

journals make up the nearly 10.000 entries. Th e present volume is particularly valuable for its extensive lis ting of

writings on Co nnecticut cities and lawns, and lhe incl usion of nearly 1000 titles foun d only in small loca l libraries. A
foreword by Christopher Co llier examines the significance of local history and assesses the strengths and weaknesses

of existing literature on Coneecucut, As in previous volumes. entriesare arranged alphabetically within geographic

divisions-c-oy counties. cities. or towns. The work containsall the features that series users have come to expect:

location symbols. necessary annotations. a state map. and a comprehensive index that provides easy access to authors.

compilers. and subjects. $60.00

A review sampling ofpublished volumes ...

MA INE. Ed ited by J ohn D. Ha skell , Jr. "Outstanding ... vi tal to any library where Uni ted States history is

extensively read or researched. The index makes it valuable to many academic disciplines"-New England Historical
and Genealogical Register. 5335 e ntries. $35.00

M AS SACH US ETTS. Edited by J ohn D. Ha sk ell. Jr. "Esse ntia l for the study o f the loca l history of

Massachusetts" - American Reference Books Annual. 13.520 entries. S60.00

NEW II AM P SfIIR E. Ed ited by J ohn D. Ha sk ell , Jr. a nd T. D. Se ymour Bassett. "Of g rea t be nefit

10 students. historians . genealogists. and all c itizens see king a beuer knowledge of thci r community or the state at

largc"-Kunt' Sentinel . 6542 entries. $35.00

RHODE IS LA;"m . Edited by Ro ger Parks. "Pleasing and helpful fea tures of this top-quality b ibliography

include location symbols for books and pamphlets. a list of supplementary bibliographies and guides. and an overview
essay on Rhode Island historiography. The volume is an absolute must for all Rhode Island libraries and should be in

all New England libraries as well as research libraries throughout the counuy"-Choice. 4125 entries. S3O.OO

VER MONT. Edited by T. D. Seymo ur Bassett. Ibis remar kable ac hievement of scholarship . _ . will
app ropriate ly serve thehigh school researcher as well as thedoc toral candidate exploring top ics for a dtssertauon"
- Brauleboro Reformer. 64 13 entries. $45.00
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