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tor then ht:lp wuh this I:"".all

The Uses of Law and the Gaspee Affair

']['
he Gaspee. arta tr ha-, become a Iarrnhar mar ker alo ng the path that led to

the War 01 American independence. Burned to the wa terline befo re dawn
on 10 June 1772 , apparently bv umdcnnncd boarders who abo manhandled
the cre w and repu tedly shot n~ cum mandcr, the Gaspee took on a symbolic

Importance that extended ta r beyond the event .. of rhc moment. The HM S
Gaspee, after all , was a Royal Navy ..chooncr ..ianoncd In Rhode bland warcrs
to catch smu,q;lef'>; an arrack on it was an avcaulr on the f1a~ and therefore
treason against the king.

Although the Gaspee aifau i.... 1111 over..hadnwed In popular memorv bv the

Boston Tea Party , most h i~tor ians 01 the American Revoluuon PVI.: II a prorru
ne nt place in their narranvcs. True, the Tea Par ty led to the much-resented
"Coercive Act s," which m turn led to the First Com menta l Congre.... and,
more mdirectlv, to the bloodlenmg at Lexington and Concord But the
Gaspee'.. destruction hold ol lrea dy brought a roya l cornrmvsron of mquirv tha t
pmrnprcd the formmg oj mr ercolo ma l com muters 01 corres pondence. Even
more rm portunr, t he tare of the Gaspee, perhaps hetter than the Tea Parr y,
reflected haste, mtractablc problems 01 vr nprre. cvpecr ullv confusion over
the extent of local autonomy and h rmt -, ttl im perial a uthority.'

The Gaspee ;Ittalr pined local " whig " law a ,t.:a l n.~t ;1I1 expa nding con ccpnon
of imperial purview: futu re rcvolunona nes <l..:ain:. t future lovu lis ts and th eir
Briti sh allic s.t h sho wed tha t law alone ca nnot rene hroken socia l bon ds. L I W ,

or at least law a-, it was int erpret ed hy 1I1c;11 nnd imperial aut honnes, cnnfuvcd
rather than clari fied issues in rhc Gaspee aff.u r, Furthermore, lac unae in th e sur 
vivmg record should warn us ;l..:a ins t u,ill": old na rrariv c forms to explain what
happcncd .t Ouuc frankl y, grvrn th e Ir ;!):11lent<lry and incon clu sive evidence,

we st ill do not know what tran sp ired on th e (;a'~"Jl('c bcfotl'l1re cons umed it.

For th ose wh o bel ieve in dcs tinv, the Lite of the CIJ.',I't.'l' wa.. scaled trorn
th e moment it arr ived in Na rraga nset t Bay, Rhode Island had a long-st anding
reputation as a smu~lers ' den, and the bay, with it s isl ands inlet s, and pas

sagcways. wa .. a nat ura l hav en lor illicit trade. The co lony's sixty thousa nd or
so inha bita nts were scatt ered alo ng the ma inland ..hores of the bay as well a..
on Its. islands. Providence had just ClVI' r lour thou ..an d residents. while Newport
boa st ed a populat ion tw ice aslargc.' Hoth towns we re dom inated, socially and
politically, by mcrchnnr s, and a fait nu rnhcr of thcm-c-mcludmg the wealthy
Brown s of Providence- were not above smu,q;l in,t.: . Rhode I..lan d in general
was un der the sway oj men like the Brown.. and their aSSOCl;1Ies; they ama.....cd
the largest fonunes and either hel d the h ighest (1ihce~ or we re allied hy kin-h ip
an d interest to those who did.

Beginning m the middle 17Nh, rmpenal authonucs endeavored to reduce
smuggling in Rhode Island and elsewhere in the colonies Smuggling had
become cmbarra .."ing ly widespread dunog the French and Indian War , even
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between colonial Arnen cans and rhcir ostensible french enem ies in Can ada
and th e w est Indies. Vicc-adrmra ltv cou rts had been opna u ng in British Nort h
America for th ree-quarter, 01 a century; new par liamentary legislation in 1767
expanded their range of authontv.eT hc extended reach of these courts fun her
threa ten ed the dominion ot local common-law coun .... wh ich u-cd jur ies to

dec ide cases-unlike the vrcc.adnurahv cnun .... whose royally appointed rudgcs
dec ided cases them ...elves. The Royal Navy, with more ships in American
wa ters than In te rmer year .., was expected to a..s i...t the vice-adm iralty iudges
and customs inspectors who pa trolled on shore . As an incentive to diligence,
all cou ld profi t from any resulti ng connscauons: It quite li te rally paid to ca tch
smugglers . By the t ime that the Gaspee amvcd in 1772, Royal Navy vessels
and cutters licensed by customs had been ply ing Narragansett Bay regu la rly
for some eigh t years.

The fact ions that dominated Rhod e Island politics closed ranks m opposing
tighter enforcement 01 the navtgarum ..vstem. Local authorme.. did not help
imperial officia ls do their lohs; even lohn Andrews, a Rhode Islander who had
been appointed the first resident vicc-adnu rahv judge for his colony In 17;8.
did not let a royal appointment get In the way of hi .. provincial allegiance: few
convictions came Irorn his bench. Rhode lsla nders had lost t heir fight to keep
vice-admi ra lty courts ou t of the colony when It was bro ught within the umsdic
t ion of the Boston co un in 1704 They co uld take solace tha t Andrews, at lea ..r.
was one of the ir own . Paradox icall y eno ugh. Andrew s may have rein forced the
tend enc y of Rhode Islanders to ..ee th em selv es as bcvond the reach o j imperia l
law because. with hi s appointment. impcnal law had bee n localized.

There were nu merous confromauons bet ween local res iden ts and imperial
aut hor ities before th e Gaspee arr ived in Rhode Islan d. In 1771 customs
collec tor Ch ar les D udley was bea te n .IS he hoarded a vessel in Newport . and
he subsequently co mplamed ro the Briti sh sec retar y of slate for American affai rs,
th e carl of Hi llsborough , Looking ior an excuse to vent his own frustr ations.
Hillsborough not ified Governor Joseph Wanton that he had received many
critici sms about "the neglect of 1I1e governors and civil magistrat es, in giving
th eir assistance and protection " tom crnbcrs of cu stoms. He added. pomtvdly .
"that some of th e most viulc nr or th ese outrages hav e hccn com m itt ed at New .
port, Rhode Island." Scarcely di sgui sing his WI sh to stand Rhude Island on Its
figu rat ive head, he decla red that "a ny further exho rta tion" fin th e subject
would he llseles..; Want on and other lead ers of the colony shou ld worr y what
th e "cons equences" would he it th e "la ws of the kingdom arc suffered 10 he
tram pled upon .,"

Wanton 's response ma rked the chasm ..cpamnng hi m from Hill sborough
an d ant icipat ed by a year th e rilt between the governor and Adm iral lohn
Montagu over th e stat us oi the Gaspee, Act ing with the per mi ssion ----even .11

th e dueet io n---of th e pow erful Ge nera l A~~emhl y . Wan ton disputed Du dley's
charge. He countered tha t Dudley may have bee n exceeding his aut horit y an d
[hat ii he was an ackcd. it .....as hy drun ken s<lilors, not bv the good cit ize ns 01
Ne wpo rt. Wanton had been a customs collector In Newport ear lier In his ca reer
and had been set upon at least once hy a crowd tnr t rying to seize a ca rgo, hu t
he had lei t those years bchmd. Well into hi .. cxucs when he beca me governor
in 1769, he was a prominent me rchant and probably a smuggler to hoot. His
father had sat as governor; so had an uncle and a cousin . Hardly intimidated
by Hill sho rough and uninterested In courung hi, favor , Want on rcgi..te red a
com plauu of his own:
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And no ... 'h Lord, pernut me . m tum, III com plain 01111\: otnccr-, ni fll~

."lA l~·..ty ·<; cu~wm~ m America tor the ahuvmg and rrusrepr cscnung the colonv
01 Rhode '..land and u s otnc cr.., lor how unkmd and ungcnrlc manlv- hkc, I" It

tor otnccrv -cnt abroad I'IV th e crown, ltJ rccrde In rhc colome v, bv everv mean..
In their power, HI traduce and even talse lv accuse Hi.. ,"l a ,~·..tv '.. lallhlul ..uh,en ..
01 rhe colony. to their sovereign And h", num..tcr .. III ~lJle:

Hill ..borough and Wanton were mbblmg <It the edges lit a rurisdicrional dispute .
As far as Rhode Island's leaders were concerned, anything that occurred wnhm
the borders of the colony-an area that included the waters of Narragansett
Holy-was a provincial matter under the Jurisdiction of local law , The Rhode
Island General A.....cmhly had said as much In the mid ..t of the Stamp Act
crisis when, irnuaung the VirgmiJ House of Burgesses , il resolved

THAT HIS MAI~·..tv '.. hcge People olthl" Colonv hav e en joyed the RIP1t 01
hcin~ governed hy thcrr own A..~mhly m the Arnclc 01 Taxc.., and mrcmal
Pohce, And IhAI th e same hath nev er been forteued, or Anyother "'Ay Yldded
up, hUI hath been consrantlv recugrnzcd hy the Km~ And I'copk 01Bruam .

Rhode Island oHioals cmoycd virtual autonomy m local matters. but ncnher
Crown nor Parliament had intended til exclude Imperial authont y. By charter,
Rhude Island was expected to uphold Enah..h law , including the Naviganon
ACb . In practice. except ior the vcar-, under the Dominion oj New England,
Rhode Islanders before the I 760s had by and large been left alone to enforce
locallemslauon .l~ well as acts p;I~,..cd hy the Bnush l'arliamcru and applied
to them.

The language of the 1663 charter W,IS vague . Under it the General Assembly
W.1S enjoined from p.ls~mg legrslanon immrcal to the law .. 01 England. Yet rhe
charter stated ambiguouslv that Rhude Island's laws ..bould "be not contrary
and repugnant unto, hut . tH netl! t/\ mav be. agreeable to the laws of this our
Realm of England." IJh) that mean the ..upulanon w d~ not binding! Rhude
Island did not rounnelv send Its law.. til London tur review . so the matter was
never clanncd. Moreover, Rhude Islanders elected all oi rhcir ow n (litlclal ...
irom rhe governor on do w n , and through the General A....cmhly thl')' were
empowered to set up their own courts. Those courts bad authority over ".111
Actions, Cases, Maners, and Th ings. happening within the said Colony and
I'lan tauon. "!' A rather extensive gr;101 01 autonomy, th lS,.1 concession to the
unavoidable need for local Iaw enforcement . And .IS lc~;11 ..cholars have shown.
co lonial Americans in general -not lust Rhode Islanders-came to sec the
custom of local cnforccrnem as a consuruuonal right, un,llt ~rahlc except
with their consent."

The Gaspee had been huilt as a sloop. By the ume Lieutenant William Dudmgs
ton assumed command In 176S, a second mast had been added and the vcs..cl
had been renggcd as a ..chooner. lust under lilty feet long, the Gaspee earned
eight small guns and acrew 01 twenty or <,0 men. Bctorc Dudmgsron wok up his
stat ion in Rhode 1..land, he had patrolled the Dela w are River and, after that . the
waters in the vrcmuv of Martha' .. vincvard. He managed III offend local residents
both in Pennsylvania and on the Vineyard through his .lggresslve acts and hom
basdc talk. Assigned to Narragansett Hay in March J 772, he was ted no t ime III

alienating Rhode Islanders as well hy stopping, searching. and occasionally
seizing vessels ,

According to Deputy Governor Darius Ses... ions. many residents had been
"disquie ted" hy the schooner's commander. WTltin~ iwm Pro\'idencc, Session ..
mfonned Gllvemor Wanton. in Newport . of the wide ..prcad dlstres... cau..ed hy
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the Gaspee 's presence . Sessions told Wanton that he had consulted wi th the
chief justice for the province. Stephen Hopkins, who advised him "that no
commander of any vessel has any right to usc any authority in the body of the
co lony, wi thout previously apply in~ to the Governor, and showing his warrant
for so doing. "II After reading Se""itlO"'S letter, Wanton dispa tched an informal
summons, carried by a shen ft. to Dudmasnm. In it Wanton [Old Du dingston to

walt on him " wit hout delay " and bring along . my au rhorizamm he rrnght have
from the customs commission vmpowcrmx him to opera te in Rhode Island
waters. Dudingston penned a response and entrusted it tu one of his men .
He reminded Wanton that they had mer , that the governor had not asked [0

see his orders or authorization then, and that m any case as a Royal Navy
officer he was not obliged to show wanton anvrhmg."

Not surprismglv. Wanton wa.. offended by Dudmgston's terse response.
In a second note he told Dudmgston that he was not <;,ausflt."d and that he
still expec ted to see the lieutenam 'v commrs-uon l Iudmgvmn sent Wanton'..,
summonses, along with hiS own explananon . on to his commander in chief
Admiral Iohn Montagu, in ROston. He told Moruagu that he had shown Wanton
his "orders from the Adrrurahv and your inst order til put my ..elf under your
command and a depurauon irom the Cornnussrone rs of Custom." hut not any
specific orders from Monragu . He had thus been conscient ious and, he added,
cautious, for he had heard that there were these in Newport who " talked of
iiltlng and arming a Vt."'>sc1 to prevent my car rvmg any seizu re to Boston ." He
claimed that wr its were being prepa red against him, tha t he could not S<l.icl.,..
send a boa t ashore, and that "eve rv mvenuon of mfarnous hcs calc ulated [0

inflame the country is pu t m the newspapers. "I

Dudingsron no doubt phrased h i'> lette r very carefully in writing to Momagu.
who wou ld brook no interference hy local au thorities in naval affai rs. Had the
lieutenant shown Wanw n his orde rs an d had Want on forgonen: Had he no t
hut thought he did! O r did he lie to Montagu In order to get the adm iral pro
voked at w an ton ! We do no t know,

A.~ Dudingston probably hoped. M Oll U ";U fired oif a very curt note to Wanton,
te lling him he was ashamed of the way Dudingst on had been treated . " It is your
du ty, as a gove rno r," lectu red the admi ral. "to give him your assistance, and no t
endea vor to dis t ress the Kin,.; '" officers for ~ t rictly cmnplying wi th my orders."
Furthermore, he warned, if Dudingsron or an y other na val office rs suffe red "any
molestation in the execution of thei r duty," those guilty of such acts should
he sent to him in Boston. Du dmgston had wi d hi m there were plans afoot in
Newport to outfit a vc<;'>d to interfere wuh the Gaspee. if such a move were
made, rumhled Mon tagu . he would take those involved and "ha ng them as
pirates."!" To thi s comm unication Wanton replied, Icily , tha t Dudingsron had
not shown hi m "any orders from the adnu ralrv or from you ," and " as to your
attem pt to point out what was my duty as Governor, please to be inionned,
that I do not recei ve msuucnons for the adrmrnstranon of my government,
from the King's admi ral, stanoncd m Arncnca."! '

In effect, neith er man accepted the aut ho rity of the other, and each was
convinced that the law was on his side . Montagu had nothing hut disdain for
w anton's use ot a shenfl to ..ummon Dudmgsron. " I would advise you not to
send your sbenff on board the King's shrp again, on such ridiculous errand'>,"
chided the admiral ; to ....-hich Want on retorted , "I will send the sheriff of this
colony at any time, and to any place, .....uhm the bodv of it ,.lS I shall think iit " •
Wamon undoubtedly Ich personally affronted. hut he also believed that his
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legal stat us as govcrnor-c-not iust ho personal honor-had been impugned.
When he duly reported h is dealings with Dudmgston and Mont agu to the carl
of Hillsborough , he emphasized the legal correcme.... :- 01 hi-, stand. He had acted.
he stressed, because "gent lemen 01 csrabhshed cha racter, and whose loyalty to

their sovereign i:- not to be qucsuoned. ' had complained that a schooner with
no clear au th ority had been har assin,i: merchant ves:-cls "with in the body of the
colony." At th eir reque st he had pursued the mutt er "as was consistent with
law ." Wanton told Hillsborou gh he W ,IS st ill not convince d that Dudingsron had
any right to act " before he comm unicated tu me , or some proper authority, his
com mission for so doing.v'<Thc governor ins isted on th is point, knowing full
well Moruagu's dLlft.:nng opinion an d that of th e sec retary himself who had
shown his conc urrence with the sdrmrel's view in his let ter to Wanton m
connect ion wit h the Dudley incid ent the preceding year .

