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In 2013, Rhode Island commemorated the 350th 
anniversary of its colonial charter, which granted 

individuals the freedom to worship without government 
intrusion. Consequently, many faith communities took 
root in Rhode Island in the centuries that followed.  
Rhode Island became a haven for those who wished to 
escape persecution, yet it also was a colony and, later, 
a state that denied liberties to some of its inhabitants. 

In this exhibit, you’ll be introduced to some of the 
lesser known founders of faith communities who 

have shaped the Ocean State.  You’ll learn the role that 
institutions of faith and their founders have played in 
our cultural consciousness.  And, you’ll see some of the 
ways that Rhode Islanders have fought for freedoms 
that have been restricted or taken away.

Above: Thomas M. Clark (1812-1903) assembled this 
model of St. Paul’s Church (Episcopal) in 1890. The 
model is made of varnished wood with paper windows 
of which only a few remain. St. Paul’s Church was 
originally built in 1707 in Narragansett, R.I.

The majority of images and objects 
featured in the following panels are 
selected from the 25,000 objects and 
400,000 photographs and maps within 
the collections of the Rhode Island 
Historical Society.
  
The images and text featured on the 
panel “Kerosene Lamp Church” appear 
courtesy of Sylvia Ann Soares.

This exhibit is made possible through major funding support 
from the Rhode Island Council for the Humanities, an 
independent state affiliate of the National Endowment 
for the Humanities.   Any views, findings, conclusions, 
or recommendations expressed in this exhibit do not 
necessarily represent those of the National Endowment for 
the Humanities.



Thomas Wilson Dorr, who led the Dorr 
Rebellion in 1841-42, fought for the suffrage 

of unpropertied men in Rhode Island, many of 
whom were immigrants who had recently settled in 
the urban areas of the state.  While Dorr initially 
supported the rights of African Americans, his 
party ultimately voted to add a clause to their 
constitution that took away the right to vote from 
African-American men.  The opposing party, the 
Charterites, would gain the support of many African 
Americans as a result.

Tensions finally came to a head on May 19, 
1842 when Dorrites attacked the Benefit Street 

Arsenal, which was defended by the Charterites, 
including Dorr’s own father. Unsuccessful in their 
attempts to take the arsenal, the Dorrites ultimately 
disbanded, and Dorr was sentenced for treason.
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above: Clipping from the Providence Journal, 1842 (RIHS Collections, 
RHi x3 669)

above: Daguerrotype of Thomas Wilson Dorr, undated (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X3 5449)

Below: Photograph of the arsenal on Benefit Street, undated (RIHS 
Collections, RHi E791 67)

F i g h t i n g  f o r  F r e e d o m

B e n e f i t  S t r e e t
A r s e n a l



In the early morning hours of June 9, 1772, a group of 
men filled several long boats on the Providence waterfront.  

Frustrated by the trade limitations placed on them by the 
British Crown, these men decided to take violent action.  
They rowed out to the British ship the Gaspee, which had 
run aground on a sandbar, and proceeded to set fire to the 
ship and capture its captain.  

The event, characterized as patriotism by some and 
terrorism by others, has resonated strongly with Rhode 

Islanders ever since. George Washington celebrated the event 
himself in 1774 with a fireworks spectacle in Virginia intended 
to mark the second anniversary of the ship’s burning.  During 
the nineteenth century, Rhode Islanders began to mark the 
occasion with festivals and parades, which have continued 
into the twenty-first century.  
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right: Silver Goblet 
from the Gaspee, 
inscribed with the 
following: “Captured 
by Comm. Whipple 
of R.I. From the 
British Sloop 
“Gaspee,” June 17, 
1772.”
(RIHS Collections, 
Rhi X3 1938)

below: The Burning of 
The Gaspee by Charles 
Brownell Dewolf 
(RIHS   Collections, 
Rhi X5 10) 

F i g h t i n g  f o r  F r e e d o m

T h e  G a s p e e  A f f a i r

Some Rhode Islanders, when denied certain freedoms, 
have responded with violent force.  Was the capture of 
the Gaspee in 1772 an act of terrorism or patriotism?  
Were Thomas Dorr and his followers justified in their 
attempts to take the Benefit Street Arsenal in 1842? 



