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Live From the Archive

An Interview with Mary Tibbetts Freeman 

by Elyssa Tardif

In “Live From the Archive,” we pose questions to a 
researcher at the Rhode Island Historical Society’s 
Mary Elizabeth Robinson Research Center to learn 
about exciting new finds in Rhode Island history. For 
this issue, we spoke with Mary Tibbetts Freeman, 
a doctoral candidate in the history department at 
Columbia University.

ET Please tell us about your current project.

MTF I’m currently working on research for 
my Ph.D. dissertation, which is about letter 
writing in the antislavery movement in the mid- 
nineteenth-century United States. I started out 
being interested in how letter writing and the 
postal system were the subjects of cultural fasci-
nation during this time period. There was a lot 
of popular concern with the emotional power 
of letters and the potential for anonymity in the 
space of the post office, the mailbag, or the sealed 
envelope. There were worries, for example, 
that anonymous suitors could seduce innocent 
young women through the post, resulting in 
scandal and dishonor.
 This fascination was tied to larger trends 
that caused Americans to rely increasingly on 
letters as a means of communication. Not only 
was the number of Americans who were literate 
growing rapidly, but they were also moving and 
spreading out over greater distances. Families 
who were settled in New England for gener-
ations started to split up and move westward, 
first as family members moved to places like 
upstate New York, and then later to the Midwest 
and West. As families became more spread out, 
they started writing more and more letters to 

keep in touch. Also, rates of postage became 
more affordable, and the infrastructure of the 
postal service became more robust to handle the 
rapidly increasing usage.
 At the same time that the rate of people 
writing letters to one another was growing so 
rapidly, the United States was also reaching a 
crisis point over the issue of slavery. Over the 
course of the mid-nineteenth century, more and 
more Americans were swept up in the debate 
over slavery, culminating with the Civil War. I 
started to see a connection between the growing 
use of letter writing as a method of communica-
tion and the broadening of public debate over 
slavery as a national political issue. My disserta-
tion arose from the question of how letters and 
letter writing could function as forms of polit-
ical engagement in the issue of slavery. 
 Abolitionists’ correspondence is a natural 
place to look for people using letters to engage 
with the issue of slavery. Most of them were 
literate, and many of them made a living as 
teachers, writers, and editors. They used letters 
in a variety of ways to further their cause—to 
articulate their views, organize as a group, report 
on activities in various locations, and to solicit 
material and emotional support. Importantly, 
letters provided a space for opponents of slavery 
to present themselves as legitimate political 
actors at a time when abolitionism was margin-
alized or excluded entirely in mainstream elec-
toral politics.

Frontispiece of The Envoy: From Free Hearts to the 
Free, complied by the Juvenile Emancipation Society of 
Pawtucket, R.I. (Pawtucket, R.I.: R. W. Potter, Printer, 1840).  
Rhode Island Historical Society Collection, RHi X3 6716.
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ET What was the most exciting material you found 
in the Mary Elizabeth Robinson Research Center 
collections?

MTF It’s hard to choose one item or collection—
often you don’t really know what materials are 
going to stick with you until long after you leave 
the archive. One collection that stands out to 
me now is the Joshua Winsor Family Papers, 
which contains a series of letters written by 
Sarah Pratt to Emily Winsor between 1837 and 
1845. Sarah Pratt lived in Providence, and then 
New York, while Emily Winsor lived in Green-
ville, Rhode Island, but they knew each other 
from their school days, and it’s clear from the 
letters that they were close friends as well as co- 
sympathizers in the antislavery cause.
 Pratt’s letters show the practical means by 
which correspondence could enable abolition-
ists to transmit information and organize as 
a group. For example, in an 1837 letter, Pratt 
confirms that she has sent petitions for Winsor 
to circulate and also gives a detailed account of 
recent business in the Providence Ladies Anti-
Slavery Society. Later letters, however, also 
demonstrate how letter writing offered an outlet 
for political expression that was not available 
in other areas of these women’s lives. In 1838, 
Pratt accepted a teaching position in the South, 
apparently much to the chagrin of most of her 
abolitionist friends. In her letters to Winsor, 
she discussed her feelings of turmoil regarding 
her decision, but she remained committed to go 
to the South until she received word from her 

future employer, a slaveholder, that she would 
be turned away if she was an abolitionist. Pratt’s 
boss in New York told her she would “get rid of 
all of [her] abolition notions” by traveling to the 
South, and she would ruin him if she did not. 
Given this ultimatum, Pratt eventually decided 
to stay in the North and teach in New York City.
 These letters offer a microcosmic view of 
the intensifying conflict over slavery in the 
antebellum U.S. They also show how Pratt, who 
was accustomed to relative freedom in commu-
nicating her views about slavery in the context 
of the Providence Ladies Anti-Slavery Society, 
ran up against obstacles when she sought to 
voice those views elsewhere—to her male anti- 
abolitionist boss in New York, or to her future 
employer, a slaveholding Southern woman. At 
that point, she turned to her correspondence as 
a primary means of expressing her commitment 
to the antislavery cause. 

Elyssa Tardif, Ph.D., is the Director of the Newell D. 
Goff Center for Education and Public Programs at 
the Rhode Island Historical Society.

ET What brought you to RIHS’s Mary Elizabeth 
Robinson Research Center?