Equally as important . Want on hot ly demed that the people of Ne wport were
arming a schooner to attack the Gaspee; any claim that they were wac "a mali
cious rms rcpresemanon.vw It is most unlikely that Wanton was heing coy he re,
ahhough-c-uuc cno ugh-cwhcn the Gaspee was lat er hoar ded, the mci dem too k
place twent y rrulcs up rhc hay from Newport and invol ved men not from New
port hUI from th e Providence area . Yet , even if Wan IOn did no t know of any
plans or if , in fact , th ere were no plan s <It this date to tak e action against the
Gaspee, wan ton's ft'l'l i n~s were probabl y common knowledge. The governor
had assured Hill sborough that he would assist the " kmg's officers" in the "legal
discharge of their tru st "; apparent ly he distingui shed acts hy imperial agent s that
requ ired his support trom those tha t did not. As Wanton saw it , Du dingst on was
operating beyond the navy's purview; not only was he outsi de the pro tccuon of
Rhode Island law hut he had actually VIOlated it. Th at , and the knowledge that
Want on was supported by his deputy governor and hy the province's chid
IUStlCe, may have emboldened tho...e who eventually dul hoard the Gaspee.
Indeed, with out that knowledge they m.1Ynot have ma de the attempt.

Th e Gaspee was not the only warshi p on patrol in Rhode hi and waters; the
tngate Lizard and the sloop Hcawr al"'ll sai led Na rragan ...ett H.IY . On th e morru ng
of \) lune 1771 all three vessels were in th e south hay, wuh th e C{}5;PCC an chored
off Newport . Th e Caspce set off alone to the north, headed toward Providence.
Perhaps beca use the re was no pilot on hoar d and Dudmgston was vent uring int o
the unf amiliar Providen ce River, the vc......e] ran aground i ivJ'mile s below Provi
dence on Na mq uit POint someti me aro und rmd-ancmoon. Dudingston decided
there was nor hmg he could do until ea rly the ne xt mommg, when the stran ded
schooner might he hi ted oii hy hl~ t ide. That cvenmg he fIllsted a guard befo re
he and the rest of the crew went below. Not long alte r rrudntght the sent ry lor
scnmesl on dec k hea rd and then saw in the darkness a numher of approaching
rowboat s. He lor th eyI ha iled the boa t:- and urged Dudmgston to come up. Once
topside, Dudingston too called nut , then advi sed wboevcr wa.. coming ncar to

stay dear and not att empt to hoard . Th e boars cont inued to close on the Gaspee
.1S words wen: shouted hack at Dudingstnn . Dudingston had ordered the crew to

arm themselves, and shots were fired from the Gaspee at th e boat s, at lea.... t one
sho t was fired from the boat s in reply. During thi s exc hange Dudingston wa...
wounded . Men from th e boats clambered aboard the schoo ner and chased the
Gaspee's crew below, then , one by one, th e crew was brough t hac k on deck,
bound, and rowed ash ore ncar Pawtu xet . Just befure dawn a iew of the marooned
sailors, no w well over a m ile away from Namqun Point , saw that the Gaspee
was afire, and th ey watched as It con tinued burning to the waterl ine."
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rh" butnmg nt the G<l \pcr .. Ol1 pdlnllnx
/'Y Chartc» DeWol f Rlmvndl. /lN2. Rlf-/.\
C"I/,'<"Ilon (Rill X3 .1/2.11

w ord of the Gaspee's destruction spread quickly. Later on the morning of I()
June, Deputy Governor Dan us Sessions. accompanied hy vice -admiralty iudgc
John Andrews, turned up at the Pawtuxct house where Dudmgston an d some
ot his crew had been lett . Sessions wan ted to interview Dudtngston . Woun ded,
cmhurrnsscd , nut knowing which, if any, local officials to trust, and anncipanng
a court mamal where he would have to explain himself Dudmgsron demurred.
With h is grudging perm ission Sessions talked to others from the G IH pee assem 
hlcd there. Sessions went so far as In take depositions from three of the crew .
None 01 them could identify the hoarde rs. Sessions reponed what he had
learn ed to Wanton in a letter the next day , and that was no~ much: the G (H PCC

had been boarded. its commander had been shot , he anti his crew had been
dumped on shore, the schooner had humed, and none of the boarders had
been identified-no names, no physical dcscnpnons "

The General Assembly was not in session at the moment , so Want on, after
consulnng with membe rs of his council, issued a proclamation on l Llunc
" strict ly cha rging and commanding all His Maiest v's officers " in the colony
"to exert themselves with the utmost vigilance, to discover and apprehend the
persons guilty " of this "atrocious crime, tha t they might he brought to condign
puru shmcnc .v-t Hc uffcrcd a reward of one hundred pounds for informa tion
leading to ;l conviction.

Wanton then notified Hillsborough of the " un warran table rrensaction," assu r.
ing the secretary that " the conduc t of those who committed this outrage" was
" universally condemned " and that, quonng his own proclamation, the " utmost
vigilance" wou ld be used to hring the perpetrators to justice. Yet he also
wro te-at even greater lcngrh-c-that the people of Rhode Island had been " in
sulted without any just cause" and that their trade had been interrupted in an
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"oppressive ma nner" before rhis inci dent. w anton's message clearly im plied that
the inc ident .....ould not have happened It " those officers .....ho have been sent into
this co lony" had behaved ..... Ith "prudence and drscrcuon.">

From th e rene of Want on's report Hillsborough may have concluded, quite
rightly, that the governor was nor all that interest ed in uncovering what had
happened to th e Gaspee. Hi llsbor ou gh, Lord No rth, and ot he r members of the
ministry .....ere appalled , as was C. eor~l· III. Hill sborou gh soo n aft er left office
and the more moderat e carl of Dartmouth replaced him; but Dartmouth too
was distressed , and he concurred in th e appoint ment of a royal com miss ion of
inquiry to invest igate the affa ir. The comm issioners were inst ru cted tn gathe r
evidence and sec to It that those form ally accused Were sent to England, poss ibly
to be tried there for committi ng " HlAA Tr eason " by " levying war aga ins t f ils
MaJest y." !.> Att orn ey General Alexander Wedderburn , who wi th Solic ito r Ge n
eral Edward Thurlow had recommended that the assault be co ns idered treason
ous, thought the Gaspee business " five times th e magnnude of the Stamp Act "
dtsrurbanccs.> Accordingly, the king approved a much more substantial reward
than that offered by Governo r Want on : five hundred pounds for an yone grvmg
evidence leadin g to a co nviction; one tho usand pounds and a pardon to an y
partic ipant who woul d identify the nngleaders (and who had not been th e
one to sh oot Dudmgs tonl.

Rhode Islanders reacted hostil ely to the appoint ment of a roya l commission
and the planned trial of th e acc used in England. Writing to th e Newport
Mercury, "Americanus" sco rned th e co mmiss ion as a "star ch amber," a
"court of inqu isuum" dangero us ly "ves ted with the most exo rbitant and
uncons muuona l power.")' Di rt' warrungs printed m the Providence Gazette
and Newport Mereur}' turned up m other colonial newspapers as well. Belying
the cla im to oluecuvnv printed on ItS masthcad-c-r'Open to ALL PARTIES hu t
influenced hy NONE"-William Rmd's Virginia Gazette .....as notable for its
pro-Rhode Island sym pathies. Another Virgin ia paper reprint ed a ptece h om the
Providence Gazette that character ized the boa rding of the Gaspee as merel y an
" unhappy Sche me "; Dud ingsto n, th e auth or complained, had previously treat ed
Governor Wanton " wi th great indi gnit y," and h is behavior while on pa trol
"was so pira tical and provoking that Englishmen co uld not patientl y hear it ."
Th e commissioners were implore d not " to make an y Concess ion in Suhnussnm
whereby a Precedent shall be uuroduccd and estahllsh ed which ma y be [atul to

the Freedom of th eir own Constitution and the Libert ies of Ameri ca .'?" Virginia
in fact beca me so agn arcd ove r the affai r that leadmg burgesses called for the
forming of mtercolorual commntecs of correspondence. By the end of the year
ten colonies had such committees 10 place.

As it tu rned OUt, Rhode Islanders and virgimans need no t have worried The
comrmsstcncrs convened in Newport on ~ January 177J, adiou m ed alter less
than three week s, then reco nvened on I June and submitted a final report on
22 lune, all wi thout iden tifyi ng a smglc sou l that cou ld he bro ught to tr ial.
No one would he formall y accused, mu ch less sent to England. whoever had
been among th e hoarders of th e Gaspee cou ld breathe eas it'r after 22 lunc.
Thus ended the "ti me of terror."l"

Th e commiss ione rs were proba hly foredoomed to fai l. Pan of the problem lay
in the composition of the com mission Itself . The five men appoi nted were
Robert Auchmuty, a vice-a dm iralty iusucc in Boston ; Peter Oliver , chid
lust ice of Massach uscu s, Frederick Smy th, ch ief just ice of New Jersey; Daniel
Horsmandcn. chief justice of Ncw York; and Governor Want on of Rhode Island.
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No doubt the Nort h ministry moved cautiously before making its choices, and
yet the choices il made showed the rmposstbrlity of the situation. The first four
commissioners could be trusted as faithfu l adherents of empire, but, especially
in the case of the three chief iusuccs, these men were also attached to the law .
Officially they were directed 10 Identify suspects and bring them to justice on
the basis of legal evidence, not political retribution . If the m inist ry had other
expectations, u did not say so .

Wanton's inclusion may have heen a pohncal necessity, and yet the commission
had been formed in the first place because Hillsborough and his colleagues did
not tru st the governor to carry through wnh an investigation. They likewise
probably did not trust the General Assemblv. the courts, or the local grand juries .
Nonetheless the commissioners were told to work closely .....nh Rhude Islanders
because "the civil magistrates and officers" .....ere "ent ru sted ..... ith the power
and au thority [0 arrest and commit to custody" those who were accused.III

The commissioners could find suspects, and those suspects, once formally ac
cused, could be put in the custody of Admiral Montagu in Boston for pass..aKe
to England. Still it was up to local aurhonncs to actually arrest the suspects,
and they could do so only alter indictments were handed down by a Rhode
Island court or grand JUry . How likely were such indictments and arrests! In
1765 the Assembly had claimed the consutuuona l right to police Rhode Island.
four years later it voted that all tria ls for crimes committed in the colony should
be held there. In both instances it could con tend that it only asserted righ ts first
guaranteed by the 1663 charter and claimed by the General Assembly that same
year . Th erefore nei ther Want un nor the Ge ne ral Assem bly cou ld be expec ted
to acce pt a change in venue. Ch ief Justice Hopkin s, wh en empowered hy the
Asse mb ly to usc his disc retion in the matt er, repo rtedly procla imed that " iOT
the purpose of Transportati on for T rial he would neit he r app rehen d by his
own Order nor suffe r any exec utive Office r in the co lony to do it. n I l

Th e com mission's deliberat ions had been preceded by a cou rt ma rtia l held in
Octob er 1772 on a warsh ip in Portsmouth har bor, England. Test ifying before
a panel of n ine capta ins, Dudmgsron and five of his crew gave their version of
events. Although there were some differen ces in thei r accounts, they agreed
that before the Gaspee ran aground it had been sailing to Provid en ce to pick
up crew members re tu rni ng from Roston, where they had taken a prize ship;
tha t the app roaching hoat s had been warned off repeated ly, but the men on
the m boarded th e Gaspee anyway; th at under Dudmgston's orders the sai lors
had arme d th emselve s and fired at the boars , after whic h shots were returned;
th at Dudingsron was wounded du ring the exchange of fire; that they had been
put ashore an d later saw the Gaspee aflame; and finally, according to Dudi ngston
and his midshipman, Will iam Dic kinson, that one of the two leaders had bee n
called the sheriff. Dun ng Dickinson's test imony, when the midshipman was
asked if an y of the boarders had been wounded, Dudmgsron "acquaint ed the
Co urt that he was informed that tine of the People in the Boats was privately
hu ried ash ore."

When asked, Dudmgston defended the actions of his crew; for their pan the
crew concurred that Dudi ngsron had done his " utmost." Captain Linzee oi the
Beaver appeared briefly to corroborate Dudmgston's claim that he had no reason
to suspect his ship would he attacked . All were found blameless and the coun
martial proceedings .....e re closed." Dudmgston's career was not ruined by the
Gaspee affair; on the contrary, Dudmgston was soon after promoted to captain
and ended his days as a rear admiral.
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Dudmgston was not required to return to Rhode bland and xrvc evidence before
the royal commission, despite the commission 's having requested that he do so.
The lords of the Adrruraltv determined that a personal appearance was unncccs
sarv . Dudingston's testi mony before the court mania I had hccn subsranrial ly
the same as his written report to Admiral Montagu on 12 June , a copy of
wh ich the commission possessed . Dickinson and one of the other four ere ..... ·
men were sent to testify, but that IS all . The Admiralty had not even a..sembled
the full Gaspee crew for the COUrt rnarnal or made any effort to gather detailed
information for the commissioners' usc . Either the Admiralty preferred that this
embarrassing rnnncr he forgotten qutckly or it underestimated how tenacious
Rhode Islanders wo uld he in obst ruct ing the commission's way .

