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difficulty Mose.~ Bro\\7J

experienced in descnbmg
Samuel Slater's role in
consrrucnng and operatmx
successiullv the first
waterpowered spinning

machinery in America.



The Making of a Hero :

Samuel Slater and the

Arkwright Frames

James L. Conrad, [r.

For over a century and a half, hist orians maner-of-facrl y assu med that
Sam uel SLHCT worked st nctly from memory in 1790 wh en he con
st ruc te d and th en successfu lly operated warerpowered texnle rnachm
cry invented by Englishman Richard Arkwright . This mach in er y-the
awkward -looking carding rnachme necessary to prepare cotton for spm·
ning, the more co m plex spm nm g frame with its roll ers and spind les,
and th e sim pler drawmg and roving mach ines-made it possibl e for un 

skilled labo r, including children, to spin great quanti ties of cot ton yarn
for Slater and h is partners in North Providence (now Pawtucket ], Rhod e
Isla nd . In the telling of hi story, Samuel Slater's su ccess long ago took on
heroic proportions. One historian of technology called Slat er 's con
strucnon of the Arkw right machines "one of the most rema rkab le feat s
in the whole history of technology." Another credited him with build
ing a "mechanical cont rivance the likes of which was neve r before seen
in Ame rica ." Histori an Daniel Boorstin wro te adm iringly of Slater's
"crucia l feat" result ing from a "phenomenal memory. " And so on .I

Act ua lly nonoperancnal models of Ark wright -tvpe spinn ing frames
had been cons tructed in East Bridgewa ter , Massachusett s, as early as
1787, two years prior 10 Slate r's arrival in th e Unit ed States . Rhode Is
landers quickl y bui lt two spinning fram es afte r examining these so
called "State's Models." Moses Brown of Providence then purchased
both Rhode Island bu ilt frames in 1789 fully aware that they had not
functioned prope rly. According to the tr aditi onal in te rpretation, Slater
rejected th e machi ne ry patterned after th e "State's Model s" when he

was asked by Brown to make the frames ope rational. Slater , the int er 
pretation goes, from "me mory" and "principally wi th his own hands,"
then constructed the machinery which in tu rn introduced America to
a bright new age of technology.'

This tradmonal or " heroic" interpretation of Samuel Slater's role in
cons truct ing the first American-built ope rational Arkwright spinning

frames is bei ng challenged. Three recent studies essentially agree that
Slate r received more ass istance and required less time to spin th e first
yarn than previously believed.' They conclude Slater did utilize th e
"old" machinery in place when he arrived and that local mechani cs
probably mad e important cont ributions .The business records of Slater 's
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part ners, William Alm y and th e Browns, whi ch itemize work per 
formed on th e old frames by Pawtucket artisans Oaiel Wilkinson,
Sylvanus Brown, and th eir assi stant s, support the revisioni st posi tron.'
And, although his torians generally have ass umed that Slate r worked for
nearly a year buil din g and insulting th e Arkwright syste m including
the new spi nni ng frames, Alm y and Brown corres pondence ind icat es
yarn was spun on Arkw righ t frames on ly two months after Slate r's ar
rival in North Providence or Pawtucket .' Given the relative sophistica
tion of the Arkw right spi nni ng frame, the absence of expe rienced ma
chinery builders, Slate r's unfam ilia rity with available resou rces, and
the time requir ed to design and build an ennrely new frame, it simply
was no t possible to erect an Arkwright spinning machine from the
ground up in two months.

With out question, the revisionist approach offers an impressive op
port uni ty to gam new insights into one of the earliest American experi 
ences with machi ne technology. For example, attention can now be
focused on the roles tha t artisans , merchants, and ot he rs played In this
truly exciting episode in Ame rican textil e history. At th e same time
these studies are consistent with reexami nation s of hitherto revered in

ventors and innova tors. For example, th e roles traditionally ass igned to

Eli Whitney in developi ng th e principle of intercha ngeable parts and to

Robert Fult on in th e co nst ruct ion of the stea mboa t have been under re
view with schola rs now concluding that th ese inventors initially re
ceived tOO much credit from historians apparently eager to bestow he
roic status ."

Is Samuel Slate r in lin e for a sim ilar debunking! By focusin g on th e
early chronicle rs of Slate r's role in cons truc ting the first operati onal
Arkwright fram e in America, we can better understand how he ac
qu ired th is heroi c status and evaluate the evidence supporting such a
view. A lett er written by Moses Brown in 1791 and George S. White 's

Memoir of Sam uel Sla te r l18.3til provid e th e starting points . Together
they launched th e heroic int erpretation .

Samuel Slater's role in the cons truc tion of American -built Arkwright
machinery was described first in a leiter Moses Brown wrote to John S.
Dexter, Rhode Island supervisor of revenue, in 1791. The previous year,
th e Unit ed States Hou se of Representatives had ask ed Secretary of th e
Treasur y Alexander Hamilton to report on th e sta te of American manu
facturing.' Hamil ton immediately request ed infonnat ion regarding
Rhode Island rnanufactunng from Dexter, who, in turn, asked Moses
Brown to respond Since, In Dexter's opinion, "no one in the state has
been more indefatigable, and liberal m th e establishment, improvement
and rise of them [de mesn e indu stries) so no one can possi bly possess a
more compe tent knowledge of the ir commencement, progress, and pres
ent sta te .''''Moses Brown began to draft a reply to Dexter on J. J. July 1791.
He did not complete this letter , however, until I S Octobe r of th at year."
Apparently procrastinati on along with Brown's desire to include Alm y
and Brown produ ction data th rough September delayed its completion .
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He proceeded to usc both dates in his letter: the earlier dat e opened the
letter, the later date closed it. Nevertheless, in spite of possible con
fusion created by a letter carrying two dates, Brown 's correspond ence
with Dexter has become a wellspring of information. Moses Brown was
most familiar with conditions at Pawtucket and in a position to evalu
ate Slater's Immediate impact . Others, including Slater , eventua lly
spoke out, but their statements appeared long after th e fact. When
Slater did write in 183') (and only after a formal request ), he submi tted
just a few disappointing lines.10 Then too, Slater 's initial insistence on
secrecy concealed many details . Consequent ly even great er Import ance
has been assigned to Brown's commentary.

When he wrote to Dexter in 1791, Brown was financing and guiding
the partnership of Almy and Brown, a Providence cot ton manufactory
managed by his son-in-law, William Almy, and Smith Brown, a co usm .
Moses Brown was not out of place; few in America had his experience .
Historian James Hedges commented perceptively that Brown famil y
operations in whi ch Moses had been a partner were unique in pre-Revo
lutionary Ameri ca. Manufacturing, not commerce, had been th e pn
mary focus ." Moses Brown, then a prominent New England Quaker,
had considered manufacturing cloth at some point in 1787 if not ear
lier . When Almy, his future son -in-law, also indicated an interest in tex
tiles, Brown committed both his time and full resources to create a

s

10. Manu la( l ll rer.~ ' and Farmers ' lour
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Samuel Sla ter. 1768 -18JJ . Fmm

Biograph ical Cyc lopedia of
Representati ve Men of Rhode
Island (Providence. 1881),35 .

RIHS Collecuon (RHi Xj S297).
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viable commercial opportunity for hi s family. This included purchas
ing the mach inery in place wh en Slater arri ved . He also attracted a
nu mb er of crafts me n, artisa ns, and journeym en to Providence; among
them, Samuel Slat er .

An anal ysi s of th e Dexte r letter must start wi th Brown's first draft
which he ti tled "Manufac tures in Providence." Generally overlooked
by hi storian s, thi s draft is vita l to our unde rstanding of Slater's work
with th e old spinning fram es. Actually all draft s of th e Brown -Dexter
letter basicall y agreed th at th e spinning frames purcha sed prior to
Slate r's arr ival ha d nut function ed as desired and Sam uel Sla ter then
was asked to come to Nor th Providen ce. At thi s point in hi s first draft
Moses Brown began to make im porta nt changes .

Judgin g from th e number of cross nu ts, Moses Brown had difficulty
describing Slate r's utilization of the old frames. In the process, Brown 's
pen lit erally wrot e and then rewrote history. He first noted that Slater
"declined doing anything wit h them [the old frames] but proposed ta ke

ing one of them" presumably to rebuild . Not satisfied wi th this word
ing. Brown th en apparen tly wrote that Sla te r was "takemg marenals of
one of them." Finally he changed his wording once more to sta te that
Slate r "declined do ing anything with them [the old frames) and pro-
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posed mak emg a New On e using such parts of th e Old as would an
swer." History woul d have to sett le for thi s last and less-th an -precise
description .

The equivoc al nature of Brown 's final phra sin g is unfortuna te. In the
first wnnng, the old machinery has a central role. In the adlust ed first
draft and th e final draft , reference to the old fram es seems more of an
afte rthought . The rewnnng does not answer the crucia l qu est ion re
garding "parts of the O ld." Just how extens ively were th ey "used ";'
Brown provided nn fina l answer to a question which probabl y was (If
litt le importance m t 791. After all, Slater had succeeded and this was
Brown's poin t . In fact , however, Moses Brown 's uncharacter isti cally
vague wording Introduced an ele ment of con fusion into what lat er be
came a dece ptively complex and pivotal historical event.