Nearly 100,000 Rhode Islanders served during 
World War II.  These men and women fought 

for the four freedoms that Franklin D. Roosevelt 
enumerated in 1941: the freedom of speech and 
expression, the freedom of every person to worship 
God in his own way, freedom from want and freedom 
from fear.  Rhode Islanders at home experienced 
the hardships of rationing and shortages of food 
and other goods that began in 1942 and persisted 
even after the War’s end.  
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H e l e n  C l a r k e  G r i m e s

Rhode Island resident Helen Clarke Grimes (1905-
1989) left several diaries that chronicle her life 

here during World War II.  In July 1943, Grimes 
describes a rare weekend getaway with her husband, 
Dorrance, who worked for the Brown and Sharpe 
Manufacturing Company.  She writes:  “Caught the 
nine o’clock train and to our surprize got comfortable 
seats together. A wonderful, wonderful feeling to 
be pulling out of Providence with the better part of 
a week of freedom stretching ahead after weeks of 
pinching, contriving and Spartan-like living.”  

below: Dorrance Grimes (1907-1999) on March 10, 1936 (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X17 621)

below: Helen Clarke Grimes (1905-1989) on March 10, 1936
(RIHS Collections, RHi X17 620)
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Above: Photograph of Ann Ives Carrington, member of the 
Irrepressible Society (RIHS Collections, RHi X17 1390)

Below: Photograph of Mary Hoppin, member of the Irrepressible 
Society (RIHS Collections, RHi X17 1383

During the 19th century in Rhode Island, women’s 
freedoms were limited.  For example, married women 

could not own their own property or hold custody of their 
children.  Yet, while their husbands and sons fought in 
the Civil War, many women found ways to participate 
in the war effort.  Some women held knitting bees that 
raised funds to send supplies to soldiers, while others 
nursed wounded soldiers at hospitals like Portsmouth 
Grove in Portsmouth, RI.  To help the cause, five young 
Providence women in 1861 organized the Irrepressible 
Society, so named for the persistence of its members in 
soliciting funds from neighbors.  In the aftermath of the 
war, the Irrepressible Society broadened its mission to aid 
widows, disabled veterans, and their families.  

To raise funds, the Irrepressible Society put on 
“theatricals” at some of the local theaters.  These events 

were advertised in the Providence Journal and extremely 
successful.  With these funds, the Society purchased 
thread, fabric and other materials and then constructed and 
distributed clothing to families in Providence.  Eventually, 
the Society raised enough money to begin paying some 
members of low-income families to cut and sew clothes 
that would be distributed to other families.  

F r e e d o m  R e s t r i c t e d

T h e  I r r e p r e s s i b l e  S o c i e t y

Despite a long tradition of religious 
tolerance, the freedoms of many Rhode 
Islanders have been denied or restricted 
throughout the past several centuries. 
In the following panels, you will see an 
example of how Rhode Island women 
during the 19th century made use of 
their limited freedoms.  You will also 
learn how shortages during World War 
II restricted the lives of Rhode Islanders 
on the homefront.



Roger Williams died in 1683 and was buried on 
his property in what is now the College Hill 

section of Providence.  The Sullivan Dorr Mansion 
later replaced Williams’s original home, standing at 
the corner of Benefit and Bowen Streets.  According 
to local legend, descendants of Williams attempted 
to move his body to a new burial ground in 1860.  
In the supposed original gravesite, the group found 
a root from a nearby apple tree shaped like a human 
torso.  Some claimed that this root had actually 
formed around Williams’s skeletal remains, but this 
remains a matter of myth and not scientific fact.
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R o g e r  W i l l i a m s ’ s  R o o t

L e g e n d a r y  F a i t h

above: Apple-tree root (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X17 1363)

left: The Banishment of Roger 
Williams by Peter Frederick 
Rothermel, c. 1850 (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X5 20) 