Dickinson and seaman Bartholomew Cheever appeared before the commission
ers on I Iune 1773. They told basi cally the sam e sto ry that they had relat ed m
Portsmouth, this time m more derail . Cheever agam averred that he could not
name any of the hoarders, but that those " who acted as principals were called
the head sheriff and thl: captain; and one of rhcrn was called constable." He
claimed that he had seen tWO of the hoarders in I'awtuxct sometime afte rwa rd.
Dickinson provided a description of the "captain" and the " sheriff": the former
" was a well set man, of swarthy complexion, full face. hoarse voice , and wore a
white cap, and appeared rather above the common rank of mankind", the latter
" .....as a tall genteel man, dressed in blue clothes, his hair ned behind, and had
on a ruffle sh irt." "

Dudingston had noted rn his 12 June report to Momagu that those he had
seen most closely "appeared to be rncrchams .1Od masters 01 vessels " and
"were in every respect armed, and commanded with rcgula ruv, by om' who
personated the shcrtft.? " This had been a vague desc ripriun at best , now , ,I

year later, Dickinson was far more precise. Here was specific testimony the
commission could usc ! Or could it! DIckinson , apparentlv separated from the
rest of the crew after being pur ashore from the Gaspee. had made hiS way to

Boston and had actually recited his first descnprion til Adrrural Monta)tu on I I
June , the day after the incident. Dickinson 's tcsurnony that there had been a
head sheriff and a captain involved was reflected 10 the royal proclamation of
26 August calling ior wi tnesses to come forward ;IOU identify them . Muntagu
had also sent a copy of Dickinson's statement to Governor Wanton. Wanton
had responded the next day by sending Montagu the deposiuons taken by
Darius Sessions and by poinung out that " you will perceive that there is a
material difference between them and the account" given by Dickinson."
Dickinson had been more vague in that firs t account, mcnuomng " two
ring-leaders" and the presumed presence of a " head sheriff " and a "captain ."
He had give n no physical descript ions. As a membe r of the commission heiore
wh ich Dickinson appeared the follow ing June, Wanton could well have dis 
missed Dickinson's more elaborate version as confused or perhaps even tainted .

Indeed, both sides may have been ~uilty of trym~ to manipulate the evidence.
This was especially so in the case of Aaron Briggs, a runaway indentured ser
vant. Within a month of the Gaspee' s destruction Briggs turned up on board the
Heaver and Capta in Linzee , the commander, sent the transcript of a statement
by Briggs on to Admiral Montagu in Boston . It was this deposition, even more
than that of Dic kinson, that excited the adm ira l beca use BriMS singled out
people by name . " Although it comes from a negro man," Momagu wrote
Wanton and Hillsborough , "it ca rries with it an appearance of truth ." '" It
agreed to Montagu's satisfaction with what he had gleaned lrom the reports
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of Dickinso n and Dudmgston, and Bri~s ' !'l presence among the boarde rs had
been co nfi rmed in a separate statement by Patr ick Earle , one of the Gaspee 's
seamen. As Bri~s wid it , he had been forced to join the group that boarded the
schooner. He identified five participant s: lohn and Joseph Brown of Providence,
Simeon Pott er of Bristol, a "Doctor Week s" of warwi ck , and a "Mr. Richmond"
of Providence. " It appea rs 10 me," Mo ntagu apprised Hillsborough , " that these
people were the nngleaders of the pirat ical proceedi ng.".- In tact . acco rding to
Briggs, John Brown was In command and had nrcd a musket at the Gaspee,
after which he saw Dudmgston fall .

Bnggs repea led all of this lor the comrmssron in mo re detail soon after Ir be
gan meeting in January 17H. In a note.....orthy change, he stated explicitly that
John Brown had shot Dudma..ron . Bri~s '!> claim that he .....as wtth the hoarders
was again corroborated by Earle two days later. Earle could not remember
anything about the ochers involved. except that he had heard one referred 10

hy name as Perter.'"

The runa.....ay servant had been sequestered on board the Beaver much of this
tr rnc-c-some seven months-to keep local authorities from getting 10 him.
They were nevcnhelc», prepa red. because Moruagu himself had sent a copy
of Briggs's dcposuron [0 Governor Wanton in lulv. wi thm days of receiving It ,

Want on had obtained refuta tions from BriMS'S master. the master's fathcr-m
law, and two indent ured servants w ho s.....ore that BriM S had been asleep ht.·t .....ccn
them in the same bed rha r rnght . These counterclai ms .....ere la id before the corn
mission . Event ually added 10 them wa... a lette r from Danus Sessions stati ng that
"i t is impossible II think] rh.n rherc can be a word of tru th" in Briggs's story, and
tha t when he interviewed erew me mbe rs the rno rrung of the incident, none of
them- inclu ding Patr ick Earle-ccou ld identity anyone . It was, they had all
agreed, too dark to sec individual s clearly or eve n to tell if the hoarders were
Negroes or whi te me n wit h blac kened faces. lf crew me mbers were no.....
saving something different , "t hei r testimony is absolutely false." W

What is more, Dani el Vaughan tcsnficd to the comm iss ion that Ca ptain Linzec
had tied Bri~s to th e ma st of th e Beaver and .....as prepared to wh ip him unless
he nam ed names." Vaughan came very close to claim ing that Linzcc had coerced
Briggs into say ing what he want ed to hear, in dkct fabr icating evidence for
Admira l Montagu . Vaughan also not ed th at he had told thi s to Sessions and that
Sess ions ha d m et ..... ith him at th e sugges tion of John and fhseph Brown and
Barzillai Richmond (probablv th e Richmond wh ose first na me Aaron Briggs had
not kno wn]. Like Want on betore be joined the commission, Sessions on ly collected
testimon y that cas t doub t on tho..e who Implicated individuals in the Gaspee raid,

With Briggs, the commissioners heard con tlicnng tcstr mon y. Had Sessions.
Vaughan, th e Brown s, an d Richmond con nived and co nsp ired; Had the others
who spo ke against Briggs; Th e comm issioners could disregard the deposi tions
of th ose wh o challenged Bri~s and ask the colony's Superior Court to ha nd
do wn indictment s agains t the Brown s and the othe rs na med by the ru naway,
but th ey did not do rhrs. Perhaps they did not bel ieve that the indictments
wou ld be issued, or perha ps they too did not believe Briggs. w anton had dis
rrusscd Briggs as a reputable ..... nness before the commission was even fanned;
he had no reason to change h is mind thereafter. Darnel Horsmandcn confided
to Dartmout h afterward thai Briggs's testimony was useless because the servant
showed himself to be a "prevaricato r.".. The commissioners consequently did
not pursue the lead Briggs gave them.
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What transpired with Aaron BnAA~ echo•rd what had taken place before. On
l z Ianuarv . Stephen Gullev , a Smithfield farmer, had appeared and rcsuhcd to

the comrmssron that he had been wid hy a mend, who had heard from someone
else , that " Browns" had been involved in the destruction of the Gaspee. His
tcsumonv of rhirdhand hearsay was followed in rapid succession by d..-ponents
contending that the cunvervat nm he recounted never wok place and that he was
an opportun ist looking to cash in on the reward being offered by the Crown.'
The commission did not act on Gulley's assertion or on the other shreds of
evidence offered to It in [anuary or nt rhe second session in June."

Even without the evidence given to drscredn those who came forward, ohram
mg a conviction in an English court fur a capual offense may well have been
impossible. The discrepancies turned up hy the comrmssron would most
likely have turned up again in court , Furthermore, there IS no guarantee that
the commission's task would have been simpler or that indictments, trruls,
and convicnons would have followed if Dudingston or members of hiS en: .....
had rdcnuficd suspects. The effect might have been iust the opposite; the task
of Wanton, Sessions, Hopkins, and their obstrucuomsr colleagues could have
been made cavrct.

According to long t radnion and a few later accounts, john Brown led the hoard
crs. What if Brown had led the raid and Dudingsron or someone else identified
him, If Dudmc-ron or any of his crew had disclosed this informa.tion to Sess ions
when he looked 10 on them rhc morning oi 10 lunc. events could have: taken a
markedly different course. Remember that Sessions did not report to Wanton
until II June what had happened the day before. I think we can safely assume
that 10 the mtcnm Sessions had talked with most of the leading men of Provi
dencc. including, perhaps, the men who hoarded the Ga .\pt'e-Iohn Brown
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probably amo ng them. They m ight have agreed to take .1 calculated fisk and
deny any invol vement, hoping that no eye ..... rmesses would tum up, that none
of their num ber .....ould bet ray them, and that provincial otncrals. from the gover 
nor on do.....n, wou ld usc loca l law to shield them, Had thcv been idennfred lrom
the c urser , the law could have been em ployed qu ite cftccuvclv. Sessions's II
June 1772 letter to Want on wo uld have been phrased different ly, iustit ymg
rather than cond emni ng tha t " very disagreeable affair." Instead of lamenti ng
th e incident in hi s correspondence to Montagu and Hillsborough, Wan ton
could have hacked Brown and th e rest . with th e law-locallaw-hehi nJ him .

Just ificat ion cou ld have sta rted with the quest ion of the TIght to hoard. John
Brown was sheriff of Bris tol County and had been since 1771. The Gaspee had
ru n aground in ncigh bonng Kent County, but close enough to the county line
bisec ung the Providence River to tusutv h is rowing out IU inspect the scene. of
the others identified by Aaron Briggs, Simeun Pot ter .'oat fur Bristol in the General
A..scmbly. Joseph Bro.....n sat fur Curnberland.v Cwcn the propensity of Rhode
Islanders to use local law as then most basic defense, Potier and Brown, il
brought un der suspicio n , m ight have made some argument about their " right"
of inspect ion beca use they were pubhc officia ls. For that matter, all those who
accompanie d John Brown migh t have claim ed that they we re h is deput ies on
official colony business, understandably conce rned abou t what Dudtngston was
doin~ . Th e Ge ne ral Assembly would presumably hav e hat: ked th em.

Even if Brown had acted on h is own , he would have been endorsed afterward
hy Governor Wanton and Chief Justi ce Hopkins. Beyond the matter of iunsdic 
non, there was also the factor oi ki nsh ip and commumty. Brown was married to

Hopkins's n iece; h is fami ly had strong busmcss ucs wuh w anton . Corroborated
by Dudingston's own testimony or that of his crew , Brown could have estab
lished that he had idcnnned himself as sheriff, that Dudmgsron had refused ttl

allow him on hoard , and that the crew ui the Casrcc had fired first ; he and hl'i
part y had tired on ly in response, in self-defense. He cou ld have either accepted
respcns ibili tv for shoo t ing Dud mgston or, lust as easily-ccinng the account in
Dickinson 's dcposrtionc-comcndcd rhat Dudmgsron's ow n men had shot h im
in th e co nfusio n , Since neither Du dingsron nor any of his crew had actually
seen how th e blaze had starte d un the schooner, Brown co uld also have tcstifu-d
that it had started acc ident ally and th at he and h is companion s had left on ly
after trying to cxnnguis b it . Or he cou ld haw co ntended tha, as he un derstood
it, the Gaspee had been operat ing in Rhude Islan d wit hout au thorizat ion and was
destroyed as any ot he r pirate vessel might have been , Either way , Dudmgvron
coul d have ended up looking worse, Rhode Islanders wou ld have been even mo re
confident that they were in the nght. and Imperial authorities would have
appeared impotent .

Umdemified and therefore not given the explicit sanctum of local law, the
Gaspee boarders were neverthel ess protected hy local aut hor ities, even as those
authorit ies claime d to he appalled and even as they dis ingenuously promi sed
London th eir assistance. As John Phill ip Reid has not ed, the Gaspee affair can
he viewed as another exam ple of the kind of "ccmpcnru; legal cult ures" that he
found in Massachusetts at th e tim e of th e Libert}' riot s in l 76S, If th e peop le of
Massachusetts "acce pted th e consnt uuonal premises th at underlay opposition to

Bn n sh rule, they cou ld also accept th e consti tutional prem ise tusu fving manipu.
lanon of th e legal process to oppose that ru le."" So 100, Reid concluded , w nh the
people of Rhode Island: a mob like that as"l'mhled m the Ga spee utfmr could he
seen as an agent (If higher law as well .1" of local prerogauve. a po.\\(' c o m ll l1flH
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acting to protect the liberties of the peop le." Had any members of that posse
gone to trial, they may well have lied even when offering swo rn testimony .
With fundamental freed om s at stake, th ey cou ld, with clear consciences,
deceive those they believed had made an ille gal, unconstitutional application
of th e law .

Of the five Gaspee commissioners, Wanton was the onl y one fully satisfied
with th e results of their inquiry. All three of the chid justices who sat on the
commission believed that Rhode Island 's virtual autonomy and the uncoop
eradveness of its officials made th eir task impossible. "As to the Government
(if it deserves that name ], it is a downright democracy," Daniel Horsmandcn
complained to Dartmouth soon after the Jan uary 1773 adjournment . Rhode
Island, he worried, was in a "s tate of anarchy" because all provincia l officials
were at the mercy of th e people: "T he Governor is a mere nominal one , and
therefore a cipher, without power or authority; entirely cont rolled by the
populace, elec ted an n ually, as all other magistrates and officers whatsoever. "p

In his own dispatch to Dartmouth, written during the same period, Frederick
Smyth lament ed that Rhod e Islanders sm uggled in "egregious exc ess" and that
Dudingstun. a good officer, had been maligned. The assault on the Gaspee,
" though perpetrated at a place and in such a manner as withou t all duubt the
actors must be known to some hundreds of the inhabitants of the colony , is
hitherto kept so profoundly secret that all our enquiry has been ine ffectual to

fix with certainty upon any part icular person concerned in the outrage, and to

keep thi s matter a secret is now become a common cause."4' In his history of
the rebellion, penned some years la ter wh ile in a London exil e, Peter OIL vcr
echoed Horsmandcn and Sm yth an d added that th e out come of their inquiry
had only encouraged the "colonists to play the same Came again , upon the
first Opportun ity. "H

Smyth and Oliver probably wou ld have agreed with l-lursmandcn's suggestion
that Rhode Island's charter be revoked so that the colon y could he brought
under more effective imperial control. Horsmanden urged that Rhode Island
be joined with Connecticut to form a single colony under a royally appoint ed
governor. The better sort in both colonies. he believed. would welcome the
change, because they had long groaned u nder a " mot ley administration . " '11

Nonetheless, Horsmandcn was not as harsh as Sm yth and Oliver in criticizing
the proceedings of the com mi ssion . He was con vinced that Dudingston had
provoked the people, and he believed that Wanton was a fair man , not part
of any conspiracy. Unlike Smyth, who was willing to give credence to Aaron
BriMS'S testimony, Horsrnundcn thought it unreliable if plausible . Indeed,
he may have detected in it the attempt of Captain Linzcc tn mak e sure that
indictments were handed down against those he had decided were guilty .
Poss ibly it was Horsmandcn . working with Wanton and Auchmuty, who
composed the final report to the Crown. If so, Smyth and Ol iver went along
with the m. Although Oliver returned to Massachusetts before the report was
signed and officially submitted, Smyth stayed to the last and had reputedly let
it be known that " he was come to judge according to Law and Right , ami not
to be the Executioner of Ministerial vengeance . " ,'I Even Oliver, whatever his
personal feelings, eventually concurred with hi s onetime colleagues."