Even so. Brown's flawed desc ription might not have become a factor
had It no t been for Geo rge S. White's Mem oir of Samuel Slater (18}61

whi ch Cited the Brown- Dext er letter to support concl usions regard 
109 Slater's achievement . Indeed. in th e unfolding of th e Slate r story,
George S. Whit e 's efforts to immortalize Slate r have been extremely
effect ive. The dur abilit y of Mem oir of Samuel Slater is remarkable
given th e tendency of historians to rewrite th eir history every genera
tion or so. For inst ance, a recent stu dy of the New England mill village
features White's comments and documentation and describes Memoir
of Samuel Slater as " the most reliable source" on Slater's ea rly life.II

Unlike Samuel Slate r and Moses Brown, George Savage Whit e has re
ce ived little attention. The author of Memoir of Sam uel Sla ter was
born in 1784 in Bath , England . The son of a well -known English clergy
man, he was ordained a Presbyterian minister in 1803. Nine years later
White arrived in Boston from England with his wife and two children,
settl ing in Massa chusett s near the Rhode Island border. In 1816, he be
came a mini ster in the Prote stant Episcopal Church and was ordained
in Boston by Bishop Alexander V. Griswold. Described variously as ag
gressive, eloquent, "a man of considerable ability" with a "strong char
act er and multifarious knowledge," White had a disturbing tendency to

become involv ed in controversy while at churche s in Boston and the
Connecticut towns of Brooklyn and Canterbury."

In all probabilit y, Whit e and Samuel Slater first met between t R12
and 1816. Bishop Griswold, also a friend of the Slater famil y, provided
at least one link between Whit e and Slater; a common English henrage
was another. Apparently th eir paths crossed frequently. Accordmg til
Whil e, Samuel Slate r visited him in 1827 and , undoubtedl y, th ere were
othe r visits .,. At that time, Slater 's prob lem s were beginning to build:
current difficulties with neighbors and partners in Pawtucket and
Dud ley and Oxfo rd in Massachusett s added to more th an a decade of
insecurity in the conon textile mdustrv." Slater's letters reflect ed an
understandable disillusionment, and he undoubtedl y passed this feel 
ing on to White.

At first White "only int ended th e memoir of a [nend ." Although
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Memoir of Sam uel Slater gene rally is see n as eu logis t ic, Whi te denied
this to be his purpose." In addition, White's argument describi ng the
moral benefits of the factory is understood by some as a defen se of the
factory syste m, while othe rs have seen it as an aggressive forward move
by factory pro pon ents seeking to counter longstanding soc ieta l hos
nlity." These perceptions are accurate as far as th ey go.

Clea rly, ma tters of importance to Sam uel Slate r and his family moti
vated White ini t ially. Mem oJr of Sam uel Slater presented th e Slate r
position on a num ber of issues : the introduction of th e first water

powered machinery, the benefi ts of Sla te r 's ma nufac tu ring approach
fea tu ring an empha sis on moral well-being, and the threat to manufac
turing int erest s posed by "capitalis ts." Whi te sought to strengthen
Slate r's image by descnbmg lus cont ribu tion to Am erican manu factur
ing and to the evo lunon of a " moral society" which fu lly utilized its
"pro pe rty,"!

By ItS very na tu re, however, a discussion of th e firs t Arkwright ma 
chine ry had to extend beyond immediate family conce rns. An y concl u
sion regardi ng Sla te r 's contribution was bound to become a central
Issue in a growing rivalr y bet ween Rhode Island and Massachusetts

text ile boosters. Each claimed their s tate deserved the credit for intro
ducing waterpowe red text ile machinery IOta th e Un it ed States. During
the 1 8 20 5 and n~ 30s , basic d ifferen ces in manuf acturing philosophies
and mount ing economic hard ships in Rhod e Island increased the inten
sity of this nvalr v." Proof tha t Sam uel Slate r cons truc ted the first
operat ional Arkwright system in America would sec ure Rhude Island 's
nich e in textile hist or y once and for all .

Th e stakes were high th en wh en White began to write. Very quickly
he determined that spinning mach iner y had been constru cted first in
Ma ssachusett s, but decided that thi s beginn ing was " incipient and un
suc cessfu l." In a lett er to Ho rat io Nelson Slater, one of Samuel 's sons,
White wrote : " Your native sta te (R.I.I is now int erested to cla im, as the
formation of th e whole business, the introduct ion of the Arkwright pa
rent s." > White did his best to make good the claim.

Above all, nothing could be left to doubt . Based on information he
obta ined from Moses Brown , William and Joseph Anthony, William
Alm y, and Samuel Slater, White rejected ties between the Massachu
se tts-bui lt "State's Model s" and th e machinery placed in operation by
Slater! ' Th eir testimoni es led White to co ncl ude that before Slate r ar
rived in North Providence, "every attem pt to spin co tton or twist , or
any othe r yarn , by wat erpower , till 1790, had lota//y fail ed " [Em phasis
m ine ). He stated furth er: " Previous to 1790, no suc h [Arkwright ] ma 
ch inery existed in thi s co un try, and that Sam ue l Slate r, without the aid
of anyone wh o had eve r seen such machinery, did ac tua lly from his per 

sonal knowl edge and skill, put 10 motion th e wh ole series of Ark
wnght pate nts." White reported Sla te r to have stated that he " had not
a single patt ern or memora ndum to assist hi m ." White's message was
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straight forwa rd and powerful : Samuel Slater bu ilt everyth ing alone and
from memory."

Moses Brow n's letter to John Dexte r served as a cornerstone for
White, who quoted lengthy passages hom it, including the part which
had bee n rewritten by Brown ." To elim ina te an y ambiguity, whue ital 
icized Brown's phrase " but on viewing th e mills [spinning frames ] he
declined doing an ything with th em ," ignoring th e vague but non ethe

less explic it reference to the ma ch inery bu ilt earlier. Wh ite had gone
beyond Brown 's in terp retat ion by placing emphasis where it had not
existed before. Admitted ly, the use of it alics to stress a point was com

mon in 1836. This practice, however, can be m isleading to read ers who
ass ume th at devi ation s from th e or igina l text will be acknowl edged

and explai ned . White provided no explana tion and achieved th e desi red
effect : th e co nt ributions of th e old machinery had been d isallowed.
Moses Brown 's words had helped to se t the heroic interpretation in
place . Samuel Slate r and the state of Rhode Island were es tablished as
primary forces in the early American textile industry.

The Brown -Dexter letter and White 's s tudy of Slater offered sub
sta nce , documentation, and credibility for those see king to understand
the early textile industry. In th e lat e ninet eenth and earl y twent ieth
centuries, serious and impressive stud ies of Ame rican manufacturing
and the ea rly textile industry accepted Wh ite 's conclusions ." Lat er

scho larship simply followed the lead , as neither sufficient ins igh t nor
substan tial evidence existed to quest ion the heroi c interpretation . At

"Pawtucket Hridge and Palls."
ci rca 18,1 . by lohn Reuben
Smith. an engraver working J1I

Bosum at that rime. R1HS

Collec tion (RH, x, 1157).

11 . For qUOUl1un~ ",-"e While, ,\ lrm<>lT.
71. While repeatedly emphasized t hat
Slater worked alone and h om memory.
See MemOIr, 9, 1" - 17, 'ill , 11,]4, Ill -Ill ,

11' , 1° 1, 18 1.
lllhid.• (,7 -1'>11, 1l4 -il'i , 11 7 -1111 , Il<,l .

14 Sec, fur exampl Samuel Bat
chdder. fntroducl mn and Earl y Pm1(ress
o llhr Cun on .\ I<lnu f,,K/lue Ill lhe V lll frd
.~/a ft"~i8uMon. I III'> l1. l',l. "illham Ba~'

nail , Tht Ted llt tndusmes u f the UllIltd
Slafesl l M9l, repn m , New York, 1971 1.111'> ,

I ~ O. IP . IH; Vlet ur S. Clark. H, .\fnrv
of Manufaclure~ III Ih r United S f<l t c~,

l v"l~ . INew York, IIl ZIl!. I : 'i H ; and Cam
hne F. ware, The f ar/y New England
COW in Texts!c Manull/cture, A Study JI1

/nJu.\/rleJI Bel':mnIll1l..~ [Bos ton, 11l ' l l, 11.
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mg I:mph ;a~ ls, While ..I!\I I deleted at leaS!
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set , Co mpare Whil e, Mem olf, liS. with
Cole, C'1J ., Correspondenu of Hamilton,

"16 . See White , MemOIr, 6\; Manu{ac-
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Slater 's spinning frame as it

appeared in the Pawtucket

Chronicle & Gaze tte, 3 Oct.
1890. celebrating the centennial
of hi.~ initial achievemen f. R1HS
Colleclion (RHi XJ J 292j.
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the same time, th is mterpretanon touched a responsive chord among

Americans. Whi te 's approach incorpor ated a number of appealing fea

tu res and ideals : rugg ed individualism, the image of the self-made man,
the mo ral justification of a factory-oriented work ethic , the benefits of
technology, and an idyll ic view of America as a land of opportunity.
Then too, Americans anxiously sought heroes and Slat er appeared to

qualify for such a role.
Quite clearly, Whit e had taken liberties with Moses Brown's letter."