These images of Providence were hand-
drawn in 1790 by John Fitch, a student at 

Brown University.  The map depicts houses on 
Westminster, Weybosset and North and South 
Main Streets.  Benefit Street is also visible, lined 
by only a handful of structures in 1790, including 
the First Congregational Church (later the First 
Unitarian Church) as well as John Brown’s House 
on Power’s Lane (later known as Power Street).  On 
the reverse side of the map, Fitch drew a sketch of 
the First Baptist Church, the congregation founded 
by Roger Williams in 1638.  
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L e g e n d a r y  F a i t h

J o h n  F i t c h ’ s  M a p

above: Ink on paper (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X 393)

left: Ink on paper (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X17 392) 



Sarah Foster Sweet worked this 
embroidery circa 1818, which depicts 

the First Congregational Church in 
Providence on Benefit Street that was 
“destroyed by fire June 14th, 1814.”  
Embroidery projects, similar to this one 
done by Sarah Sweet, were taught to young 
women, girls, and boys in Providence at 
Mary (Polly) Balch’s school.  Situated 
adjacent to Benefit Street, the Balch school 
was begun sometime before 1785.  In this 
sampler, Sweet chose to memorialize a site 
and event that were significant to her.

While history books of the 19th, 20th and 21st 
centuries can tell us stories from Rhode Island’s 
past, we can find history written in unexpected 
places, too. 
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L e g e n d a r y  F a i t h

S a r a h  S w e e t ’ s 

left: Silk on linen embroidery 
(RIHS Collections, RHi X5 86)

S a m p l e r 



Roger Williams gathered a congregation in Rhode 
Island in 1638, which eventually met in the First 

Baptist Meeting House.  Although African Americans 
could be members of the First Baptist congregation, 
some white and Black congregants decided to organize 
an institution that would specifically serve the African-
American community.  On March 9, 1819, the interested 
parties gathered in the First Baptist Meeting House 
to discuss the possibility of forming a congregation 
for the purposes of worship as well as to offer secular 
education for children.  One of the supporters of the 
project was Moses Brown, a longtime abolitionist, who 
purchased a plot of land at the corner of Meeting and 
Congdon Streets.  A meeting house was constructed on 
this site with additional funds from Moses Brown, and 
the building began to offer services in 1821 under the 
name the African Union Meeting House.  In 1875, the 
meeting house became known as the Congdon Street 
Baptist Church.

F o u n d i n g  F a i t h 
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C o n g d o n  S t r e e t

Above: Photograph, circa 1950 
(RIHS Collections, RHi X17 
604)
 
Right: Photograph of the 
Congdon Street Baptist 
Church’s Youth Fellowship 
Tea, circa 1950 (RIHS 
Collections, RHi X17 603)

B a p t i s t  C h u r c h



As a young woman in 1776, Jemima Wilkinson 
(1752-1819) founded a radical religious sect 

that combined elements of Quakerism and New 
Light Baptism.   Wilkinson, born in Cumberland, 
RI, had a religious transformation at the age of 24 
when she nearly died of a fever.  During her illness, 
she had vision in which she died and was sent 
back by God to preach to the world.  Inspired by 
this vision, Wilkinson adopted the name “Publick 
Universal Friend,” and would never again respond 
to her given name.  

Though Wilkinson amassed hundreds of 
followers during her lifetime, later chroniclers 

were less convinced of her authenticity.  Helen 
Clarke Grimes, a 20th-century Rhode Island 
woman, described in her diary a visit to the remains 
of a church built by Wilkinson’s followers.  Grimes 
writes that Wilkinson was “a fanatic of the last 
century, who believed she could walk on water 
and raise people from the dead.”  According to 
Grimes, when Wilkinson “failed to do either she 
neatly got out of it by blaming her congregation 
for its lack of faith.”

F o u n d i n g  F a i t h
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Above: Lithograph of Jemima Wilkinson (RIHS Collections, RHi 
X13 1761)

J e m i m a  W i l k i n s o n



In 1886, Cape Verdean immigrant Manuel Ricardo Martin, 
a longshoreman and former whaler, arrived in Providence 

to create a spiritual, educational and communal center for 
his people. In 1891, the Central Congregational Church 
hired him as a missionary and took full responsibility for the 
Manuel Martin Mission. They described him as “‘all things 
to men,’ ministering to their whole life, physical, moral and 
religious.”