Hence the wordi ng of the commission 's findings , dated 22 1une 1773. Stating
that they had used "the utmost assiduity " to discover th e truth , the commis
sioners readily conceded that their efforts were "not attended with the success
ardently wished for by alL" They did not know who planned or executed th e
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at tack and could only conclude that It was done on the spur of the moment,
very "suddenly and secretly ." A... be... t they could dererrrune. the Gaspee had

been hoarded by "a number of armed people. many of whom, by their dress,
appeared much above the rank of common people, and were accompanied by
several negroes and others." These boarders wounded Lieutenant Dudingston.
treated his crew with "great barbamy." and plundered and then burned the
vessel. Beyond that, they could S<lY nothing about the events of 10 June 1772.>'

They went on-ptlsslhly at Wanton's insistence, though with at least the acqui
escence of two others-to write ...orne tenlv ..harp words about Dudmgsron and
Linzec. They observed that Dudmgston would not ralk to Danus Sessions and
had refused, initially, to allow hrs men to he interviewed. more importantly,
Dudingsron w as much at fault for what had happened because he had failed to

report to Governor wanton and because, " In some msrances ." he had shown an
" int emperate, if not reprehensible zeal to aul the revenue service," a zeal that
pushed him to "exceed rhc bounds ot hrs duty ." Linzee they casngared for hss

"cont emptuous," " unrusuuablc" treatment 01 civil aurhomv and (in reference
to Aaron Briggs] for hrs ovcrzcalousnc..... In cxrracrmg " from a week. or wicked
mimi, declarations not vtrrctlv true."-' The comrmssumers also noted that they
had passed their findings on to the Rhode Island Supenor Court, which handed
down no indictments. In makmg rhis last obscrvanon they intended no cnncism
of the court; on the contrary, the tone of their report mdrrecrlv supported the
COUrt 'S inaction.

It is hard to irnagmc any other outcome. If the kmg and his ministers had wanted
above all else to obtain conviction .. and makean example of those who boarded
rbc Gaspee. then the comnus..ion W,IS ill-suncd for that task. The North minis
try could have explored other opunns. as Lawrence Dcvaro noted in lus study
of this affair," It might , for in ..ranee, have empowered the comrmssron to issue
indictments itself; or it might have formed a second cornnussion to act as a
special court of oyer and terminer. thereby avmdmj; a jury trialm Rhode bland
or England. With one commiss ion reinforcing the other and local authorities
left Out, perhaps more leads would have been followed, more depositions taken,

more summonses issued. With Wanton not named ttl the first commission and
the second composed of British jurists, there m;IY have hccn indictments, then
trials and possibly even convictions.

Vaguely worded imperiallaws could have been interpreted to the advaruagcot
Dudingsron, corulicnng local laws could have been ..ct aside as irrelevant because
subordinate, or invalid because in contravention. Dudingsron had confessed to

Momagu in May 1772 that he feared he himself was breaking imperial law hy

takmg prizes to Boston in.... read of hcfore lohn Andrews, ihc vice-admiralty Justice
in Rhode Island. Dudmgston took prizes to Boston because he had been warned
by customs collectors not to expect convictions in any Rhode Island COUrt . The
1767 law that he thought he might have violated staled that

all Portcnurcs and Pcnalncv mthcrcd hy any ACI Of Ans 01 Parhamcnt
relanng til rhe Trade or Revenues In the Hrm,h Colonies or Plantations In

Amcnca. may heprosecuted, ..ucd tor, and recovered in , any Court oi Vin°·
Admualty appomted, or 10 be OIrJ"tllOlcd. and which ..hall have lunsdrcmm
within rhe Colony, Plam.anon, (II Place, where the Cause oi such Prosecuuon .
or Sun shall have an .....n '"

A sympathetic judge could have ruled that the Boston Vice-admiralty court had
jurisdiction over prizes seized in Rhode Island . The vague wording-"may" and
" [0 be appoirued't-c-would have made it simple for him. Or if he chose not to
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use that clause. he could have turned [Q the next one. whi ch all owed a customs
official [Q appeal any case not dccrded [Q hi~ sati sfacti on ro the vice-admiralty
court of his choos ing, "any Law. Custom or Usage , to the contrary notwuh 
standing. " Such a reading wou ld not have helped Dudingston . who had not
gone to Andrews's cou rt first. but it could ha ve helped others in th e future
who appea led im mediately to the Boston cou rt after losi ng a case before
Andrews or one of the Rhode Island com mo n-law courts. T his 1767 statu te
cou ld have been used in a tria l on the particulars of the Ga~pee incident to

make a sweeping statement of broadened imperial power, even for formally
setting aside the 1673 statute that allowed prize cases to he prosecuted In any
"court of record" in the colomcs. Given the confusion over jurisdiction and
co nfbcung tesumo nv, ho wever. convic tion for treason and a sentence of death
wou ld still have been almost unthi nkable. T here were iust 100 many rmuganng
circ umstances and co mplica ted quest ions of law .

It IS qui te possib le that by 177.\. as Adm iral Montagu reportedly lame nted,
" Brit ish Acts of Parliament will never go down in America unless forced by the
point of a sword.": Even so. Wh itehall and w csurunstcr were relucram to use
the full force of impenal law and did not talk of usmg the sword, dcspuc the
gravity of the Gaspee affair . To that extent London's rcacnon to the dcsuuc
riun of the Gaspee was more a matter of old habits than any mdicauon 0 1 oJ

new policy to come. That new approac h was not taken until alter the Boston
Tea Party, and in Massach usetts, not Rhod e Isla nd. The cha rge of treason, the
offeri n~ of hu ge rewards, and the appointment of a spec ial com mission notwith
sta nding, the North mini st ry did no t pull out all the stops to pun ish Rhode
Island and put someone on mal .

Alt hough Hillsborough and Dartmouth did nOI think tha t Rhode Island
aut ho rit ies could be trusted to investigate the G115pee incident . they gave no
plenary powe rs to rheu special commission. they named joseph Wanton to It

despite Hillsborough's dis trust of the governor. and they made the commission
dependent on Rhode Island law officers and pohncians to get anything done.
Before cxpress mg amazement at all of th is. we should remember that when
an oth er minist ry had sent t roops to Boston to quell civil dist urbanc es fou r
years earlie r, those troops did no t have a man date to pat rolt he town, th ey
had ttl rely on provi ncial officials to define the ir responsibilities . In 1771, as
in \768, the boundaries of impcria l law and local law were Min being drawn.

If Wedderburn and Thurlow had been clear In their August 1771 opiruon that
th e attack on the Gaspee had been high treason, they were ambiguous on the
question of iunsdtcuon. The offenders, these law officers determi ned, could he
indicted "either here or in Rhode Island taking that Assert ion of the Governor
to he true that the Sh ip was sta t ioned within the Body of some Co unty in that
Provin ce.'?' In stric tl y legal terms there is nothing muddled about such rca 
soning, but law docs not exis t in 01 vacuu m. Pol it ically thei r op inio n was too
im precise; if pressed. Rhod e Islanders cou ld have seized on it to challenge the
validity of any tria l held outside the colony.

Convi nced that they were legally beyond the reach of the commissioners
any .....av. three Rhode Island lawyers had considered refusing to appear before
them. " We know them not as a Court vested wnh any legal Po.....er," they wrote
to Stephe n Hopkins. "T he least Notice therefore ta ken of their Summons wou ld
be a partia l Ack nowledgm ent of their Jurisdict ion ," and to "acquiesce" in th at
"would ent ail an en-m al Infamy on th ose, wh o ought to be acq uai nted with th e
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Principles of th e Cons t it ut ion." " Thei r nnging condemnation of the com mis
sion disturbed and womed Hop kins . Hi s fierce word s to the Genera l Assembly
not withstand inK, Hop kins preferred a f1an ki n~ movem ent to a frontal assault.
He urged the three to muffle then obrccuons." The lawyers went through the
mot ions of cooperanng and wrote notes til t he commissione rs, hut they did not

~o to New port in lanuary 177.\. John And rews , the Vice-adm ira lty iusncc. gave a
simi lar response. As a Rhode Islander iiht, a royal appoi ntee second. he ... raved
home in Providence."

No imperia l official ever pieced together what happened on the Gaspee. nor
has any h istorian since. There arc many u nreconciled differences and large gap
m the record. Had the Gaspee Simply run aground while pursuing the packet
Hannah. as was claimed hy the Providence Gazette at the time, and by two 01

the self-professed boarders many years later, Dudingston said he had heard that
one of the boarders was killed; no nne else said anvthmg of the kind. Who was
right! Of even greater interest , did someone call out to Dudingston and say he
had a warrant ior the heutenanr's <1fTest , OuJ he m i a ~ l ha'..e one and then tear II

up the next day al ter talking with Danu... Sessions , Or did the boarders, wuh no
warrant, blacken their faces and row with muliled oars. Intent on desrrovmg
the schooner regardless of the consequences! Who were the hoa rders , and how
many local officials were mvolvcd m the subsequent cover-up, Wou ld Rho de
Islanders, led by thei r governor. have taken up arms to prevent anyone tmm

bei ng tra nsferred to England ior tr ia l; These and many other questions are left
unanswered. Um il they are, we will not know wha t the men w ho hoarded the
Gaspee int ended to do an d, therefore, how dann~ they act ua lly were or what
role the ir und erst and ing III law played in their decisions.

Even so, We can usc the Gaspee olUal r 10 ill usuatc the vagar ies oi the past a-,
well as the un derl ying problems of em pire." And regardless of the indcn nuc
in formation that was gathered ,lhl'r t he atf.ur, the dest ruc tion oi the Gaspee and
the appointm ent of a royal commission to mvcsugarc it had a most definit e
impac t on th e Revolutinnarv movemen t. What happened on the Gaspee w asa

myst er y to four mem bers of th e com mission rh.n tnvcs uga ted th e rnancr, it
remains a m yst er y to us now, .ilhei t for ruth er differ en t reasons. It is, perhaps, a
myst er y th at will never he solved.
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vols [Dubh n lrrsh Unl"'cr~ltv rre~~ ,

1972 1, S IT r,tn"l:n r t s. I 7721: " I Davies
d r..w lrom th.. Puollc Record 011lee,
Colomal O lhee (PRO enl, and 1'10
duccd lI.m tVJ'C' III volumes In hI'
M:fln. "Calendars" thai lI,t ccrrespcn
dcnce, and "Transcnpt-," li t the actual
letter Some 0 1 the more rm ponam
G <1\fJee dccumcnrv ca n tic Inund here.
lndudm~ a lew ~nlctl had nOI seen

1(, &"10:11, (. ,nru . 10·11

11 10101

110 IOld 12

III IOld . 14 ·15

20 IOld , IS

II ThIs ISa hareouned ,ll:eUUnl "I the IOCI

dcm , bUI all that I' warranted, lrhmk,
based lin the ,urvlvm~ documents. luhn
C. ""I 11e r, Of/Kin ' " , Iht Amnlf<1nRt'Hr
lutum IBo, tu n Lmlc. 8rown. 194 \ 1. ,llS·
29, h., a culmtul r.~"unlln~ that tehe,
" Ct)' hea"' lly on Ephraim Bclwen', IKN
teminH'cence 110 R..ut!c:u , G<1'ree. 16-211
and ,l;1 ... e.. nn t,int Ih.1I It m l,l;hr tic mut:h
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accou m [whic h also menuoncd Iht'
Hannam, ap pa eernlv ....rueen ber....ccn
the burnmg ot t he Gll'!,",/' and Ihe
receipt 01 ne ....s that a cumrrnssron hold
been appoinled. In Rhod e leland .\1SS
ca. 1712 , John Hay l ibr ary . Brown
Uruve r..I1 v. We: also hav e [ohn ~1.1....ne v's
11'16 rermrusc..nee un RanlcU, G <1'!,", e.
21 -24\, commems ....ntten on the hack
of Ephraim Bo....en ·' narranve b" John
Howland shonly alt.'f (In Rhode Island
M3nusc:n pt \ , 10:124,'1, RIHS I, anJ H" .... ·
Iand '.. o n 1~-lO " Recollccuons" nn the
lohn Ho land Papen, RIHS I. TheM: men
dittcrcd on ccnam detal[,. lu,t as hold the
crew 0 1 the G<1,!,",t hack m 1771 . SlIlne"
Morse , Fr....m"mnry m the Ame"f<1n
Ren'/uw>n (Wa, hm..:lt>n, D C. M.h o m c
Services Assoc .auon. 1924 1, J i! , oUcred
no prooi tor hIS claim tholl members "I
the ProYI OC nCe Freemason lo..I,I;e ....ere
t1chmd the C<1,pee alialr

12 Banlcu . Glllpee, 1')·1(,

l.l . [Old. , 2'1. T he proclamatIOn was puh.
Ii..hed In Ihe neXI I SS U~" 01 Rhode
[, land 's two w....kl" newspaper_lhe
I'r<)Vld..nte G<Jzcrt... IJ lu ne 1772, Jnd
the Newpo" ...ft'leun '. [" lu ne 1772
lol[owi n,l;Ihclr at:coum , 1,'1 bnd nOll ce
In t he Aferru rl' , alluallyl " f w hat
suppose dly hap~ned rn t he Ca,I'<'t' .