Did he adjust other evidence as well ! Did statements by the Anthony
brothers-William, Joseph , and Richard-really support Whit e's con
clusions as he claimed ! In Memoir of Samuel Slater, Whit e reported
the Anthonys stated that "all thi s Impe rfect machinery [the old frames]
was thrown aside" by Slater. Actuall y thi s wording is almost identical
to what had appeared m an article att ributed to William Anthony by
the M anufacturers' and Farme rs' fou rnal m 1827. nin e years before
White's hook was publi shed. Acccrdmg to the loum al account, An
thony stated " the old machinery was thrown aside and that built under
the direction of Mr. SLATER substitu ted in it s place." Regrettably, An
thony, like Brown. could have been more specific. The same article
later appeared in at least two other newspape rs: The Colum bian Cen
unel (Bosto n) and the worces ter Count y Republican. ": Consequently
there can be litt le que stion that Rhode Islande rs were familiar with the
Ant hony version before White arrived on the scene.

But how much could the Ambonvs have known? With little effort we
can place at least two Ant ho nys in Pawtucket working on or around the

ifr
I

---

- ---
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spinning frames du ring Slate r's first mo nt hs. Daniel Anth ony had VIS

Ited East Bridgewater and exa mi ned th e "Sta te's Models" in 1787 eit he r
mak ing or obtaining drawi ngs of th e Arkwright frame at that time. In
February 1789, "D. Anthony" was construc ting a "I ra im " in Rhode Is
land according to a Moses Brown letter. Since Brown later purchased
th is frame from Providence merchants Peck and Dexter, Daniel An
thony's familiarity with one spinning machine can be esrablrshed . In
fact, he probably built it. Beyond this, Brown 's correspondence and
Almy and Brown records indicate that Daniel Anthony onginally rented
the "pctucket t" site where the frames were first ope rated . Darnel An
thony's name also appears as late as 1791 on an Almy and Brown ac
count charging Iron work to the "Water Spinning Masbene" account ."

References to Richa rd Anthony, Daniel 's son , also place him in Paw
tucket working on the frames between 1789 and 1792 . He was boa rding
with Ozrel Wilkinson's family when Slater arrived in Pawtucket ami
also boarded at the wilkinson's. Richard Anthony later wrot e that he
had "worked with Samuel Slater making cotton machmery by hand ."
Moreover, his name appears on at least th ree different Almy and Brown
accounts deahng wnh "Spinni ng. Petuc ken." And, accord ing to David
Wilkinson who was there also, Richa rd 's brot hers, William and joseph
Ant hony, ass isted on occasion."

To confi rm the Anthonys's story, White tu rned to Moses Brown and
Willia m Almv. Brown, then a remarkable nin et v-seven , was qui te will
ing to do SO .I¥ In fact , short ly before Whi te co mple ted Memoir of Sam 

uel Slater, th e Providen ce Journal published a "Sketch of the Life of
Samue l Slater " includ ing a sta temen t at tributed to Moses Brown whi ch

cred ited Slate r wi th having "made the requisit e machiner y, pri marily
wi th his own hands; th ere being no mechanics of adequ at e knowledge
and skill in tha t sort of work." ~' Apparently Brown 's appreciat ion of
Slate r's efforts had not dimin ished over th e years; if an ything, he had
become even more support ive.

Surp risi ngly, when White sought William Alm y's corrobora non.
Slate r's former par tne r was unw illing, at first , to support th e An th on y
and Brown versio ns . Fort una tely for Wh ite , Moses Brown interven ed.

White wro te to Horati o Nelson Slater th at "Moses Brown has softened
Wm . Almy to some measur of th e fact s th at your fathe r int roduced the
Ca rding, Drawing, Roving, and Spinning of th e Arkwright patents, un 
assist ed and solely by his own judgme nt ." Ce rta inly this hesitation
cou ld have resulted (rom th e int ense hosti li ty between Almy and Slate r
which had begun to bu ild in 1K29 if not before. POSSibly Almy under
stood the dange r of oversrmphfvmg the process of technica l cha nge.
Predictably, White neglec ted to cite Almy's ini tia l reluctance in Mem
cit of Samuel Slater refe rring Instead to Alm y's corroboranon ."

Clearly the Anthonys 's account is Importa nt and supportive Ilf
White 's claim for Slater, poss ibly to a greater extent than Brown 's letter.
Yet It is difficult to evaluate Its credibility, Afte r all , the Anthonys were
speaking out more than tbmy years after Slater's work wi th the frames

II

11. StT Mrn;c ~ Brown to lohn Baily, lr. 8
Feb. 171111 , MBP, Almy &. Brow n. Day
R< x,k, 10 Fc b. 11111, ABP; and Almy &.
Brown. Account Dr . 10 OzI(~ 1 Wilkin so n, II

Malch 1191, ABP.
1H. See Almy & Brown. Account warh

O Zlci Wllkm~,-,n, 10 Feb. 1790. ABP,
Ru;hald Ant hu ny. dcposmon 11 Feb. IH14,
Tvler c t a l. v Wllkm!>On et al., ]4 Fed ,
U-.e 4 71, 414, C.CD, R.I., I tl17 , Federal
Records Center, wahham, Mass., Almy l'<.
Bruwn . journal, to Spmmn!\,. Pawt., 9 Scp r
179 1. ASP , WaieTSpmmng Masheno:- 10
AllOY Brown, Dr ., 9 Sept. 1791. ABP,
M. Brown Aeel a)l:;lin~t the Company, 16
1>«. 171'19, ABP; Almy b. Brown, receipt.
to Richard Amhony, 10 Ian 1790. A5P;
and " [ )avld wrtkmsons Rerruruscenccs."
rran.\.KllOn.\ of the Rhode Island Soc/err
for I h t f n"'(Iu,agem..m of Domestic In 
dU,<rry In I h t r e<Jf 1861 !prov"koco:-,
I l'Ifo ] l. 100- 11

] 9· whue, Memou. ]11. and \\'lute to
H N 5I;1h,-I. ]fo Nov ISH. NSP.

10. l'rovsdence tou mat, 8 August Ifl 15 .
11. See While ro H. N Slater, 16 Nov .

I lI n , NSP. and ....'hue, MemoU.]1l
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11. The Anthonys '", version a" II ;lip'
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Columbian C~ntmd. whu.:h tounJ II [0
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"SU lt"S M....k ls." Sc..-c Columbian Cen.
rmd. 1 4 Oct 111 11, and M lInu f<lClU rr f'
lind Farmeu'/uurmJf,1l Nnv 11111

H Whi te , Mem Oli, .p ,
\4 Nathan Walker, depos mon, I luly

Illl \ . Tvler ('I ;II. v . WilklO'>On ("I aI., 14

Fed Ca...... 471..174, c.eU.R.I., 11117, f ed ·
eral Records Center, W..lt ham, Mass.,
Alm y and Rrown ro Dr. Th ayer (T h;lyc:r,
Kartkn l'<. Col, '" March 1790, ARI',

H. S, G reene to Za chariah Alkn, 111
NUl; til" . , Za chariah Allen Pape rs, R1HS.
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and Brown's letter to Dexter. Also they undoubtedl y wer e influenced by
th e events of th e I S 10S and th e Rhode Island-Massachusett s rivalry."

Slate r 's ver sion, severa l paragraphs written in I S } S. contribute d sur 
pri singl y li ttle to understanding the first mont hs at Pawtucket . Accord
ing to Slat er , the first machinery was mad e " principally with his ow n
ha nds ." Y He made no reference to specific machine ry or to the possible
cont ribu t ions of others. In all probability he explained to greate r detail
in hi s discu ssion s with White. Unfo rt unately Slate r di ed in April I 8 } ~ ,

jus t pr ior to th e com ple tio n of White's boo k. Since Slater's formal letter
clearly supported White's basic argument, it was used accordingly.

Efforts by parti cipants to describe Slater 's acti vit y in 1790 see m to

reflect their suppor t for Slater's overall conm hut inn rather than to focu s
on the details involved . Certainly Slater did not work "alone" or en
tin:l y "from memory" as th e traditional interpretation states. There
sim ply is too much evidence and logic working, again st th e heroi c ap
proa ch as presented by White. Furthermore, Moses Brown did not make
th ese claims although White cited his letter. Revisionist s are correc t in
cha llenging, White's assumptions. Slate r did have help from art isans to

Rhode Island and Massachusett s and did use " parts of the Old" ma 
chinery in place when he arrived.

Nevertheless, to show that Sla te r had help or tha t George S. Whit e
ove rst ated his case is not to diminish Slater 's con tribution accordmglv.
White dre w on au thoritative testimony from Moses Brown and the An 
thunys . T hose d irectl y in volved were impressed with what Slate r had
dun e and said so on more than on e occasion-and why not ! Alter all ,
they had endured months of frust rat ion before he ar rived. In Brow n's
case, this in volved a signi fican t inv estment as well . Co nse que n tly th ey

wrote in .1 spirit of appreciation with full knowledge of th e broad range
of obstacles and problems that Slater encount ered. The Brown and An 
thony me ssages arc clear; they wanted Slater 10 receive full credit for
hi s efforts in 1790-and beyond. Unfortunatel y, White carried this in 
tent too far by bestowing an indefensible exclusiveness on Slater's work
with the Arkwright spinning frame .