The early Mission sites in Chickenfoot Alley and on Link 
Street in Fox Point were recognized by a sign “Gospel 

Mission” and a lamp in the window, hence the mocking 
name “kerosene lamp church.” A church over a blacksmith 
shop? Martin’s stout reply was that “there was always a church 
where Christ was, in stable or a blacksmith shop or anywhere 
else.”

F o u n d i n g  F a i t h
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above: This undated ink on paper print depicts Fox 
Point in Providence.  (RIHS Collections, RHi X17 1211)

Central volunteers taught English, domestics, citizenship, 
arts/crafts, sports, religion, and assisted with legal, 

medical and job needs. By 1893, classes were held 5 days a 
week. In 1904, Central built a church on Sheldon Street and 
by 1931 that Portuguese Chapel was open 7 days serving 
members and non‐members of all ages.

In 1949, African‐American Rev. Asa Davis arrived. In 2004, 
Cape Verdean Rev. Ernest A. Costa, early member of the 

Chapel, wrote: “He [Asa Davis] then began his own personal 
African Liberation Movement, in 1949.  Davis believed that 
the African‐descended people at the Portuguese Chapel should 
be independent of the paternalistic Central Congregational 
Church.” There is no record of Davis’s contact with the Central 
Congregational Church. Central honored the request, later 
donating $2100, and Sheldon Street Congregational Church 
was born. Programs ceased, financial woes arrived and 
membership dropped. Within a year, Davis was gone.

On Feb 12, 1967, Sheldon Street Church yoked with 
Union Baptist Church, worshipping with them on East 

Street. It later returned to Sheldon Street and was finally 
renamed Sheldon Street Church. In 1995, the Church joined 
the National Register as the First Cape Verdean Protestant 
Church in America. 

above: The Cape Verde Brotherhood, established in 1914, was the first 
Cape Verdean beneficent society established in Rhode Island. Deacon 
Joseph Andrews is seated in the front row, center.  Recording Secretary 
Sebastian Jose Soares is seated in the front row at the far left. (Image 
appears courtesy of Sylvia Ann Soares.)

Left: In 1924, immigrant 
Joseph Andrews (Jose 
D’Andrade), pictured here, 
became the first Cape Verdean 
Deacon. He and subsequent 
members were deacons, 
teachers and club officers.  
(Image appears courtesy of 
Sylvia Ann Soares.)

Text written and researched by Sylvia Ann Soares

K e r o s e n e  L a m p  C h u r c h



Gabriel Bernon (1644-1736), a Huguenot and prominent 
merchant of an ancient family in La Rochelle, France, 

immigrated to Boston (via Amsterdam and London) in 
June, 1688, with the intention of establishing a settlement 
at Oxford, Massachusetts.  After his initial settlement 
was destroyed, Bernon relocated to Rhode Island in 
1697, living at various times in Newport, Providence 
and Kingston.  Bernon was active in establishing Rhode 
Island’s earliest Episcopal churches in each of the Rhode 
Island towns in which he lived during his nearly forty 
years of residency: Trinity Church in Newport, St. Paul’s 
Church in Kingston, and St. John’s Church in Providence.

F o u n d i n g  F a i t h
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Gabriel Bernon owned these two objects, which he brought 
with him from France to Rhode Island.

above: This fluted covered jar is painted with “Imari” colors 
of blue, iron red and green.  Imari is the name of the port in 
Japan from which these objects were exported.  The border 
and Chien Lung flower decorations are a deviation from the 
Chinese via Japan and the Netherlands. (RIHS Collections,  
RHi X17 1140)

Right:
The baby rattle features a whistle on one end and a piece of 
pink coral attached at the other end. In the center is a group 
of six small bells. (RIHS Collections, RHi X17 1142)

As a state that did not persecute 
individuals for pursuing their particular 
faith, Rhode Island paved the way for the 
creation of various faith communities.

G a b r i e l  B e r n o n