24 Bart lelt , Ga.lpee,.W

1-". Sec Ge orge 1II's pmt:1amatlon lit 2(, AUI>:
1772, th e ro yal cnmmi" lon formlnj; a
ooard of mq uiry of 2 St·pt 1772, and t h..,
fOyalln~trun lon \ to lhe Com m l"lOners
01 4 Sl'!,t, [772, IOld ., 5:'>·(,(1. The ad"'l t:e
th at th e a!t aek ~hou ld be nm'idned ;1'
" H i" h Tr ea \ on " ....as 'dieted hy Attorney
GenCla[ Alcxandn Wedderourn and So·
lic ltor G en eT31 Edwa ld Th urlo .... III t hen
r..pon {lJ Ih][~hmou ,i;h 01 [0 Au.e, 1772.
Th ey ba, ..d Ihelr UPlnl<>n nn papc:ts \i.'nt
IU Hillsoowugh oy Adn llral Mont al:u .
Th en r..pun can be foun d m PRO/CO 51
1.')'/, no , 9,l ll ihrary 01 Conpe" m lcrn·
him co py l, a n ol n, U lpl u t whleh I ~ m Ihe
Gaspee P3pc:h

26. Or a t leasl ..0 claI med lohn Puwnall III

hIS letter to th t· ea rl of Ool ttmnUlh of 29
AUF; 1771 , ca lendar..d m !il' tnrrc:al
Manu~cnptS CommIssIon, E<lrI 0/ Dllrl ·
mou/h.2:91 For DoInmoulh '.. Vle,",s. M:e
8. D. Rarpr, wrd J)<lrrmoulh llnd 'he
American Rtl'o/u/mn IColum hla
UnI ...ersltyof Sou th Carnlma Pre,•.
19651.1.t· IH

27 :'''''e,,"p()rI.~krcuT\-'.ll Dec. 1112,
repnnted m th.. rW\'ldence G.utlfe.

2(, Dec. 1772 , and the VlrKlnJll G<1ZCIU
(Rm dl, 21' [an 1773. Stephen Hcpk ms I'
thought to ha vc been the aut hor 01 th IS
Piece. A~ can be seen with t he "Amen
canus" ~'\S<lY , so me 01 the rmormanon
punted m rhe Rho..le leland nc ws('<lpcr,
was Jt;lrhlnt see also, to r example, Ihe
report m the t'rovidence (;.uene 0 1 24
Ocr . 1772 charactcnamg the commie
Slun a, a court ot oyer and I .. rrruner
lx\lre, "Ca spee Aiian, ~ concl uded tlut
the ne,",'Sf'<lf'CTS she....cd - hr rle r..gard
[nr truth " II' 242 1and ....ere n"t aOtwe
f"Is~m" Out rrnsmtorrnanon III uularnc
the puhlrc. Dcvaro, "Impact ot the (;ll'
pee " II' 11On.I, contended tlul " t her e IS
no rlOui 01 ani' 'de libera te' effort hv the
pre's to ueate tal-e Impr""lon, con 
cernlnl!: the nature ot the comrmsvron
I lean to....a rd Devaro here, ahhou,i;h II

IS clear thai Solomon Sourhwrck, ednor
01 the Ne"'1JOr/ Mereun'. and lohn Car ·
rcr . ednor 01 the 1'1Onden a (;<1:c·lt..
hkc other eduor.., lor that ma tte r-c-drd
not 'iCC It as their responslo lh t)' IORIVC
buth SIdes oi an I~SU" or .....niy miorma
til'" bdure t hey pnm..d II . Furthermore,
w hile 100 gu :e wi t h Anhur Sch le,ml>:er,
"re/ude to fnde[lend/'nct' IN ...... York
Allred A . Knnp( 1'I5~ 1, ahout the Impor
tant rule newspapers plaYed In io\ tenn..:
revolu tIOnary sc nllm..nt\ and actl ...mc,.
I would be ca rdul not to t"Xa,l;l:era t..
Ihelr eltons Sch[e'lIll:er ....wt .. that
t he GIJ,Il'ee co m mISSIOn "carned on Its
wmk m t he i lrst hall 01 177.' w lIh the
ne wspape r, kcermg slcer[e \ , wal ch ."
P. [55. ThaI was ha rdl~' [he ca 'e. Thl'
I'rovld.'nn: Gazellt' rflnted mo re t han
th e Newport Ma cur}', hUI it dId not
rcally mdudc that much. Th e first t wo
pa;:e \ oll he 'e t" ur-pa;:e shee t' usua lly
te pr m tl'd m lo rma tlon gleaned tWill
I\n ll sh su urC el> aooUI COntlnental
Euw pean affJlrS, as well J S ll do lt\
irum I\m am and th.. othcr m amland
Amcllcan t:o[Ofl]e" ludll:IO" hy shca
...olume 01 cO\'efa!:e , the'S{: ra~rs

see med morc Ifllerc\tcd 10 the pecca ·
dllloes (Ii Ihe D<l. fll, h dllwa!:er '-I u.·..n
than In thl' G<11/'t't al iaH

211 VlrgmilJ Cazelle Il'u rdu:: and Dlx{m L
III Feb. I77J. tro m the l'rm'Mena
C<1U l le. y Ian . 177.3;also In th..
Ne port .\ lern IH·. III Ian 1713

29 So role lohn Howl~nd m hIS unpub.
hshcd " Recollccll on , ~ ll K-lOl. no .... In

Ihe lohn Howla nd Papt"rs

\0 Ftll m An lcl e .3ot th.. to)'al m,lruCtlons
10 Ihc commlSSlOnCr5 oi 4 Sel'l 1771 ,
m Rartlen, G<1s['Ce. 59,

~ I Thl\ accordln/: 10 Ezra Snl..s In hi, dian'
cOIro' for 20 loin. 1"'7 ~ and hiS l..tt .. r 10
Ehhu Spencer ot It>Feb. 117.\, In Th..
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Llln<1T\' O WlY o f Ezra SIJ1e~, ed Prank 
hn Bowdnch Deuer, 'I vuls. INew York :
C harles Scnbncrs Sons, l'XlI I, I :JJ7. "t4'J,

12 A lun'cllpl 01 th e CIIUrt marnal proc eed
IO!:.' 10 PRO , Coun Manul", no. 46, 1-1
Dct 1772, IS kept wuh the C a<pet' Papers
Th e IUt l.-a~ puhhshcd 10 th e Rhode
Island IInlN I. a] SOClely Proceedings,
IK<,)()·9 I./O"'-<,)(), a lon,l: ",,"h ot her "Gas pee
Docurnenr s." Brvant. " HMS Ga.spee." 67 .
"1 , included Ihe t.·XI ot rhc prOCl"C"dlOg~

ta ke n Irom rhc PRO , Admuahv Papers,
t he def'll".ltIon, arc th e ....me. hUI rhe
larre r version Itr an'-CTI!>edbv Brvant }IS

ml~"n,l: rhe summary par a.l:l"aph thai
ap pears In the RI II.\ l' rocee ,/lOg,

n Fro m Drckmson's te~umony before the
COmmIS~I"nCT\ on I lunc 177J In Banlclt ,
Gll._pee. 11...·17, compa re thiS state-menl
With hIS dCJl'-IMllon 10 AdmlTal MOnlaJ{U
01 11 lune 1771 , ID- 12. Adm lraltv 's rca ·
"i"n, f"r ret umtng nlcklO~"n and Che eve r
tOI ."ILI ~' were Jo:l\'en III Dartmouth 10 a
km er 01 -I M.lr . 177J , PRO /CO :'I{1 19,
no. ,12; transcrrpt m th e Ca<f't'e Papers.

3.. &nleu, Gaspee. _~" •.J5.

Y'. Ihld , .n ~VaTn, "Impact 01 the (;<1'f't'.:,"
127, n. I.t, concluded (like Mnnlal'ullha,
Ihero: " doe~ nUl appcdr to be dny lunda .
menial dutcrencc bel ween the depc.lSl .
unns" oi the G<1,pel' crew But there
were dllter.·nces 10 the deposllmns tak·
en Immediately aiter th e event and the
stalemenh made al lhe clIurt mdrtlal Jnd,
later, before the COmmlSSUlners. AlthuuRh
the dliinence' were mmot, cu llectlvely
they o:ould haVl' prodUl'ed ennUJ,;h con ·
fU'iOn and ral'Cd el1ou..::h qUt'suons
rn make conViction, of ;myone difficult,

J6. )I,-1onta!:u to Wanwn, i< luly 1772, In
Barrkll , Ca'lwl' , -tIi al"" sec )I,-1 '101al'U
III Hillshmol1.L:h, 11 luly 1772 , n ·-I.l.

H , [hld,'O

, ~ s HrilQ:s'~ luly 1772 dep<ISltlon J:lven llJ

CaplalO llnzl'e , ...·h lch lmzee 'Cnt III

Montd){Uand Ihe admiral In lurn H·nt to
"'amon on i\ luly, IS In Banll"It, Gtl,If't'C,

-11 -" 2, Alsu Sl·e th.· sOmt·....hal diiterent
Vt·Non d<lted 16 luI)' 1772 and ~ent hv
Muma..::u III H I Il ~h<.J l llu ..::h 10 Ua~'Ies ,

OlX'wl1l'nh " ITran'oC Tl phl: 1-t6-"7.
BfI~~ ' ~ dO:p'-"'lllun ~I"f(: the cum miS '
SlOners 01 1-1 Ian 17H , "alrlck E.arle'~

nl 16 1an 1 7n,dndE.ark'~ orr~mal

depc.I'lunn ul 16 luh' 1772 arc 10 Banlctl,
GtlSpU, 1\4·/07. !'I1I·90 , " ".

J9. Sc"~1<m~ In thl' comml~~IunCr~ , lilian
1773, In &nku, Ga'".'e. 9!'1. The depo.
,mun, ~thercd hy Governnr Wanwn on
10-11 lul~' IU lelUte III1rJ:s's d,sen1tm~

are on PI' ...t·..,,; tc~t1mnny hc:ime Ihe
comml"lonn, on Illune 177.th)'
une uth.·r Jcpc.mcm l' on 1'1'. 121·22.

-to. vaughan's tcvnmonv (II 16 Ian l 77ll'
in Bartlett , Gaspee, %·9 7

-II , In a letter of B lul y 1773, Ihld .• U .. ..l'i

-12. Gullcy', 121an 1773 dCpo~lllun IS In
Bartlett, Gaspee, !'I 1-1i2; I"...,ph Burden 's
testimony Ihc next dav countenn~ hl~

IS on pp . ".~-S..;a dcposruon grven hy
William Thayer to Danus Sc~""n~,

....hrch SessIOns forward ed to thc com·
mission, IS on p. 'Is. as IS "-<:"11)(1 <'"

summary oi a ~tatcmenl made 10 him
hy Saul Ramsdale . Al!Ml se c Ezra Sllk~ 's
crrucrsm oi Gulley 's characr er m
Lnerorv Diary, I :3-U, .~ J"

" ,,1 . !"'OStnouhl)·. sec: Ga.,pel' ere.... mem o
her Peter May's leMlmuny beillr e the
comrmssmn on 19 Ian 1773 In aarrlcu.
Gaspee. 99 ·100, rhar on e "I the boarder,
was named Greene. May descnbed Ihl '>
man as ull and slender, with brown
haIr, and sard that " he appeared I<l be
the owner" oi a sloop Ihat the Ga.' pee
had seized sometime beinre, The RhnJc
Island Superior Coun roled on I I June
177,~ thar '''b y' s mtormanon ...-as too
vague 10 .leI on . AMon BfI.I:.':S 'S resn
mcnv it discounted enurely; see
Bartlt."tt, G<1Ipee, ll.l·H

.... . Rhude Island provmcral oiilClal, elected
In May 1772 arc hstcd in IIJrtkn, ed.,
Record~ of Rhode 1.,/and 7,-I2·.. .~ ; l'rovI·
dence lown officers elected LO Iune 1771
dfe listed in the Providence C aze tle,
6 lune 1772 .

-1:'1 . Reid,ln IllJefiant Stance, 69 ,70.

-16 . Ihid., IIS-"9. 101. Also St.>O: Gordun S, WIlI:l<1,
"A NOle on Moh, In the Amenean
Revolution," lVII/lam lIml M<1ry
Quarterly, "ltd 'cr. , 2.'11 19MI : 6,15·n,
PaullOe Maler, "Popular Up r1Sing, and
Civil AUfhorlty In Ei,.::hlecnth·Cenlury
America, " Ihid" 3rd 'CT.,17 11971l1 :
3·3:'1, and Richard Maxwell Brown ,
"Viulencc and the AmerlcJn Ro:vo.
IUllun, " 111 ES,\'ay , on lh e AITIHlCan
li.evoJutwn. cd. Stephen G, Kunz
and lames H. Hutsun IC hapc l l'h ll
UOIverslty ui North Carolll1a Press,
197.11. "1-120.

-1 7. Ho rsmanden ro Dartmuuth,lO Feh
1773. in &rtlclt, Ga,pee. 1.l0·,B

-til. Sm)·th to Danmouth, II Feh 177.\, to

Davies,Oocumenh . f, ITran "l'T l p l~l:

112·R5.

-19. Peter O /i\ 'er's ·Ongm and l'rn,:reM uf
rhe Amencan Re1>e/lion, • cd. Dougla"
Adur and John A Schuu ISunturd, Cabl.
Suniord Unlvel...t) ' Prc..~, 1%11. 9!'1

SO &nlctt. G<1spee, 132.

5 1 So reponed Ezra Stiles ,n hiS leuer
10 Ehhu Spencer 0 1 16 Feh. 117.\ , to

Dexlt:T, cd ., Lller<1f\' 01 <11\' . 1.-l-t7

'>2. 'ee Ohver's lc t rcr to Danmouth ui 20
lulv 177310 PRO /CO 5/762, no . 771;
tran'cnpl 10 the Caspcc Paf't'r~

'>,1 The lull report I~ reproduced In Barden.
C<1~f't·t'. IUdO,

'1-1 IhlJ , 12tl, for co rnm cm s on Dudmgston,
12'1and I.m lor Lmzee.

55 Devaro, "Impact 01the Caepee." 163·6-1

56 S la tulf~ <11 unge, I! Ceorgc III , c. 12.
Th e law look dieel on I Sept . 17NS,

57 Related to Dartmouth by the Reverend
Wilham Gordon 10 a letter oi 161une
177,1, In Hrstoncal Manu!;Cnpts Corn
ml~Mt>n , Earl of D<1ttmouth. 2:1 '>l>.