In sh ort , Whit e was right to prai se Slate r, but ina ccurat e in hi s per 
ception of Slate r 's accom plis hment . Rather than shee r memory and
so li tary achi evement, Slater offered experience, technical sk ill , ada pt

abili ty, and th e ab ility to work with a group of Ill -sor te d and frequ ently
ill -mannered Ameri can artisans and merch ant capita lis ts . He arrived in
North Providence m January 1790, moved th e spm ning frames fro m th e
lower level in th e rent ed clothie r's shop to an upper level , and had one

frame producing good warp yam in tw n months." This resulted in a
new agreement with Almy and Brown which crea ted a second partner
shi p, Almy, Brown and Slate r. Utilizing availabl e Amencan artisans,
Slater began to co nstruc t th e war erpowered ca rd ing, drawing. and rov
ing ma chiner y necessary for the cont inuo us processing of cotton from
fiber to spun yarn, th ereby com plet ing the Arkwright sys tem. " One of
America 's most experienced card markers, Pliny Earle of Leicester, Ma s-
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sachusens, admined he had never seen anything like Slater 's design for
the card clothing.... Finally, Slater determined the critical operating and
gearing ratios necessary to power the machinery by water. In December
1790, this proiect was finished. The children then came to work . Byany
standard, Slater's ach ievement was immense.

But why did George S. White , in spite of seemingly extensive efforts
to seek out the facts, present .1 flawed account ! Certainly his bias in
favor of the Slaters is partly responsible. EqU.1lIy important, however,
White simply lacked the qualifi cations to evaluate Slater's contribu
tions with the sensitivity and accuracy required. White had no first 
hand knowledge of th e textile industry and admitted it ." Although he
believed lus mexpenence posed no problems, others saw thmgs differ
ently. One observer comment ed in 18}Sthat the person wnting the his
tory of Rhode Island manufacturing did not have enough "authentic
knowledge of the subject. ':" He probably was referring to George S.
White; if so, he was right .

Undoubtedly some questi ons will always remain as to the exact con
tribution of Samu el Slater. Moses Brown, for one, would have under
stood. His first att empt to describe Slater 's early days in Pawtucket re
sulted In a vague description of a major historical event-and he was
there.

16. Pliny Earle to Alm y &. Brown , II
June ' 790, ABP.

}1. While, Ml"mm r, II .
11l. lohn Howland. fecune, I!l Nov .

IRH. john How land Papers. RIHS.
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A Centennial View

of The John Brown House

Robert P. Emlen

It ha s been two hundred years since lohn Brown bu ilt his splendid brick
house on a h ills ide pastu re above th e tow n of Providence . For two ce n
tu ries visitors have admired it s promine nt situ at ion, elegant design ,
and magni ficent construction, and recorded the ir descript ions in letters
and dia ries . But despi te its local renown, the John Brown Hou se was
not widely known in the wor ld beyond Prov idence duri ng th e first one
hundred yea rs of it s exis tence. It was not unt il it reac hed its ce n tenn ial
ann iversa ry that this magnifi cent mansion was first described in print
and illu strauons of it were publi shed .

Seven pen-and-ink sketches of scenes in and around th e John Brown

Hou se appea red in the 1 S January 1887 number of the American A rchi
tec t and Building Ne ws .' They were th e work of Edwin Eldon Deane, a
Boston architectural illustrator and the magazine 's sta ff delineator.
Deane made his sketch es from firsthand observation . In th e lat e 1880s
and ea rly 1890S he was also employed by the Providence archi tectural
firm of Gould and Angell to make architectural render ings for presenta
non to their cl ients, and while he was in Providence Dea ne took the

opport unity to visi t severa l notable Providence houses and to sketch
the best exa mples of "co lonial" architec ture. ' The Co lonia l Revi val
was gaini ng populari ty as an architectural sty le in th e United States,
and the editors of the AmeriC/1n Architect and BuiJdifll{ News tri ed to
illustra te examples of the finest build ings of colonia l and early nati onal
Ame rica in every issue of the magazine in orde r to inform the young
profession about the na tive architec tu ral heritage. In add it ion to th e
John Brown House Deane sketched seve ral othe r no table Providence

homes for the magazine . On his rambles around Co llege Hill he stopped
to draw the Joseph Brown House 117741. the Captain George Benson
House 117961, and the Benoni Cooke and Rufus Greene Houses 118] 2).3

Eldon Deane 's sketc hes of the John Brown House were most lik ely
made in the fall of 1886, some thirty-five years after Elizabeth lves
Gammell had acquired th e house from her cousins, the third genera

tion heirs of John Brown . Along wi th a group of photographs made at
abou t the same time, Deane's drawings are the earliest interior views of

the building kno wn today and provide the only detailed vis ua l records
of the Power Street mansion kn own to have been made in the nin e
teenth cent ury.' Ent itl ed "Sketches in th e House of Mr s. Will iam Gam
mell," Deane 's pen-a nd-in k drawings portray an inter ior of chaste Ceor-

Rubert I'. Emlcn I ~ Executive Director of
the N icholas grown Foundation fur th e
StuJy ,,{ Amcncan Crvrhzanon . He IS the
former A~~(H.:late Curator of t he Rhod e I, ·
land ~hstuTl ~al Soc iet y. This ankle IS

Irawn from hiS resea rch for the SOCIety's
19M3 exjubuum "T he Must Ma~lI fi cent

Ma nSIon."

I. "S ke tches In the House 01 Mr s
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dence. R.I.," Tho.' Amo.'flcan Archlto.'cl and
BUilding No.'ws 11 I I 'l Ian . IIlli71 jo.
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gran rooms. Only one, "T he Staircase," is a fini shed dra wing. The
ot he rs conce ntr ate on det ail s of architectural carvings , turnings, and
mouldings on friezes, co rnices, mantels and pedime nts all ca refu lly de
lineat ed. Int erestingly, the only hints of Victorian ta ste in th ese pre 
tures are a few modest furnishings-the suggestion of a carpe t, a little
floral wallpaper, and a sma ll classical figural sculp tu re standing on a
sewing tabl e in the morning roo m . Cle arly, the ske tc hes were int ended
to record the eighteenth-century des ign of the rooms, and not to refer

to their co ntempora ry decora tion .
An actual photograph of Mrs, Gammell 's par lor accompanied Eldon

Deane's drawings of these fine Georgian room s.' It is one of a set of

three intenor views of the Gammell home dating fro m about the same
time as the sketches. Like th e ske tches, all th ree photographs illustrate
the front room s of the firs t floor. Unlike th e sketches, ho wever, they
convey an enti rely different Story. The camera's eye cap tu red a high Vic
to rian interio r, evidence of late nineteenth-century taste that the Co lo

nial Rev ival Illustrator chose to ignore.
Enormous broadloom carpets reach from wall to wall . The walls are

covered with boldly pa tterned papers. Heavy draperies hang frum ceil
ing to floo r. T he rooms are fu ll of upholstered furniture in an eclect ic

mi x of sty les . Painti ngs lin e the wall s. A pot te d ficu s plant sta nds m
th e from hail way. The parlor man telpiece is awash with bnc-a-brac, and
an orn ate gas chandelier descends into the room so low that it s globes
block th e lin e of sight to th e portrait bust s flank ing th e tym panum

above the doorway so deli cately sketc he d by Eldon Dean e .
A century lat er , we are unaccu st omed to suc h cont ras t in sty les of

archit ecture and furnishing. That is a fun ction of changing tast es, how 
ever. Seen through ninet eenth -century eyes, these photographs depi ct
the home of an old and prominent Providence family, decorated with

decorum and restrained good taste.
Of particular historical interest is the photograph of th e front stair

case , showing the origin al doorway at the back of th e house, Though in
t 886 it led int o a se rvice wing and not directly out of th e house as in
John Brown 's day, it defines th e exte nt of th e house as it s bu ilder in 
tend ed it-a sense th at was los t when it was repl aced in the twentieth
century with an open archw ay. The phot ograph also reveal s th at wh en
this picture was made the basement stairway remained unopened. And,
most sigr ufica m , th e passage to the ell at the second floor landing ap
pears to be more of a nich e th an the passagewa y it is tod ay.

The simila rities between thi s photograph and Eldon Deane 's finished

ske tch of "The Sta ircase" are so close that they in vite companson. In
fact, th e perspective, the shadows and reflections, and th e alignment of
architectu ral featu res wit h one anothe r are remarkably alike. It is ap 
parent that Deane made his drawing of the sta irway by copvmg th is

photograph , and thus, by extension, that the photograp hs must have
been ta ken either before or du ring his visi t to the house late in 1886.

This revel at ion is ne ws indeed, for Deane ' d rawing of the sta ircase
shows a rounded window next to the clock on the stai r landing . This

17
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Three pho[(J~raphs of the hou,~e 's
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view has customarily been considered the best evidence of the house's
appearance before the ell was added in the nineteenth century." It now
seems that, like the landscape painting he found hanging m the stair
well, Eldon Deane merely omitted the ell. His roundcdheaded window
must therefore be cornecrural .

Deane 's architectural improvisanon was in keeping with his selec
tive use of interior details. His intention was apparentl y to record the
Ceorgian architecture as faithfully as possible, as he did when he re
constructed the original entrance to th e Joseph Brown House on South
Main Street for the American Architect and Building Ne ws in its

3 September t 887 issue . It is likely that he drew the stair landing In

Mrs. Gammell 's house m what he imagined to be a semblance of its
eighteenth-century appearance, using su rvrvmg clues in th e exi sting
woodwork and possibly the recollections of th e G am me lls, wh o had re 
moved the window a generation earlier." Although taken after the fact ,
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his sketch may sti ll be a good indica tion of the arched window 's origi
nal appearance.

By 1898 the Colonial Revival style was in full swing. Eldon Deane 's
sketches were reprinted by the editors of the American Architect and

The hallway, Ame rican Archi tec t
and Building News, 15 tanuarv
1887. RIHS Collection (RHi XJ
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Building News in a portfolio entitled The Georgian Period: Being
Photographs and Measured Drawings of Colonial Work." The influ 
ence of the revival was now pervasive , and reaction against the sump
tuous decor of the I BBos was ardent . The editors omitted the photo
graph of Mrs. Gammell's parlor from thi s new publication.

With the beginning of the twentieth century the architectural ami
historical sign ifica nce of John Brown's elegant home became more
widely known. In 1901, when the Gammell famil y placed the house on
the market, contemporary accounts described it as "a genuine colonial
residence" and "an historic old mansion .':" When its new owner,
Marsden 1. Perry, filled it with his famed collection of Chippendale fur
niture, Frances Benjamin Johnston photographed the mansion fOJ Town
and Coun rry." In 1912 Frank Chouteau Brown made measured draw
ings of interior details for Great Georgian Hou ses of Amencc ." In
1916 John Nicholas Brown purchased the mansion and opened it to the
publi c for Rhode Island 's tercentenary celebration, and Antoinette
Downing described it at length in Early Homes of Rhode Island." One
year later its inclusion in the catalogue of the Historic American Build
ing Survey formally certified what Rhode Islanders had known fOJ a
century and a half.

Throughout the years each of the man sion 's owners altered the ap
pearance of the house in small ways. Th e form in which we know the
John Brown House today has evolved through successive generations of
usc, with alterations to the original fabric often difficult for us to de
tect . Therefore, at the bicentennial of its founding, these centennial
views are particularly important to us-the sketches, because they
record the original appearance of the eighteent h-century architecture;
and the photographs, as documents of its use one hundred years ago.

I I
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Irving Fain and the Fair Housing

Movement in Rhode Island, 1958-1970

Joseph Conforti

A popular folk -saying of the post-World War II civil rights movement
held that " in the South whi te people don't mind how close a Negro ge ts
to them as long as he doesn't rise too h igh (economically or socia lly),
while in the North whi te people don't mind how high a Negro rises as

long as he doesn't get too close.' '' During the 19405 and 19505, the m i
gration of rob-seeking black southerners to metropolitan areas inten
sified the residential segregation of the races in the North. Southerners
were quick to seize on what they saw as the hyprocrisy of northern
civil rights leaders, who attacked racial segregation in the South while
seem ingly overlcokmg the racia l problem in then own backyard. Bythe
late 19~OS, such charges combined wit h a recogni n on of the hou sing
needs of a grow ing blac k population in th e Nort h helped crea te a na
tional [ai r housing movement.

By the fall of 19SK, more than ten states were at various stages in th e
process of securing fair-housing legislation . Largely owing to the efforts

of Irving J. Fain, Rhode Island was in the forefront of this fair housing
movement . Fain brought to the local fair housing movement not only
the practical skills and judgment acqui red in a successful business ca
reer hut , more important, deep moral convict io ns deri ved from his Jew
ish faith and experience. By the m id-r ceos, Irving Fain and fair housing
in th e greater Providence area would become virt ually syno ny mous.
His effo rts comprise an important chapte r in the history of the civil
righ ts struggle in Rhode Island .

I

He " had sou l lon g before it was fashionable. " Such was th e way Fred W.
Friendly, for mer president of CBS news, su m me d up th e life of h is close
friend, Irvin g Fain. Well before he became a "one man urban coali tion"

in the 1950S and rceos. Fain disp layed flas hes of the "sou l" that sus
tained him during the political and personal crises of those tumultuous
yea rs.'

The son of immigrants, Fain was born in Providence in 1906. At a
young age he learned of the pnce one paid for being a Jew in ea rly
twentieth -century America. He never forgot that his grandparents we re
attacked hy ant i-Semitic bu llies on the streets of Provid en ce, ' Fain
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IRVING fAIN

gradua ted sum m a cum laude from Classical HI~ School in 192J, ami
from Harvard four years later. He attended Harvard when the co llege
was attempting to deal wi th " the Jewish problem"-the well-publicized
and con trove rsial effort to restrict Jewish enrollment and preserve the
genteel characte r of the insti tution. Fain won an intercollegiate debat
ing contest at Harvard only to be de nied his medal for several years be
cause he was a Jew. He never forgot Harvard 's anti-Semi tism, the gen
teel face of the crude bigot ry that his grandpa rents had enco untered on
th e streets of Providence.

Afte r gradua ting from Harvard in 1917, Fain worked briefly in his fa
th er 's textile bus iness and then joined hi s brother-in-law, Albe rt
Pilevin , who had started a tire retreading shop in 1914 at Westminst er
and Dean stree ts in Providence th at eventuall y grew into Ape x T ire and
Rubber Company of Pawtucket. ' During th e depression, however, th e
famil y struggled to stay in business; yet, at th e end of each year, Fain
donated a paycheck to Temple Beth-El, initiating th e process of un
publicized giving that he pursu ed until th e end of his life. "T hrough all
th e years that followed," Rabbi Will iam Braude of Temple Beth-El re
called , "quiet giving-at times so quiet that the receiver did not kn ow
the source of the gift-was to remain the pa ttern for his beneficence." \

Fain volunteered fur army service in 1941, served with the qua rte r
maste r corp in Britian, North Africa , and Ita ly, and attained the rank of
captain . As a vict im of prejudice, he was sensi t ive to both social and
racial discri mi na tion in the army. Displaying the kind of challenge to
comforta ble social practice th at would be the ha llmark of his civil
rights efforts , Captain Fain invited enlis ted men-white and blac k
alike- to th e officers clu b. More importa nt , th e racial discrimination
he confronted in th e army helped fire his pass iona te commi tme nt to
social just ice durin g th e postwar decades.

Those years also saw family business interest s prosper and ex pand
into plasti cs, chem icals, clothing, and stee l. The various enterprises
produced a family fortun e and catapulted Fain into a position of leader
ship in the Rhode Island business commun ity. While h e cont ributed to
and sha red in th e fam ily financial success in the t9S0S and 1960S, Fain
also achieved a remarkable record of ciVIC involvement and social ac
tivism. He served as president of bot h Temple Beth-El and the Urban
League of Rhode Island; he became chairman of the Social Action
Committee of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, which
worked among 60 S Reformed temples in the United States; he received
the 196 ] Brotherhood Award of the National Conference of Christians
and Jews fur his efforts to combat anti -Catholic prejudice during the
1960 president ial election; he helped establish the Brown Unive rsuy
Tougaloo College student exchange program; he provided seed money
for George Wiley and the Nationa l Welfare Rights Organizat ion; he
made countless quie t contribut ions-part icularly toward the co llege
educa tions of local mi norit y students-for which he left no paper tr ail.
Such an inventory of his philanthropy cou ld fill a charitable catalogue
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of seve ral pages and still not exhaus t Fain 's lifelong personal investment
in social just ice. "T he sum of his personal charity wou ld stagger an y
body," a Providen ce busin essm an and family friend once rema rked.'

Yet th ere was un ity under lying the divers ity of his philanthropy. A

clearheaded, even simple understanding of Judaism informed and in 
spi red his variegated efforts to promote social justice. "When I was a
little boy," Fain noted in a lect ure de livered a t New York's Stephen Wise
Free Synagogue in 1964, "my grandmother used to tell me, in Yiddish,
that it is 'schwer und bitter zu sein a vid:' This means it 's tough to be a
Jew." Fain assumed that his grandmothe r referr ed to th e anti-Semitis m
of turn -of-the-century Russia and Ame rica , But, as an affluent and ac
cepted business and civic leader in m id-twentieth-centu ry America ,
Fain saw new meaning in his grandmother's words. It will always be

tough to be a Jew, he concluded , beca use of " the press ure of the moral
imperati ve of ludaism .:"

Long before affirmative action became a liberal shibboleth, Fain co m

mitted himself to the idea that " Juda ism teach es th e morali ty of affir
mative action to do good, not just neganve action to avoid evil.:" From

the Prophe t Micah he drew the inspi ration to fulfill the moral impera
tives of his Judaism: to speak out and to act against iniusnce . "The
prophets haunted lus consciousness," Msgr . Arthu r Geoghegan. who
worked closely wi th Fain in the fai r housin g movement , pointed out .
"One always had the impression that he was echoing Isa iah and Hosea
in th e way he spoke and acted ." But it was in the wo rds of Micah that
he S3Wsummed the moral imperatives tha t should mak e life tough for
Jews: "What does the Lord require of th ee but to do justly, and to love
me rcy, and to walk humbly wi th thy God? '''' Fern's fai r-housmg endeav
ors demons trate how seriously he took Micah 's words and the moral
imperat ives of Reform Judaism.