<'/0 . Report 01 10 Aug 1772 In PRO /CO 5{159,
no. 93 ; transcnpe In the Gaspee Papers

<,"'. MS Amer. 1773 , Ia. I'll, john Caner
Bmwn Llblary, Brown Umversuv

eo. Ihld ., la 20 IF!.

6 I Th e notes W the comrrnsstoners irom
Andrews and the three lawyers IGeorge
Brown, Darnel Hitchcock. and lohn Cole]
are In 8dnleu, Gaspee, 103-106, all dated
20 Ian 177.1. Andrews. Brown , and Colt."
did appear before the comrmesroners in
lunc, however. Sarnucl Adams would
have preferred thai these men and every
one else (even Governor wemontm
Rhode Island nOI cooperate at all See
hiS letters 10 Darius Sessiuns, wrltlen
In respunM" ill Inquiries r.em IU him
and uthers by Se~~lons, Stephen Hop·
km" M()',Cs 8rown , and lohn Cole, m
The Wmmgs of SWJJuel Adams, cd, H.ITTY
Alonzo CU~hIOK. -Ivo!s . (Ne w York:
G .I'. Putnam's Suns, 190.0,·071. letters
ol21! Dec , 1772 (2:3119-921, 2 Ian. InJ
(2:.19.<'.4011, and _ Feh. I n~ (2:417-2"1;
also SCl' Adam,'s Ieuer to Rlo: harJ Henry
Lee of 10 Apr, 177-' (.1:2S-2"1.

62 . And thereh)' uifrt an cilcellve counter to

the type of didactic history advueated m
HnratlO It KnOll:, The Dellrucllnn (If th ..
CU.lpce ( I 90"l, a pamphlet prepa rt'd tor
the Rhude [~Iand Educatiunal Curncu
lum, HlswTlcal Series 3, to ~ u~ed hy
I'll mary pade teachers (cupy 10 the Rhude
I, land '>tale Archl\·es amon!:. the papers In
"Ca\ pee AI/,lLr: Prelude to a Tea Pany NI.
In hl~ " '>uAACStlOm to Teachers," Knull:
ur~cd tha i Ihe story oi the Ga,pee's
deMruCllon " he Irl'atN as a local hero
talc. m ""hich a lew hrave men dared,
lor luve nllreedom, 10 lOeur Ihe wralh
oj a peat klOI'. Avoid every ~urJ:eslLun

oi com mvers \', and a~~ume as a mauer
"I cou r"", Ihal Ihe actIOn oi our fathers
was ru~tlin:d by the equities oi Ihe Col '" N
PtA vcl)' patnotlC narrative ""nnen
h\' Knoll. ioll ow ed as Ihe teachers ' J{U1dc
to a SlOrv that " i, IU bean lO~plTalion 10

pamollc devotion and selt ·YCTlilce . " Ihld
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HARVEY ST R U M

Harvev Stru m l~ an ~ ~""JCI~ tl' protessor
o j hl~IOr)' and po!luul sc ience and the
chauman 01 the StJCu l Scie nce DIvIsIon OIl
Sa/i:c Iumor ColleJi:c (It Albany In New York.

Rhode Island and the War of 1812

'l\."'ft'ws of the declaration of war In fum' I"12 and the confiscation of the
.J,.~ property of Amencan merchants hy the British "s ta res many In this town
who are in affluent circum-ranees , in the face with ruin," Newport resident

Stephen W. Gould lamented, "and tho~e of more indigent circumstances it'd the
strongest probability of sta rvation, lor want of business to procure food to cat . " I

Gould's observation reflected the forebodmgs widely ielt in Rhode Island, and
elsewhere in the nation, with the outbreak 01 the war. While all Americans
resented the Bnush violations of Am cncan manume nghrs that led to the con
flict , many Americans, including a maiont y of Rhod e Islanders, did not believe
that wa r, with its attendant economic ha rdsh ips , was necessary or rusuhed .

Histo rians of the War of 1812 have emphasized the srrong antiwar sent iment
in New England. bu t they have concentrated on Massachusens and C onnecn
cut .' Studying Rhode Island provides us wnh another view of the deba te that
divided the na tion . The confl ict 10 Rhodt., b land over the war raised several

Issues of importa nce to ou r undcrvrandmg ut the Impact of fore ign policy on
"tate politics, and it t hrows h~ht as wel l on the development of rhe peace
movement after t he war was over. '

The long chain oi eve nts that fina lly led to war began with th e renewa l oi
the Anglo-Frenc h stTUggle III 11'10.\ for supremacy in Europe . Both England and
Francc se ized American sh ip" hou nd for the otl1l'r\ ports, hut British behavior
inccns cd Am ericans more, hccause the Brit ish ulsu took seamen off the seized

vessel s an d forced rhcm to s.... rvc in the Hritish me rchant marine and nav al
forces. Ame ricans considered rh ....sc viol a tions of neutral rights as an a tt ack
on American national sovereign ty , a vinlauon of American national hon or ,
and evidence of Brit ish rel uctance to respec t Amer ican indcpcndcncc.

Briti sh warships cruising oj{ the American coast seized cargf\es, ships, and
seamcn throu ghout the first dccold .... of the niru-t........nt h ccntury. Occasionally
thcsc vessels vio lated Am encan n-mrorial wate rs. a practice that led to a
diplomatic confronta tion between President Thomas Jefferson and the Bn ush in

the summer of IH04 . Two years lat e r a British wa rship, the Leander, opo:ncd fire
on a coasta l tra ding sloop off Sandy Hoo k, New Jersey , kill ing oru- American .
Jefferso n's efforts to have the Hriush govcmrncm punish the captain of the
Leander were un succ....ssfuL A ycar lat .... r, in [une 11'107, another Brit ish .....arship,
the Leopard, fired on rhc Amcncan tngatc Chesa peake, ktlbng thrc.... seamen
and in juring eighteen. AIt .... r months (If unsuccessful negotiations to resolve the
Che sapeake affair, along w ith the issu....s of Impressment and ship seizures,
Pres ident Jefferson and Congress imposed an embargo on 0111 forcign trade in
December IRO? The embargo reflected the belief of lcffcr son and other Repubh
cans that commercial rcrahauon. as an alternati ve to diplomacy, could he an
effective means of pressuring rhc British ttl chang.... their obiecnonable policies .
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Th e embargo was a failure: not only did it not coerce the British, but it also
led to a political backlash at home. New England and New York, both heavily
dependent on shipping, reactc-d to the embargo by voting for the Republicans'
political oppo ne nts, the Fedcrah... t s. In Rhode Island the Federalists sragcd a
strong po lit ical comeback , Ait ..-r IR{X) a malority of Rhodc' Islanders had appeared
HI Identify wit h the pnncrples of the Republ ican panv-c-republicanisrn. equah
tariani sm , nat ion alism, and Anlo: lophohia-and to accep t the Republi can rrnagc
of the Federalist s as a party oi an ...toc rat , chu-a..., Anglophiles, and Tones,
Federali st s had been unable to mount a ucce ...... Iul challenge to Republican
dominat ion of the, state. Discontent wit h the economic consequences of th e
embargo, however, produced a resurgence oi Pedcrali ...m In Rhode Island, and
the Fedc'ralists remai ned a viable poli tica l force m the sta te through the end of
the war.

When the 1807 embargo wa ... lmcd in the spri ng of IX09, President larne-, Madi
son-like leffcrson , a Republican-c-nnposcd the NOnint ercour se Act , a measure
more spectncallv aimed again... t France and Crea t Brrram . The Nonint ercourse
Act expired without successfully pre!'>..urmx either bclhgerem into respecnng
American neutra l right ..., and Co ngress then subsrn urcd Macon 's Rill No.1 . From
May IfllOuntil March IRII Madl~m reopen ed trade wit h both bel ligerents
under the provi sions 01 the Macon Bill , but he Im posed nonimponat ion on G reat
Bm am when negon anons to reso lve th e outs tandi ng iss ues in Anglo-American
rela ti ons fai led to prod uce a breakthrough.

Since ne trh c-r co mmercial rct a lianon nor diplomacy proved effective agai ns t

tju - Briti sh , President Madison began to consrder ot her alternativ es. By the
wint ..-r of 1811-11 he had decided that war was the only opt ion open to the
United States to force the Briti sh to respect American mari t ime rights . Con
vinced, too , that the fail ure 01the two succcsstvr Republican adminis rranons
to win Briti sh rccogrurion of American rights threat ened continued Republican
party cont rol of the federa l governm ent , and possihly even endangered the
republican form of rh.n government, Madi son and Republican congress ional
leaders opted for war. W.u, they hoped, would unify the nation, eliminate the
Pedc ralisrs as a poli tical forc e, ami demonstrate to the British that a republican
government cou ld resort to arms to win its rights.

In Rhode Island's annual election for governor two months"rrior 10 the declara
tion of war, th .., inc umbent , Federalist William lones. defeated former governor
lam es Fenner , a Republican . lkn h political parties had turned the elec tion into
a referendum on war. Repuhlicans ..-mphas izcd patriotic appea ls and identified
the Federali st s with the Brit ish . "England, the deadly foe of ou r country. refuse ...
to discont inu e he r sys tem of piracy upon our lawful commerce," Repuhlicans
told the vot ers , and an " appeal to force must h.., made" if negotiations fail. War
appeared the only alternative to na t ional humiliation . Electing Republicans 10

the governorship and state legislature ..could st rengthen the Madison admmistra
t ion i.n it s negot iati ons wit h the Briti sh, whcrca ... the election of Federali st s
"will enable Great Britain to triumph over our country ." Federali st s, on th e
ot her hand, told the voters that if they favored peace, they should elect Federal
iMS and thereby send a mes..age to Previdem Madison.' Th e language used by
both political pames was si mil ar to that used in other sta tes and te nded to he
the rhetori c of ext remes.

Both parri es had organized .Juxiliary orgamza u ons to ta.lly the faith ful and ~et

out the vot e. In 1&09an d 18ID Republ ican s had es tab lished branches of th e
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Tam ma ny Society , a Ne w York City- based political dub, in Providen ce,
Warw ick, Newport , and Bristol . Federali<,t <, countered by organizing branches
of the w ash mgtcn Benevolent SOCiety m Newport and Providence. IGeur~e

Channing of Ne wport lat er recalled that he had been "one of a company of
elccnoneenng ruvcmles ' who got the old and infi rm to the polli ng stanons.
Rhod e lsland was a st a te with well -organi zed po litical part ies and auxiliaries;
frequent electi ons required good par ty organizat ion and comm it ted rnernbcrs
like C hanrung.] Like th e Republican patty. the state's Tammany societ ies
would he crippled hy th e war. '

During the IR12 elec t ion campaign Congress imposed a nine ty-day em bargo
on trade in preparat ion for wa r. In New JXHt, Provi dence, and other port s, every
sh ip " that could be gut in readiness hurriedl y left before the customs officers
co uld stauon vessels to prevent rhcir escape.' Th e new commercia l embargo,
cnmbmcd with the threat of war, led to the reelection of Go vernor lones and
a Federali st maion tv in the legislature, and a", long as the embargo and war
remained a rcalnv, the Pederahsrs would connnue to win elect ions.

After the election the legislature sent a petition ro Co ngress urging the repeal
of the emba rgo and opposing war . Oppositi on from Rhode Island, as wel l as
from most of th e New England and Middl e Atla ntic states, fai led ttl cunvmce
Presiden t Madison and mo st Republican s in Congress, how ever, and war on
Great Brita in was decla red in Iun c. Federalist s prot est ed the dcclaraunn of war
rrnm edia rclv . When news of the war reached Providen ce on 24 /u ne, the town
went into "rnuurm ng" to s ignify Its opposition: " At noon all be lls in the meet .
in); houses ... commenced tol ling" and did not stop until ..unset." Shop owne rs
closed their stores, and Ilags on publ ic buildi ngs and sh ip.. were lowered to half
mast. Enraged hy such displays oi ant iwa r feeling, prewa r Republicans fired
cannons to drown OUt [he chnncs of the church bells . Some Republican- called
lor more direct acuon: "T he apphca uon of hempen collar and co nfiscanon of
property" of the Federalist lead ers would discourage any tu nher dcrnonstra nons
01oppos it ion to the war , said a Newport ne wspaper." This was not a tot ally Idle
threat ; th e offices of the Baltimore Federal Republican we re attacked by a
Republican mob m July .

A month lat er local Republi can suppor ters of the war were provoked hy another
inci dent , Seve ral Republicans who owned a small schooner were fitt in~ It out
as a privateer when a hand of men hoar ded it , ove rpowe red ttl c crew, wok th c
vessel into ope n water , and scutt led 1t .9 No one was eve r apprehen ded lor the
sink ing. and the owners of ano ther vcv..cl were threatened with virmlar desrruc
tiun of their property if they converted it into a privateer. These inc idents
reflected th e widespread antiwa r senti me nt in Rhode bla nd and de monstrated
that Pcderahsrs were will ing to resort 10 mob violence as long as they had
pub lic opmion h,..hmd th em .

Meanw hi le, Rhode Islanders had anothe r opportunity to express their senti 
ment s about th e war . In the summer of I B12 Con grc..smcn Richard Jack son , Jr.,
and Elisha Pott er ran for reele ction as peace candul a n-s. "E ver-y vote" lor Jack 
son and Potter "will be considered at Washington as a vot e for Peace," th e
Federalist ProVUICllCCGuzette argu ed, while Rcpubhcans denounced th eir
antiwar opponent s as "t he Brit ish fact inn in Ameri ca ." 10 Du ring the campa ign
Federalists con centrated on the peace issue and Republicans portra yed the ir
opponents .:IS Tones. When voters went to the po lls, they reelected Putt er and
jackso n by a larger majority than In 110\10, and they also mcreased the Federali st
m.1lnrity in the state House of Representatives. T wenty-three of the state's
thtny-one town s gave rnaionucs to Federalist candidates.
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Soon after these elections Rhode Islanders went to the polls again, this time to

vote for presidential electors (Rhode Island was one of the few sta tes in the early
nineteent h century rhat chose lIS presid ential electors hy direct vote). Mcmbcr-,
of the Republican party rallied bchmd electors committed to President Madison
When Federalists mel at a nanonal convention in New York Ci ty in September,
they decided to indirectly hack the candidacy of dissident Republican DeWitt
Climon, the mayor oj New York City. who was challenging Madison 's reelection .