Th e fair -housing ca mpaign began in earnes t in 1958, whe n Cit izens
United for a Fair Hou sing Law in Rhode Island was establi shed . The
new orga nization was comprised of t7 S busmess. religious, educa
tional, and community leaders from across the state. Fain, who became
the first general chairman of and the chief lobbyist for Citizens Uni ted ,
W3S the prime mover behind the organiaauon. to the point where he
may be considered it s founder. to

Fain 's fair -housin g initiatives can only be und erstood in the contex t

of two developme nts-one national, th e other local. First , the civil
right s ferment in the Sout h clearly infl uenced socially consc ious north
erners like Fai n and other me mbe rs of C itizens Uru ted. Jndeed. through
out the 1950Sand 1960s Fain closely watched the black struggle in the
Sout h and kept a file of art icles cl ipped from th e New York Times and
othe r p3pers chronicling th e turbulent events of th ose years." Fain also
mad e substanti al financia l contributions to th e southe rn civ il rights
crusade , On one occasion, for examp le, he contr ibuted fifty th ousand

dollars to the Mississippi Bail Fund to win th e release of arrested civil
righ ts protesters , On another occasion, he purchase d 3 car for college
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students who wanted to work on vote r registration in Mississippi ."
In add ition to the civil rights movement in the South a second. local

development galvanized Fain and the fair housing movement in Rhode
Island: concern over the plight of families residing on Lippitt Hill , a pri
m.arily black nerghborbood that was designated an urban renewal area
whose substandard housing was set for demolition. Where would these
displaced black families find adequate hou smg ! Fain and others asked.
Providence was a segregated city; Fain pointed out repeatedly that " 10

six tigh t little areas of the city of Providence there live 9 ) percent of the
entire nonwh ite population of this city." Moreover, the overwhelming
majority of Providence 's minonty citizens lived 10 substandard hous

ing . Fain feared that urban renewal 10 th e Lippitt Hill area was "lust
going to clean up one ghetto and crea te another one, unless the people
are accepted throughout the community [and] can be dispersed ."1.1

Without fair housing legislat ion. however. the residents of Lippitt
Hill would be unarmed against discrimination, as the case of lohn
Martins demonstrated. Martins, who ran his own rubbish and light
trucking business, was one Lipprrt HIli resident who could afford to
buy a home. Facing displa cement, Martins attempted to purchase a
home in North Providen ce and gave the builder a five hundred dolla r
binder on a house. Rut the builder received threatening phone calls
from neighbors and returned Mart ins 's deposit the next day. Simila r
difficult ies were reported by the Catholic Interracial Council 's home
finding comm itt ee wh ich was work ing to relocate fami lies from Lip
pi tt Hill."

In the face of disturbing local an d na tional developments, Fain worked
diligen tl y in th e winter of I \H9 to fulfi ll the mission of Ci tizens Uni ted :
to educate legislators and ordmarv Rhode Islanders about the impor
tance of fair housing and to drum up support for the organiza tio n's bill.
In all of his work wit h the Socia l Act ion Com mitt ee of Reform Juda ism
he endeavored to propagate the words and spirit of Micah which would
encourage Jews to take the leadershi p in the quest lor social just ice.
"He loved Jews," Rabbi William Braude observed, ,tand with all his

migh t he sought to Imbue them to do lust Ice, to 10Ye me rcy and to walk
humbly with the Lord their God." T hus Fain was pleased when his own

Temple Beth-El endorsed Citizens United 's bill. In ea rly Janua ry 1 9 ~ 9 ,

the B03rd of Trustees unan imously passed a resolution urgi ng "our
congregants to refrain from discnmma torv practices in housing, and to

help make it possible fur non-wh ites to move into new neighborhoods.
We respectfully call uron the legislature to pass by an overwhelming
vote legis lat ion for fair housing practices such as is proposed by Citi 
zens Uni ted for a Fair Housing Law in Rhode Island.' '' '

During Janua ry and February of 19 )1} Pam led three discussions of the
proposed law on WIAR radio's World Aftarrs Program. In his comments
Fain repeatedly str essed the moral and ethical d imensions of residential
segregation. "We want to back up our words with deeds," he pointed

•
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out. "We believe tha t It is morally wron g to discriminate In housing
and we want to say so. We want to put the sanction of law beh ind our
moral positrons." ,.

Throughout his fan housmg efforts Fain saw himself as an educator,
dispellmg myths about blacks and countering fears about untoward
conseq uences of operung neighborhoods to racial nunonnes. Thus
Citizens Un ited crea ted an educa tion depart ment which su pplied in
formati on, spea kers, and interracia l teams to orgaruaanons throughout
Rhude Island . Fain was confident that th ese and othe r efforts woul d
produce a legislat ive victory, that the legislato rs would feel " the same
moralu nperanves" of Ci tize ns United ."

Pam proved to he overly opt im istic; th e fair housing hili encounte red
vigorous opposition both within and outs ide of th e General Assembly.
Fain was even subjected to threatening phone calls and hate letters
war ning of eco nomic retaliat ion agains t his busin esses and expressi ng
anti -Semitic and anti- blac k hi~() t ry. An advert isement in th e Pnwi

dence lou m al wen t so far as to descri be the proposed law as com mu
rusu c in its implicanons .,. Pam's sangume tem perament and abiding
confidence in social progress were sorely tes ted by th e collapse of the
legisla tive cam paign for fan housmg and by th e virulent an ti-Sem itism
and racism that it aroused . It was indeed " tough" to he a Jew.

The proposed law was both un ique and controversial for the same
reason : ItS comprehensiveness. The bill prohib ited drscnrrunarion on
the bas is of race, rel tgson. or country of ancestral ongin in the sale or
rental of all private and public housing. Of course It would be inaccu
rate to dismiss all opposition to th e bill as racially motivated. Int ellec
tually legitimate ques tions were raised about private property rights,
for inst ance. Moreover, conce rn was expressed for th e pot ent iall y ad
verse eco nomic impact of th e hill on owners who occ upied one floor
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of two- and thre e-family houses and who were heavily dependent on
rental incom e from the other apartment s.

Suppor ters and opponents of the bill aired th eir arguments at three
open hearings held by th e House Judiciary Committee. In th e after

math of the hearings, the Judiciary Committee began to weaken the
bill by amendments, limiting its coverage, for example, to only about
2 0 percent of housing in Rhode Island. This effort at comprom ise failed;
the amended version proved acceptable neither to Citizens United nor to
die -hard opponents of fair housing. The bill died in comm ittee.

But the organization that Fain had played such a critical role in estab
lishing and running during this first fair housing effort remained alive

to fight another day. In fact , Fain and Citizens United would have to
battle many days to secure fair housin g legislation. The Ge ne ra l As
sembly did not pass a fair housing law until 196 5. In th e year s before
Citizens United achieved legislative success, th ere were sometimes as
many as four fair housin g bill s, providing for various degrees of cover
age, in th e Assembly." This created both exte rn al politi cal difficulties
for Cit izens United and internal problems as well . In 196 1, for ex
ample, Cit izens Uni ted decided to suppor t a bill sponsore d by Gover

nor fohn Notte eve n th ough it was es timated that th e legislation would
cover on ly 29 percent of all housing units in Rhod e Island. Fain, who
was no longer serving as gene ral chairman but as a co-chairman, agreed
with the strategy of accepting a com promise bill while Cit izens United
continued to work for more comprehensive legislation. Though a man
of deep moral convict ion, Fain 's ideali sm was leavened by a practi cal
busin ess sense . Hi s position on the compromise legislation was cuns is
tent with th e title of a lecture he once delivered, "On Not Being Doc 
trinaire ." Some members of Cit izens United, however, viewed the com 
promise policy as contradictory at best and a triumph of expedien cy
over principl e at wor st. Fain attempted to mollify th e dissenters , urging
them to accept half a loaf, rather than no bread at all , while they con
tinued to work to win the whole loaf. In spite of Fain 's efforts, a few
dis senters resigned from Ci tizens United in 1962.20

Nor were th ese individuals content, three years later, when Governor
John Chafee signed th e approved housing bill into Rhode Island law.

The legislation fell short of th e compreh en sive bill that Cit izens United
had originally proposed in 1959. Owner -occupied two- and three
family houses, for instance, were exem pted from coverage. Still, Fain
hailed th e legislation . "The moral impact of this bill is tremendously
strong," he observ ed. li lt gives us th e force of law, the presti ge of law.
But it is also a demand for th e peopl e of this community to work for
integration ." Thus, Fain saw th e new law as "on ly the beginning" of an
ongoing qu est fur social justi ce."

Three years later, in the midst of the national grief and anger aroused
by th e assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, [r ., the General As
sembly passed another, st ronger fair housing law. Am ong other changes

the legislation repealed the exemption s contained in the 196 5 statu te .
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It had tak en nearly ten years from th e time Ci tize ns Un ued started its
work to achieve th e kind of comprehensive legislati on that Fain and th e
organizanon had sought ."

In the months before th e passage of the 19MI legrslauon. Fain and
other members of Citizens United were already planni ng the next stage
in the fair housing campaign . Fain absorbed most of th e costs of a two
day conference held in Providence in early Janua ry 1l}68 to examine
ways of addressing housing problems. Consult ants from up and down
th e cast coast participated 10 the conference as did political , busin ess,
religious, and community representatives. In th e afte rma th of th e con
ference, leaders of Citizens United explored th e possibility of estab lish
mg a nonprofit housing renewal corporation. The formati on of CU RE
Cit izens Unite d Renewal Enterpri ses- in the spn ng of 1968 was th e
result . Fain provided seed money for CURE in th e form of a $ 1 12,000

long-term loan." He saw C URE as an extension of still anot he r fall
housing uunauve which bore th e name of his beloved Biblical prophet .
Fain furnished some of the finan cia l backing for th e Micah Corporation,
a nonprofit organiza tion established in 1964 to rehabilitate houses in
racia lly m ixed neighborhoods on Providence's East Side . With the Micah
Corporat ion on th e verge of bankrup tcy by 1968, CURE inherited some
of its properties as well as Fain 's renewed hope for improving th e local
hou sing market for poor whites and blacks."

II

University Heights and the Hepzibah Realty Company, like the Micah
Corporat ion and CURE, were conceived as complements to th e legis
lative pursuit of open housing. The anti -Semitism that he had experi 
enced persona lly and the bigotry and misapprehension provoked by the
campaign for a fair housing law convinced Fain th at community educe
don th rough practi cal demonst rat ion was an important element in pro

moting in terracia l living. He once sum marized th e social and educn
tional goals behind his housin g experiment s.