Following the national srrategv, h ·deral."ts in Rhode Island supported local
electors committed to Chmon. In other ... rates. including Ne w York, New lcrscv,
and Massachusetts, dissident Repubhcans and Federalists joined to form peace
coalitions behind Clinton . Federalists tried to appear nonpartisan In their appeals
to voters; one appeal, for example, declared that "wc drsclaim <111 part)' conside ra
tions" and are "cordially umung as the Advocates uf Peace."! The peace coali t ion
in Rhode Island included Federalists, Quakers, and di ...... idem rank-and-file Repub
hcans, but the state 's Federalists appear to hav e been Iess successful than their
colleagues in New York. New lersev , and ,\ \<1ss.lchuse tts In enlisting local Repub
lican party leaders .'!

The arguments used by local party members on both sides did not Jilin marked I\'
irom the rhetonc used In New York, New Jersey, or clsc .....here in New England .
Federalists, under the gui se 01 Friend... 01 Peace, suppo rt ed Clinton a... the only
hope ior ending rhc war and saving the nat ion from Madison's hiunder . Repuhli 
cans, recogmztng the ... trong antiwar sentiment In the state, argued that M'ld",on
had opted for war because there was no ahcrnauve. and wrapping th emselves in
the Revolutionary War legacv. they mcd to stir up Anglophobia . When th e TI:...UIt ...

were counted , Clinton electors earned the race in Rhode 1sland, with only six
towns voting in favor of Madison . Strong support lor Madison In the South and
Pennsylvania, however, led to thl' pres Idem 's rcclccuon .

Discouraged by the string of Federalist virtoncs In Rhode Island, local Rcpuhh 
cans decided mit tIl challenge Governor Jones in 11'\13, Runni ng on the slogan of
" Peace and Free T rade," [ones won his third term without opposition. Fl:deralists
also won all sta re offices and retained sizable m.noruics in both the Apriland
August legislative races . In IHI4, running against Republican James Fenner,
Jones won his fuun h term with 77 percent of the vote . That summer, buoyed
by Republican gains elsewhere in rhc nation, Rhode Island Republicans made ,I

strlln~ cffurt to unseat the state's Federalist congressmen. hUt the voters reelected
the incumbents and rctumed a matoruv of Federalists in the sta te House of Rep
resentatives. As long as the war lasted , Repuh licans had no hope of overcoming
the Federalist s , The sw ift decline of Rcpubhcamsm in Rhode Island during rhis
time reflected the widespread opposition in the stmc to " Mr. Madison 's War ,"

Republicans also watched helplessly while some of their fellow ciuzcns traded
with the enemy. The Bnush naval presence to Lung Island Sound provided horh
a threat and an opportunity. Some Rhode Islanders saw the pruxirmt y of the Bnnsh
as a chance to make up for some of th e losse s caused hy the war. Commerce with
the British "had for sorneume been suspect ed," reported Providence customs
collector Thomas Coles early in 11'\14 , "hut I had no idea of its being so extensive
until a few weeks ago."! ' Dunne that time hoth Coles and Newport customs
collector William Ellery succeeded in capturing several vessels h om Providence
and Newport that were trading with the Hnuvh When It appeared that James
Currie, master of the Hunter , planned to inform on the smugglers, rhc British
captured his ship and held him prisoner " to prevent his giving evidence against
the traitors. "I'
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Because of their exposed posruon. the residents 01 Hlock Island declared their
neutrality in the war. British vessels stopped at the island for water, cattle,
sheep, poultry, and other supplies. Customs officers checked ships trading
wit h Block Island to prevent the smu~lm~, hut they could not Stop the illegal
trade from the island ur from any other Rhode Island ports. Even when alleged
vio lators were caught, it was difnculr to ~et them convicted and railed. Rhode
Islan ders not on ly traded with Bnnsh ships off the New England coast ; they
also earned on a lucranvc trade with Canada, and II continued unahated for
the duration of the war."

Another manifestation oi antiwar sennmcm was provided by Governor
Jones and the General Assembly, Soon after the declaration of war , President
Madison requested that the states call out rhcrr militias tor national service,
but lones (like the Federalist governors of Massachusetts and Connecticut!
refused the request. The legislature smm,;ly approved of the governor's refusal
" to comply with the uncon..ntuuonal requisition " to draft the state militia
to serve with the regular army In the Invasion of Canada ." The Federalist
majority also opposed any alliance wah Napoleon against the British,
because party members in Rhode Island and els..cwherc m the country
sympath ized with the British ..rruggle against the French dictator.

lanes repeatedly exp ressed his distaste fur the war. In hrs June 1813 rncssugv
to the legisla ture. the governor argued that "neit her honour or profit can
rationally be expected" from a continuation of the war ." He asked President
Madison to negotiate an errr usuce wnh the British, but rhe Madison adnums
t rat ion ignored such appeals. in November, lon cs drafted a Thanksgivi ng DJ.y
message that urged Iht, pres ident and the public to repent " for all their per 
sona l and national sins ."I" This proposa l enraged Republicans, who wondered
if the Brit ish should not show a ln tlc repentance for the evils they had perpe
tra ted, such as the "horrid murders and barbannes committed in india and
Irelan d, and in our own country." I' The Tha nksgivma Day debate of IS 1.\ was
typical of the fast ·day con troversies throughout New England du ring the war.
Even "if th e peppery Republican.. of Rhode Island sea led no moral issues in
th eir fast -Ja y controversy ," as one h istonan puts it, both th ey an d the Federal
ists hoped to ach ieve salvation at the ballot box, If not in heav en."

Governor Jones gave the Republicans furthe r rt'.1S(1Il for ange r In February 11'114,
when he urged the Gene ral Assembly to res ist uncons t ituti ona l and oppressive
laws. The Federali st -cont rolled legislatu re did not need an y prodding: it voted
again st assu ming the sta te 's share of the federa l tax [0 finance the war, reject 
ing an arrangement tha t "would release the gene ral government from the
odium of collect ing the tax wh ich their own mad policy has hm ught upon
the country.'?' Further , when news reac hed Rhode Island of Napoleon's defeat
in 1814 by allied European arm ies , the governor exp ressed his jubrlanon and
hoped that th is even t would conv ince the president to end the war . Publicly ,
Republicans could not understand why Federalists th roughou t the nation
rejoiced at a Brit ish victory, and the rcacuon Illst confirmed their view that
the Federalis ts were the Tones of I~12 .

Despite its opposition to the W.1J, the state government was necessanlv forced
to prepare in case of a British attack , Afte r the war began , the federal govern
ment, expecting the state militia to provide protection, removed most of the
regular troops stationed In Rhude Island . Appeals hy [om-s to President Madi 
son to return the federal troops were ignored, and the governor hesitated to use
mili tia troops to man Fan Adams and Fort Wolcott .
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When th ree Brit ish wa rships appeared nff the entrance to Ncwpons harbor,
local residents panicked, hut the Hnu:..h did not attack. Several months later,
in April 1813 , a British squadron stationed ncar Block Island began cru ising off
Newport. and the inhabnants of the town panicked once again . Now the state
distributed anns and arnrnunmon to the militia, Governor lones sent additional
men to man Purt Adams, and CItizens organized nil:htly patrols to ....-a tch for an
invading force. Banks in Newport ..ent their dcposns to interior towns for satctv,
and local people entrusted their valuables to friends and relat ives."

Although Newport was never the ohrcct of direct Bnush attack, Narragansett
Bay was the site of several ship bunune, by the Bnush. One naval officer, the
captain 01 the U,S. revenue cutt er vigi lam, ..tat toned at Newport, decided In

retaliate, and in October IRU he and his ere ....· 01 Newport volunteers went after
the Canadian privateer Dart . The Rhode Islander.. boarded the privateer alter a
hve-hour chase, and m the ensuing hattie nne 01 them wa.. wounded and a Bnush
oificer killed. Then the Rhode Islanders rook the prize back to Newport ."

Few others were willing to emulate the Newport volunteers, and th e encounter
proved to be an Isolated Incident . Most Rhode Islanders were less concerned
with pnvareenng than with defending the stare from Bnnsh attack . Some,
like Newport customs collector William Ellery, did not believe that such an
attack was likely because of the cxtcnsrvc 11Il;'~1 trade heing earned on with
the Bnnsh ." By the summer of 1~14 , however, most Rhode Islanders were less
su re of British imcnuons, and ciuaens of Newport, Warren, and Providence
appealed to the Assemhly to provide fur the defense 01 their commumnes.

In res ponse to these appeals, Governor loncs reached an agreement with the
Madison admi nistrat ion for ra i si n~ ,I force of 550 volunteers. This state corps
would serve under federal control , hut thl' men would at no t ime leave the state,
and the officers would he appointed hy the ~ov(,-rnur. To create this force , the
state offered a bou nty to volunteers, hut hy September IHl-l only 150 men had
been recruited."

Mea nwh ile, lon es was ala rmed hy the Brit ish bummg ot washington and a British
assault on Stonington, Connecncut, in the summer (If tH 14_ The governor called the
legis lature into speci a l session in Sept em ber to discuss the perceived emergency,
an d he ordered five compa nies of militia rn ,Issist in the defense of Stonington .
ln addi tion, he called out fou r companies uf rruhtia to defend Newport. "

Citizens of Providence decided not to walt until Rhode Island could raise J state
corps. With the Brit ish attack on Washington tn August 1 ~ 1 4 , the tow n's con
cern for its sccuntv increased co ns .dc rablv , and inh ab itants formed a committee
of defense to mise funds and provide voluntee rs for the construcnon of fom fica
nons. This committee divided Providence into ...even milnary districts, each 01
which recrui ted men to vo lunteer the ir labor whi le othe rs kept watch in case the
Brit ish appeared. Men 01 all sons-lawyers, Brown Umversity students, masons,
lrtsh -Americans, Afncan-Amencans. men from surrounding to w ns-c-rook up the
pickax, the shovel. and the wheelbarrow. The erection of Fort William Henrv at
Field 's Point was a result of thei r work . Similar preparations were made around

Newport; among these, 150 men of the Arnflery Company oi Newport occupied
Fort Green as part of the town 's line ui defense In case the Bntish attacked."

There were legiumate reason s for the Rhode Islanders ' concerns. The British

were blockading the American wast, and during the summer of UH-l Admiral
Sir Henry Hotham, commander oi the blockading squadron uti New England,
was ordered to stop the coastal trade and hum coastal towns . Events at
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Stonington , Co nnecncut . "U~t.'''It:J t hai Rhod e Island could he next. Briti ..h
naval o!ficns received in..uucnons to gather imclligcncc. and some, such a-,
Cap tain Sir Phi lip Carteret Silvester of the l'omune, succeeded in obtaining
info rmat ion abou t dd cnses fro m New Englan dt.' rs. T he Brit ish in fact planned
to invade Rhod e Island in September, hut the ir military plans changed and rhe
protected invasion never took place."

By the fall of IX1.1 the fear 01 .10 immmcm Hnnsh ascauh had declined . and
Rhode Islanders turned their attention to the qucvuon ot peace. The lack ot
pro~t:~~ 10 the react: ncgonauon.. exasperated Governor Jones and the General
A..scmbly . In November the Iegl... lature approved ...ending delegates to the Hart ford
Convention . a rnccung of the anti war New England state... . Connecticut and
Ma....acbuscus ...cnt officIa] rcprcscruauvc.. ltr the convcnnon .1],,0, anda tcw
unoffic ial delegate.. carne trom Verm ont and New Hamp..hi re. The Rhude lsl.md
legislat ure and Governor Jones probably expected the meet ing to draft a ..t.nc mcnt
calhng for peace and promonng regional defense in case the Bnush rciccrcd pc;lce
and sought to expand their rrnhtarv operatum.. against New England . Rhode
leland '... convenuon delegate ... were state Supreme Court chid IU"IH.T Darnel
Lyman and un the words ot one account ! three " middle range pohncran... 01 no
great disuncnon," all of whom ....'ere considered moderate... .· Republicans 10 Rhode
Island and elsewhere expected the convcntmn tu vote fur ..ccc ....ion . and tht.')'
attacked the mccnng a.. a threat III the Union But the Hartford Ccnvcnuon
in..read recommended several relatively rnoclcnuc cons ntuuonalamcndmcms.
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These recomm endau on... lost their relevance when word arrived in February
ltllS of the signing of the Treaty of Ghent. bnngmg the War of Itll2 to an end .
Rhode Islan d took no act ion nn the pro posed amendments. because joyous

Rhod e Islan ders were too bu ...y cclcbraung the end of the conflict to ca re about
what appea red a dead Issue. Yet, though the war had ..-ndcd, the bitter partisan
ship it had engendered did not . When Rhode Islanders wen t to the pol ls in IH15,
the War of 1812 dormnared stale election... nne last time. Republicans portrayed
the war as a successful crusade agam"'l Brmsh despotism. While federalis ts
questioned the wisdom ot the war and rcmmdcd voters oi the Repubhcan tail
ure to conquer Canada and end Irnprc ...smem. rherr opponents saw the war as a
vic tory. Republicans were convmced It had won the United Sta tes the respect
of the world, preserved Amcncan national honor, and demonstrated that the
average citizen-soldiers ot the American mihua could defeat the trained armies
of Europe, The wa r and Ih con ...cqucncc... reinforced the negative perception that
Republicans and Federal ist s hold of each other, and thus the conflict ended 01 ...

divisively oIS it had begun

voters repudiated the war m IS I:' hy elccung a fedcralist rnajonrv in the
legislature and reelecting the governor. A year later a Republican tide swept
through New England and New York, hut Rhude Island Federalists narrowlv
retai ned control ui the state. In IHI?, however, the Republicans regained con
trol. and the next two yeah saw the twi light of Federalism In Rhode Island.