There is need for affirmative action, especiall y by volunteers, to
prepare whit e residents to receive new Negro neighbors, for ex
ample, to assure the whites th at their new Negro neighbors do not
have a congenital compulsion to dump garbage on th e front lawn,
but that neither will they all be as ta lent ed as Harr y Belefonte.
as beautiful as Lena Horne, as im port ant as Ralph Bunche. Con
versely, the re is need to prepare Negroes who will venture forth
from their accustomed ghettos for th e first time to live in normal
neighborhoods, for exam ple, to assure them that not all of their
new white neighbors will (ear that their wh ite daugh ters will fall
madly in love with the suns of their new Negro neighbors, nor will
they burn crosses on the front lawn; but that also not all of their
new white neighbors will invite them in for tea. "
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Moreover, housing experiments like Universi ty Height s and Hepzibah
answered the Judaic moral injunct ion to pursue affirmative acti on to do
good, wh ereas com pli ance with nondiscrimination law s was sim ply
passive action to avoid evil.

Both University Heights and Hepzibah were in spired by and con
ne ct ed to Planned Com m unit ies Incorporated , a national effort to pro 
mote interracial hou sing. Morris Milgram, wh o grew up on New York's
lower East Side and who had starte d in th e construction business after
World War II, se rved as president of Planned Com m unit ies . Mil gram
had long been com m itted to building and, lat er , to purchasing apart
ments, opening them to whites and blacks, and demonstrating that " in 
tegrati on exac ts no financ ial sac rifice fro m builders and realty in 
vestors." Planned Com mu ni ties was th e umbrell a organi zation for
Milgram 's various interra cial hous ing efforts; and irving Fain was a
member of it s board of di rec tors. " First with University Height s and
th en with th e Hepzibah Realty Company, Fain endeavored to accom
pli sh in Providence what had proved soc ially and economica lly suc
cessful for Milgram in ot he r parts of th e coun try.

Lippitt Hill offered a natural site for an expenmen t in int erra cial ho us

ing , es pecially since the Providen ce Redevelopment Agency was solicit
ing development prop osals for the area. With fina ncial an d plan n in g as
sis tance fro m Mi lgram 's organ izat ion, Fain and other investo rs prepar ed
a proposal for residential and bu siness development of a thirty-two acre
site on Lipp itt Hill. T he Providen ce Redevelopment Agen cy ap proved
th e plan for " Unive rsi ty Heights " in 1962 . In addit ion to Fain , sixty
other individ uals from Rhode Island, Planned Com m unit ies, Star Mar
ket (the major tenant of th e com plex's sho pping center), and several
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educational and civic organizat ions to whom Fain gave stock were

among the found ing investors. Ownership was limited to individuals
and institu tions comm itted to th e social object ive behind University
Height s: to demons tra te "to Providen ce and America that people of
many backgrounds can live together .':"

University Heigh ts represented seve ral " firsts." It was the first hous
mg development in Rhode Island within an ur ban renewal pro ject area ;
it was the first new racially integrated private housmg development in
the state 's history; and, according to a report prepared by Planned Com 

muni tie s for the Federal Department of Housing and Urban Develop
ment, it was the firs t private housin g complex in the country that "suc
cessfully combine d racial and econom ic integratio n." l"To achieve both
racia l and eco nom ic integration , Fain and the other sponsors of Univer
sity Heigh ts took advant age of provisions in federal ho us ing law. Build
ings wit h apartments that would charge compe tit ive rent were financed
under one Federal Housing Administra tion (FHAI program that re
quired market interest rates. But other apartments that were intended
for low -to-middle income families were fina nced through another FHA
program at well below marke t interest rates. Each grou p of bu ildings
was owned by a differe nt corpora tion headed by Fain.

Work on th e six-year proiec t began in October 19 ("4, and th e first oc
cupants moved in a littl e- more than a year later. Buildings were laid out
in an attrac tive courtyard manner , and while the mar ket ren tal apart
ments were larger than the mode rate rent al apartments, and also offered
"additiona l amenities," the exteriors were nea rly identica l. Not only
ItS appearance but its proximi ty to the Brown Uni versity area and to

downtown Providence made University Heigh ts an appeali ng, co nve

nien t place to live . It IS not surprising, th en, that th e vaca ncy rate in th e
deve lop me nt was low Hess than I percent in 19(\7, for examp le ]."

Moreover, from th e sta rt Universit y Heights did ach ieve raci al and
econom ic int egra tion , if on ly on a very modest sca le. Tenant s rep re
sented an occupa tiona l spectrum, ranging from doctors and other pro
fessionals to blue colla r worke rs and st ude nts. Although blacks com
prised only 8 percent of Providence 's population, they accounted for I J

percent of University He ights occupants by 1967. More extensive eco
nomic and racial integration was not achieved by University Height s
beca use even its modest rent s were beyond th e range of many work
ing class wh ites and the vas t majority of Providen ce's blacks. In fact,
Planned Co mmunit ies reported than many form er black residents of
Lippitt Hill had relocat ed lust to th e north of Uni versit y Height s in th e
Moun t Hope neighborhood . and th ey harbored resentmen t agains t the
apa rtment com plex because they cou ld not afford its rents."

Such resentment and the financial inaccessibili ty of University
Heights to most of Providence 's blacks undoubtedly helped spu r an
other of Fain 's inte rrac ia l-housing experiments-the Hepzibah Realty
Co mpany. Fain launc hed Hepzibah, a Hebrew word whic h mea ns "May
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delight in the city he mme," In I \) (, ~ . The com pany purch ased and re
habili tated two- and three-family homes and some small apartments in
stable white neighborhoods In the Providence me tropolitan area . In
each residence Hepzibah reserved one apartment for a black family.II

Hepzibah embodied the goa ls and ideals that inspired Fain 's other
fair housing efforts . First, the company sought to make available to

blacks good housmg in stab le neighborhoods at more affordab le rents
than what University Heigh ts cha rged. In the process, integration
would be introduced to all -wh ite neighborhoods, and . it was hoped,
powerful myths about Interracial bousmg would be dispelled. Through
Hepzibah Fain strove to show that the arrival of black families in a pre
viously segregated nerghborbood did not automatically produce white
flight, physical deterioration, and a gene rallowen ng of property values.
Indeed, Fain Wished to prove that whites would become tenants with
blacks. Thus Hepzrbah was an expenment designed " to encourage
homeowners and real estate operators to cease di scrimination practices
and affirmative ly seck to rent and se ll to Negro families ." "

Between 196 ) and 1966 th e company purchased twenty -seven
houses; by the spring of Ill6 R Hepzibah 's holdmgs had risen to fifty
dwellings. At first , the company concentrated its efforts on all-whi te
sec tions of the East Side, in close proxi mi ty to Mount Hope where one
fifth of Prov idence 's black popu lation res ided . Purchases were then ex
te nded into the Broad Street-Elmwood Avenue and the Wash ington
Park-Cranston areas. Some Hepzibah houses were on th e fringes of th e
South Prov idence black neighborhood. whe re 40 percen t of the city 's
non wh ite pop ulation resided , but ma ny uf the com pany's properti es
were locat ed at considerable d istance h om the minor it y communi ty."

Clearly, by upgrad ing an d inte~ratmg hou sing ad jace nt to South Provi 
dence 's black comm uni ty, Fain was att empting to sta bi lize and reverse
neighborhood det eriora tion and racial segregation in a rapidl y eme rging
ghe tto; at th e sa me l ime th e company's purchases in other pari s of th e
city were an effort to in t roduce integrat ion to middle- and working
class whi te neighborhoods.

Typically, Hepzib ah acqui red I W O- and three-famil y houses whose
purch ase and rehabili tation cos ts were low enough to keep rents at tr ac
liv e. Fain prefe rred houses where th ere were vacancies, since integra
lion was th e goa l. Afte r acquisi t ion , exterior and interior ren ovations
were completed, from replacing roofs , sid ing and storm w indows to

wallpa per, plasteri ng, and moderruzmg kitchens and bathrooms. Ale rt 
ing nonwhites to the ava ilabil ity of the apartments present ed a m inor
problem. By the time the first Hepzibah houses were ready for rental,
the fair housing law for wh ich Fain had labored untiringly prohibited
Hepzibah from lis ting apartments in the newspaper as reserved for
members of a particular race . Moreuver, as a Planned Communities re

port noted, "because' of a lung history of discrimination and segrega
t ion, [Providence blacks] do not ordinarily seek apartments through
white real estate agents and do not con sider white residential areas," ..
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Understandably, blacks were not quick to take advantage of their right s
unde r the Rhode Island Fair Housmg Law of 1965.

In the face of such problems, Fain and the real esta te agency that
hand led Hepzibah 's housing transactions worked informally through
the black comm uni ty to apprise people of vacancies in company-owned
houses. By mid-1968, ninety-five whi te families and thi rty-five black
families lived in th e the fifty houses owned by Hepzibah ." Of course
the policy of reserving apartments for mem bers of one race may strike
some as both a cont radic tion of the fair housing movement 's ideals as
well as a violation of the very law tha t Fain and Citizens Un ited had
worked so hard to achieve. Fain did not see it that way; rather he con 
ceived of Hepzibah 's pract ice of reserving apartments for minorities as
an "affirma tive Integration policy." His company did not evict whites to
crea te vacanci es for blacks; as apartments became available it set aside
one in each Hepzibah dwelling for a black family. Th is policy is best
understood as the kind of affirmative ac tion to redress past iruusuces and
their present social consequences that has become widely accepted .

As with hi s other fair housing act ivities, Fain attempted to ensu re
tha t Hepzibah would not be perceived as the work of a pat ern alist ic
phila nt hropist. Both publicly and priva tely he stressed that Hepzibah
was making money, for, as he once sta ted , he didn't "want to be put in
the position of 'do-gooder' or someone that somebody else has to

thank ," Rather, he was determined to demonstrate that, as a Planned
Communities report on Hepzibah stressed, integration in rental hou s
109 could be established "on an economic basis which would be ree 
sonably satisfactory to the ordinary Teal-estate mvesrcr.v"

Still , Hepzibah-like University Height s and the campaign for a fair
hou sing law-provoked ire and resent ment. Opponents dismissed Fain
as an egghead, ridicul ed him as a "do-gooder" who should have been
a social worker, and vilified him as a hypocnte. Why, it was asked,
didn 't Hepzibah integrate Fain's own Laurel Avenue neighborhood ? He
silenced some crit ics but provoked new ones when he purcha sed a
house-at well above market value-on Grotto Avenue to demonstrate
his com mi tment to in tegra ting his own neighborhood . Once again hate
mail arrived at his horne."

Fain saw such react ions to his fair housing efforts as an inevitable
consequence of challenging long-standmg beliefs and social practices.
While he strongly supported acce pted , "establishment" charities-par
ti cularl y maror Jewish philanthropic efforts -Fain reserved his greatest
ent husiasm for endeavors that challenged the establishment and held
out the promise of significant socia l change. Such a perspective uni ted
Fain 's diverse reform activiti es, from his fair-housing efforts, through
his work creati ng an exchange between an elite north ern whi te univ er
si ty and a small black Mississippi college, to his financial suppo rt of
the Nationa l Welfare Rights Orgamza uon." Fain was prepa red to accept
the emo tional "fa ll ou t" from neighbors, friends, and even family for
his social commi tments. After all, it was tough to be a Jew.
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III

Legislation , Univer sit y Heights, Micah, and CURE did nor exhaust
Fain 's efforts in support of fair hou sing in Rhude Island. He had a hand in
virtually every attempt in th e 19 6 0 5 to com bat residentia l segrega t ion in
the Providence area . Moreover. fair housing cons ti tu ted only one aspect
of hi s far-ranging. active com mi tme nt to equal opportuni ty in em ploy
ment and educa t ion, both in th e ur ban North and ru ral Sou th .

He was able [0 sus ta in such a broad com m it me nt to social jus tice by
drawing not on ly on an eno nnous persona l reservoir of Rood will and
determination bu t on the moral Impera tives of his Refor m Judaism.

"Doi ng. " he once wrot e," is the end toward which be lieving. praying.
learni ng. teaching and ce remonralmng are hut the means.' .... His fai th

and de te rrmnanon a lso sustained him th rough personal cnsis. ior
while he waged campaigns for a more lust society on numerous fronts
in th e 1960s , he fought a personal hattie wi th Hodgkin's disease. As the
malady and medi cat ion exac ted their to ll, he was compelled to reduce
h is ac tive in volvement In the civil right s movemen t. Confined to h is
home and bare ly able to wa lk , Fain regularly invited fair housing asso
ciates to lunch to review progress and diSCUSS strategy. As one wh o
knew Fain well put it , he cont inued " raising hi s voice wh en he could
hardly rai se hi s legs.'?' The illness wh ich anno unced hi s monah ty only
redoubled hi s inter est in promot ing cha nge and leaving a legacy of
moral achievement .

By the spring of 1970, he reali zed that his figh t again st time and so
cial imusuce was nearl y over. He tel eph on ed all th e members of hi s
family and invited th em to loin h im for th e Passover seder. Un abl e to

stand or even si t up , he cond ucted the seder while lyin g down. "

Sti ll, Fain's debilitat in g ph ysica l cond it ion did not silence hi s voice
during the las t months of h is life. Only a few days before hi s final con
fine ment at Massachusett s Ge neral Hospital in the su m me r of f970,
for example, he hel d a lon g tel ephone conversa t ion on housing for
ghetto resident s with th e editorial staff of the ProvilJence Journa l Rul
lesin." Even confi ne me nt in th e ho spit al did not dampen his inter est in
a new area of concern : malnutrition among Providence sc hool ch ildren.

In fact , on 14 Ju ly he di ctated a letter to Robert B. Choa te , a nutrit ion
consumer advocate in Washington with whom Fain had been in con
tact. Choate had iu st testi fied before the Sena te Sub-com mittee on
Cons ume r Affairs about th e numnon al value of com me rcia l breakfas t
cereals. In h is hospital room, Fain read a New York Times account of
the te stimony and immediately conveyed his excite ment as well as a
request for copies o f th e informa tion Choate presented. "~OnJ behalf of
your fell ow cit izens," Fam tol d the consumer advocate;"! congratulate
you and wish you well.:" ' Less th an a month afte r dic ta nng th ese words

from hi s hospit al bed , Provi dence 's one-man urban coali tion lay dead .
Fain died know ing full wel l th at hi s fan housmg efforts did not

change th e iacc of Providen ce. though they did help erase, improve, and
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prevent some blemish es . If fifteen yea rs afte r h is dea th racia l segrega
tio n remains all too com mo n in Rhode Island, it IS because its sources
haw proved so int ractable, not because the labor s of Fain and ot hers
wer e misguided . Perhaps from the perspect ive (If a far more conse r

vative era, Fain appears too much of a man of th e tceos . who, though
often displaying the practi cality of a successful businessman, was
overly sangu ine about his fellow man and about the prospect of inter
racial progress. A more accurate historical perspec tive, however, sug
gests tha t genuine social progress has bee n achi eved in the las t thi rty
years precisel y because of the kind of co mm itment and vision embed 
ied 10 individuals like Irvi ng Fain .
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Rhode Island Miscellany'

Reflections

On Newport in the 1760s"

Elaine Forman Crane

Newport 's growth and prosperity were int imatel y hound up wit h th e
exp an sion and co nt inuat ion of trade. Some peopl e we re co nnecte d with
th e maintenance of the ship it self ; others, with th e di smbunon and
sale of cargo. Man y Rhode Islanders ea rned th eir living by supplymg
produce for export ; others became dependent on the rmportanon of raw
mate ria l wh ich they turned in to manufactured goods. In short . corn 
mer ce created a TI pple effec t , wh ereb y on ly a few towns people we re di s
interested in th e ou tc ome of a voyage.

Seafaring provided employment for 2 ,200 Rhode Island sailors in
1764 as well as for hundreds of cau lkers, carpente rs, sailmaker s, rope
walk owne rs, and painters who cont ributed directly to the operation of
the sailing vessels . No less importa nt were the stevedors and team driv
ers who could be ass ured of sh ips to load and unload or merchandise to
haul away only if co mme rce was thriving. Coope rs, too, prospered with

every hogshead of mola sses or rum th at needed a barrel . Fish ermen and
farmers were dependent on th e escalating shutt le trade between New 
port and the West Indies for thei r eco nomic well -being. White-collar
employees of th e merchants suc h as cle rks, scnbcs, and warehouse
oversee rs had a sta ke in the success of each ocean-going ventu re. So did
the hundreds of vendors, hucks te rs, and shop keepers wh o advertised in

th e Newport M ercury.

Newport was more than an en trepo t, however, and ente rprising
townspeople found it lucrative to produce manufactured goods from
imported raw mat erials. Som e of th ese goods were cons umed locall y;
the surplus was exported wherever a demand arose. The ru m dist illers
have been not ed in this regard, hut the spermaceti candle make rs

should not be forgotten. If It IS true th at Newport chandlers made more
than one-half th e number of candles produ ced in th e English colonies,
it is no less true that the vi tali ty of this enterprise was depend ent on
the sea and the ships carrying the waxy headmaner . At the same time,

blacksmiths and iron work ers found merchants eager to buy rhcrr wares,
as th e demand for domestic cas t-iron produc ts Incre ased. And by th e
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early 1770S, merchants such as Aaron Lopez were supplying towns
people (primarily women) with thread or fabric which would be re
turned to the merchant in the form of cloth, garments, and shoes.

Despite irs eminence as a port, Newport never became a shipbuilding
center because it lacked an immediate source of lumber. Nevertheless,

ships from Jamaica brought mahogany, and that elegant wood combined
with good New England maple, pine, and cherry allowed the firm of
Goddard and Townsend to create desks, chests, and secretaries un

paralleled anywhere in the colonies.
Newporters also provided services which were dependent on a flour 

ishing trade. Ships were manned by itinerant sailors whose thirst was
quenched by rum in Newport taverns, whose hunger was satisfied at
boarding houses, and whose sexual desires were slaked by the prosti
tutes on Long Wharf.

In a word, the city of Newport depended on the sea . Any interruption
of commerce would have sent shock waves throughout the entire com

munity. There would have been no ships to unload, no tea to brew, no
rum to distill (or to drink), no wood for the fireplaces, no candles to

make, no accounts to copy, no slaves to trade, no broad eloths to tailor,
no barrels to build. Even worse, no Rhode Island Johnny cakes. By the
second third of the eighteenth century, most Newponers relied very
heavily on their silent partner-the Atlantic Ocean.
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