Federal ist domination of the state had been pnmanlv 01 product of the Embargo
of 1807 and the War of 18 12. Aliena ted hy the economic problems created bv rhe
embargo and th e war , voters had abandoned the Republican s and voted Fcdcrah... t.
Th e resurrect ion of Federali sm was not unique to Rhode Island, but rather
paral leled developm ents in New lersev, New York, Maryland, and elsewhere in
New England. Th e War of IX12 proved tha t forcl.l~n policy issues could motivate
voters and, if clever ly u...cd, co uld have a sig nificant impact on the pohncs of
th e ind iv idu al ~to1tcs. ~)

Rhode Island Republicans who supported the war did so out oi loyalty to the
Republican party lead ership and a desire to redeem America's nat ion al honor.
Th ey tried to just ify th e war as the only opt ion rcmauung t har cou ld preservc
the na tion 's dign it y; th e Brinsh, they argued, had given Americans no altemauve.
Local Republican s also saw the war asan opportunity 10 gain control of C;IO;IJ.l

[although conquest of Canada was not the mot ive for the war}. The ideology of
republicanism and the ...vmbolism 01 the Revolu tio n were used to just tty the war ,
appeal for puhlic support, and discredi t the 0pp<I...n run as the new Tone.... Whilc
their rhet oric was obviously intended 10 gain vote... , the Republican... rea lly
meant what they sai d; they co uld nor un derstand why the Federalist s wou ld not
support the war an d fight for the ir count ry. " Seeing the war as 01 struggle he
tween American rcpublicamsm and Briti sh despotism, they were chagrined
whe n the Pcdcra lisrs re joiced at the Bnush VICtory over Napoleon . Although the
conflict ended in a stalema te , Rep ublicans considered it a victory, one [holt
redeemed American honor, won the respect ot Europe, proved the abrlmes 01 the
cit izen-soldier, and demonstrated that a republic could mdccd wage war .

Despi tc rhe Republican rhetonc. no other war 10 American history produced
more open dissent than the War of 1~12 , The peace campaign in Rhode Island
between IHll and IHI5 was an outgrowth (If Federalist opposition to the war ,
which Federalist s perceived a... a pa rusan conflict-a war started hy the Rcpuh
Iican party for partisan end... and not to preserve Amencan national intcrcstv.
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Because of thcr r distrust of the Republicans, their hostility toward France, an d
their sym pathy for the British struAAlc against Napoleon. Federali st s ViCWl'J

Madiso n's foreign policy as pro- French and anu -Bnush Party me mbers in
Rhode Island and in other parts of the nat iun perceived the war as immoral
and unju st. They art iculated the right 10 disscm In America 's first declared
war after independence, an important legacy for the history of the peace
movem ent in the Unned Stall'S.

The inabili ty of the Madison adrrurnsrrnnon to conquer Canada and the failu re
of the Tr eaty of Ghent to end rrnpresvmcnt confirmed Federalist assumpnons
about the futility of the war and demonstrated the bankruptcy of Republican
m ilitary and foreign policies . The Federalists had won the support oi Rhode
Island's electorate bv their opposmon 10 these pOllCIC!'>, and they smugly oh
served that they had been proven right about thc economic and political ruin
brought by fifteen years of Republican rule. But with the end oi the .....ar they
failed to find any new issue!'> to monvarc the voters. and the}' lost control of
the state in the elections of IHI7 .

Although the Pedcrahvrs weft' unable 10 retain power very long after the war ,
they did leave a notable legacy: a societ y dedicated to the cause of peace. Efforts
to form a peace party in the state in IH12 were not much more than a political
ploy , s ince the Peace party and the stare's Federalist party were bas ically the
same orga nizat ion , Afte r the war, however, Ouakers and Federalists [many we re
both ) who had opposed the conflict played an mstru mc mal role in the creat ion
of the Rhode Island Peace SOCiety in IHIK. The organizers [including Wil liam
Ioncs and Moses Brown ] wert.' encou raged by si mila r efforts m New Yor k and
Massachusetts in the aftermath of the war. Almos t Immediately some Rcpu bh 
cans realized the connect ion between the Rhode Isla nd Peace Society an d the
Federalists and ques tioned the lcguunacv and nonpamsan shtp oi the new
society. But despite the role played hy prom mcru Federali st s in the organization,
the Rhode Islan d Peace Socie ty was nor a po litical extens ion of rhe Federali st s;
It wa... a coali t ion of Qua kers , Federalists, and ot hers who had a sincere desi re ru
end war. Th e Impetus of the society was a legacy of the War of IBl2 an d th e
Napoleonic Wars in Europe, an Impetu s that ,lIso prod uced th e Ameri can Peace
Society in IR2R.1Od generated th e longest cont inuous reform movement In

American hi story."

,
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1!'I"'71; C ... ur.:c Ch'lnmn.:. Earl v Recol·
1t...1!Oll' o l iVewporr. / lV,1. J" 1I
(Ne w port . lii/'l!'l l, lK"

".I'r,,\· !Clt·fI'-'~ ( "<lZ<' l t~. II Apr . IKII.

7 Chfl,wpher Ellery to ).une' M;ldis()n .
2-1 lune )i<ll . fl'cll.j , IJm..,~ M.IJ1"m
I'JI""", llhlJry II I C" ngr.·..' Other
aceounr, .lppe<l/ In Ihe l 'ro"ldclJ<,e
C ,J:t't It·. 27 1unc IKII. dnd rhe .'<,'ew
/I ...mp,hlt,' 1'<IIrW I, II Au/.: 1!'I ll.

!'I Newp'Jrl Repu/tilf tlll. Iluh IKI I

0,1 l' ru l'I,!e", /' Colu ml'wn I'hcmx, IS luh'
I i< 12, "urn.' Rhut.le bl.lnd Repuhhc.m~

mddl' a ,ucn'" nUl III prlVatl·er m..:. The
hilI: Y...nk.." 01 Hn~ltll c...ptureJ i"rn
Rrlll~h , hlp'. w..:elhn wnrth ahtmt
5~ mlllwn '>ee A Wandetl·t INoah
ln hn''' nj, '''uma/.. of Two CtlIJ'c"
...btJ.1/d ,hc A mefl.-un J'rH'alal r"' l1
kee[New York , 10,1/'111 C"p le.. nl the....·
,,,um... l ~ w ..., ... 011 " , pu hh..he d In W,llred
."' unro, Tales o f <In Old $,.<) 1'""
Wnncetnn. S I , 1"'171, t he 1lr1J<:/n;l1
It' urna l, ill... ;It rhe' RhoJ... [, lan d
Hl,wncal SoclCH'

10 I'rn\'lJenee (.aUlIe 2J AUF; I l'll.t
.....·...pml Rcp uM K <ln. 'lO lu ly.
I ~ AUF; 11"11.

II , Galpin, Pwncenng fur !"'<lC(' ~/'I. "ee
011-.0 Providence ( ;,u ' ·lI .·. H , II (leI

1-1 Nov . 1l!I2,

l L Norman R'~lllrt.l . "El...cuon U1 11'12,
In 1/J~ lol}' of A m" lIedn l'rcssdentral
Elect ion s, ed Arth ur ...., "c hlc,mJ:u. lr
I]'<;e .... York. 19 11l, 11-1"'·% R....ord
<rudv mcnuons RhoJe leland onlv
m pdsSlnl: .

U. Thomd< Colee In A[hocn Ga l1dll n.
271... n. I IiU. reel J x, Co rrrvpondc nrc
01 the Secretarv or Ihe Trca surv wu h
Ihe Collector, ul C us rumv. 17iiY-lii ~ ~ .

Generdl Recor ds 01 t he Dcpa nmcm 01
the Tr ed'Ul)' . R...cord C roup '>f>. NAunnd l
Archrves. Wa..hm..:w n , D.C

I J n',d Sec ,1.1,;0 "'e""p0 t! RepuhlJ( en
2~ Feh l iil ~

1:-. S. T Lrvertnorc, H"t",., "' HI.... k l</,m.f
[Ha rt ford. 11"11). If)(, Thoma- cote- 10
Albert Callau n, 2J S " v. 11'I1 .j. recl 21',
Correspondence 01 the Secretary ot rhc
Tr easurv .... uh rhe C\1 l1l'e r" r~ "I CIJ 'lt<m~.

11!'1l} · ]i( H

16 . Rhode blanJ, A I fhe t,'en" r<ll A ".'m·
bJ.I' S 'lI'l.'m f>,·r lli12l Provide nte.
1I'I11\,U

11. RhoJe 1<land, Af fhe ( ;el1..,<l1 A ' '''m
bl)' l unl' HI13[I'm vldencc, I!'II \1, .\

IK Provldel1ce GlI.:elle, /'I No\' 1!'Ill ,

19, Provide lice CO/Umn1l11l pheni X.
.!ON"". HID

20 , WillMm Gnhhm, Th ,' Churchn M!lll alll
Tile War 0/ 18/2 afld AIlll'fJfd tl R<'!1 ,~l" 11

(New Haven. Cllnn" 1"'7J I, 1-1, SCI' ;II",
Illhn Ikr... ns, f'wI'idence ,m d 1'<IIrIO"" m
ill fmlv AmaIC<1, /(,.J1)·1"1 5IChM
lottcsvdlc. Vol. , 1'17,,1 ,

21. /'rondellce (;'J .:,'II<" 12 Mar, lxl--t

22. Ibid. , 1-1 Apr ., I.. May IIlU . On 7 Nov
I!'I 11 the C <l.:e uc repunl'd Ih,l1 Cowr ·
nur lones hold rec ... lveJ;I lerr.'r IWIn
LIt'UI...nant GO\'emur Slm.."m Mdnm
01 Newptltl. dated [", Sept . 1!'Ill., ahour
tn.., Hnw,h inJo:i1res Sl'e 011,0 Oliver
Perry to lohn Hdflu... ~ Dec. 1i< 12, I.. hn
&dlu< Paper< . and Idcnh KmJ:,hury 10
Capt. Ddvid MelvIlle. 22 , .H Au..: 11< 1l.
laeub KlnJ:shuT)' Paper" Ne.... ·Yul k
HIStonCdl "'>LII'I)' ,

2J /'rovldence ( ;IlUI!t'. 0,1 Ck't h' l \,
Edward Pt'lcr~nn . H h rt't\' of Rh" .J..
I s/unJ Il'ew York . 1i<,>J I, 2M.6 '

2-1 WIIIi... m Fowler . W1lJ,ll m fllef','
IMel uc hen. 1'\.1-, I",n l. 177

2."; PW\ 'Jden ce Ca.:elfe. /'I Au): I !'I I ~,

W,lhdm lones IU Ihe Sl-ctcu ry "I War , X
Sept. I lS l .j. Rl'f'OI I 0/ fhe C"mmlller on
."dual}· Afl<lIT'> , Fl'bruarv 2H, l li/S I ~Ih

C on,l:( ..~ rd ....." . II\ IS." One .'10''':', x..

y . lonc-, ro the xccrcrarv Cll War ,
I' "err I " I ~

l ' "",nd,'ncc c,....::eIU, v lulv 2' Au..:
1 ~ "epl, I, ", 22 On . ISI -l, I'l·leNon.
HI,loT\' 01 Rhode Is/and. 2/'1'"

! " Rich a rdMurdoch . ' Brlush ~al·3.1

Im clhl:" nte ' Report s on rh... Fom
ucauonc tlf ~ewrort m IKI~
,.... '·wporIIlHlfltl· ~ !'<jIW."; 2 Th.
let.lcrd l gov ernment and n-, I..cal
Rcp uhhcan , uppll n r~ .. crc oi l, ,,
concerned about t h pre.....nee 01

Hnl1 , h ahcn-, 1Il Rh..J ...h ldnt.l P... tc r

C"kman and Penelope "';llt',k...
, flTLlI ,h lrn rr ugram-, m Rhod ... b ldnJ
t.I urmll: the Wdr .. , l xl Z. Rhod..
I<Jund Hl'f"r.·l--\ (1"";;'1 M _1,

2~ D onald Hrckcv . f-eJcralhh and the
War uIl !'ll1 ,Ph. D Jls,ertdllon
Unl l'l r"" ul llhnUl', 19'11 ~ 1";· ln

\() VICIOI "apm. ",""'",Iand' , F eJeT.1h~1

pcnod. l "'O~-1 1" 12. \ltJ rv /,md
1/I,mru-<II ()u<l rurIv f>.4 I~P f1 n.: 1'1(....
1· 1', B.inncr r .. the H<lrtl'lfJ e,ml,n
II<'" lla"lJ II FI'''I;hel , tht' R<,I"llIIum
01 Ameflum COIl.\.' fVall'lIl. 1 he
Ft'dl'rulI~1 PlIrtl' In the ErLl or ,.."..,.
,,,mlln n ...mon,lu' n,c,," Yurk , 1<,)/'1";1
DavlJ Yal'a cone. " Co n net lLeUI .1.I:,l m 't
Ihe 11.1...: F...Jndli,m LInd the .,I'-ar " I
I!'I1 2," CvnmTtl<'ut Jl h lOrh:a ! .~"C1" 11'

Hull<'lln -10 LlJnuaf)' 1975\: 1·7 ; llarn\'
Strum . " r-; ... w Icr'ey P"lilLe , anJ rhe
\,·iar ui [,, 12." ,'<i.·w /..,w \' HL,tptl' Ins
IFall/ Wmter IYl> 71: ,H -/'I<J, Hdr"'q'
Strum, "T he Pollucs ollh.., r-;.·w Y"rk
Allll ....arCampalgn. 1!'11 !-IXI ";." I '<,m ,'
<111,] Chanx,. !'I1"rrm.: IYi<21 7-1i<,

,H Se.., tor l'xamrlc, L",vl wh.'amn tl1

l<m;lthan RU"l"Il. n luh' l11U, I knTV
Wh.."t"n I';'rl'f~, Mor.:an llhrarv, r-;l'W
Yo,k i '\"'WI"~ I Republicall . .to Illl~'

I!'I1 2; and l'ro vl<-/em :.. C,,!lunl'wn
l'h l' flIx . 20 No" 1"1 ,1

.n. For a dISCU~')()n 01 the~e thl·m.·' ar rhl'
ndlle,nal levet 'n·lkrcn~. !'nll'W<'/l<"
<lml P<llrwl"m, I -I~·(,.J. R.·l:ma IJ
Srunt, \\'<11 and Am,·tJcan / huuxhl
From lh l' RC'''''/ulJun 10 th,' MOil "'"
Doet tITle IKelll, Ohlel . 10,1 ,,1.1 I~~ ~ 7.

dnJ Ro..:... r Bmwn, 1l" pul' /I< In PUll.
11< /2!!''' ''" York , IW>JI.

\ \ (; alpm , Pw m:erJnj(lor l'eaa ~ '-.jl .
rhJ/llnlhmpl". 12 Dcc 11" ]7 , ."l a<k
Thump"m. " " " , Rn m 71 Rdu,l<lnI
R.'f",maIWilb.llm,hur" Vol , 1% 2\.
21"2·ld, Brock . J·aCJ I ICI ~m ~ ~t<. -I' '';

fflend of Pedn'. I'ok ! ----1 ,conra m
teJ't ,n ~ 01 t he Rhode 1,land Pe;le,'
StJuen' lor I S I"·1!'i2~, ChIJ'lwn
R'Rl<f"r, I' ~1dr. 1f;2"
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