MTF I came to the Mary Elizabeth Robinson 
Research Center to investigate how Rhode 
Islanders used their correspondence to partic-
ipate in the campaign against slavery in the 
mid-1800s. While I have looked at the corre-
spondence of some prominent abolitionists who 
spoke and wrote publicly about their views to 
a broad audience, a central aim of my research 
has been to examine the correspondence of 
opponents of slavery who were mainly active 
on a local level. Not only does this aspect bring 
to light the antislavery activities of individuals 
whose voices are less prominent in the histor-
ical record, but it also shows how these histor-
ical actors relied on letters as a primary source 
of political information and expression. The 
Robinson Research Center was a great resource 
for me in achieving this goal, since most of its 
collections focus on local history and politics.
 Working at the Mary Elizabeth Robinson 
Research Center was a great experience because 
there were a lot of different collections with 
materials relevant to my research, so I got to 
see a wide sampling of Rhode Islanders who 
corresponded about slavery. Doing historical 
research always feels a little bit like detective 
work—you find a lead in one collection that you 
follow up in another and so on—and I definitely 
left the Robinson Research Center feeling like I 
was able to tie up some loose ends from previous 
research while also finding new paths to pursue.
 

ET How does your project enhance our under-
standing of Rhode Island/New England history?

MTF Rhode Island is interesting as a state where 
radical antislavery views thrived alongside a 
deep history of investment and participation 
in American slavery, both through the African 
slave trade during the eighteenth century and 
the rise of cotton textile mills in the 1800s. 
Moses Brown is probably the best-known Rhode 
Island abolitionist whose papers are held by the 
Rhode Island Historical Society, but he was 
mostly active in the earlier campaign for the 
abolition of the slave trade. Brown died in 1836, 
which is really just the beginning of the period 
that my project focuses on, so one of the goals of 
my research was to identify Rhode Island activ-
ists who followed in the footsteps of Brown and 
other early abolitionists. 
 In addition to enhancing our knowledge of 
Rhode Island antislavery, my project looks at 
connections between opponents of slavery all 
over New England and beyond. The value of 
looking at how people used letters to commu-
nicate their views and participate in the move-
ment against slavery is that you start to see how 
all these individuals really saw themselves as 
part of a larger cause. They felt entitled, and 
even obligated, to express their opinions about 
slavery at a time when it felt like the majority 
of people in official political channels were not 
listening. For many of them, writing letters to 
friends, family, and even strangers was their sole 
means of communicating these opinions.

Mary Tibbetts Freeman
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this is the story of a house of industry that never was. The 
Providence House of Industry was never more than an 
idea. It was not even a particularly unique idea. By 1859, 
when this one was almost made, Houses of Industry had 
existed for more than one hundred and fifty years in the 
English-speaking world. Such institutions were a rising 
trend in the northern United States that year, and the 
Providence House of Industry was well researched and 
well planned. Supporters of the institution believed it 
would reduce poverty in the midst of a depression, while 
also keeping poor relief costs down. The rationale, the 
construction site, the building materials, the financing 
details, were all laid out. What is more, this big idea had 
powerful backers: the mayor, the overseer of the poor, 
and many other prominent citizens wanted it to become 
a reality.  ¶

The House of Industry That  
Cost Too Much: Fiscal 

Conservatism in the History  
of American Welfare

gabriel loiacono

Frequent economic collapses in the nineteenth century exacerbated the plight of the urban poor and 
working class. Life Sketches in the Metropolis. Our homeless poor—Early morning in Donovan Lane, 
near the Five Points [ N.Y.] Illustration, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 34 (March 16, 1872), 5. 
Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, cph3c22653.



Nevertheless, proponents of the new House of 
Industry lost the argument. Opponents’ argu-
ments against a House of Industry offered 
rebuttals to every point that supporters made, 
but lingered on one in particular: the House of 
Industry would cost too much.
 At first look, this humdrum episode in a 
municipal government’s history seems unre-
markable. On further reflection, however, the 
Providence House of Industry (that never was) 
offers a good example of something that is usually 
overlooked in the history of American welfare: 
fiscal conservatism. Efforts to avoid the expendi-
ture of public money shaped American welfare 
profoundly. More than social control, more 
than benevolence, fiscal conservatism explains 
why American voters and municipal authorities 
made the decisions they did. Failed projects, like 
the Providence House of Industry “that never 
was,” demonstrate the importance of this moti-
vation even better than successful projects do. 
Fiscal conservatism may be the least compel-
ling, least exciting explanation that could help 
us to understand past Americans’ experience. 
Precisely because it is so mundane, scholars of 
American welfare history have often overlooked 
fiscal conservatism, seeing only social control, 
benevolence, or pauper agency as important 
factors in welfare history. This article will use 
the 1859 debate over the Providence House of 
Industry to show that fiscal conservatism was 
often the quietest but most powerful force 
shaping the landscape of American welfare. 

 The plan of a Providence House of Industry 
was born in the context of political, economic, 
and cultural crises. Providence in the 1850s was 
in the throes of political upheavals over slavery 
and immigration. Moreover, by 1857, the city 
was experiencing economic depression. Tradi-
tionally, historians focus on slavery as the issue 
dominating the politics of the 1850s. However, 
for many northerners, immigration seemed far 
more important. Opposition to immigration, or 
at least to immigrant political power, had grown 
parallel to the increasing numbers of Catholics 
in the country since the 1830s. In 1834, rioters 
sacked a convent in Charlestown, Massachu-
setts. In 1835, New Englander Samuel Morse 
began publishing accusations against Catholic 
immigrants in what would eventually become a 
book: Foreign Conspiracy Against the Liberties of 
the United States. The Awful Disclosures of Maria 
Monk, allegedly an insider’s account of shocking 
practices in a Montreal convent, was published 
in 1836. A generation later, the nativist move-
ment dominated northern politics. By 1855, 
the American Party, aligned with elements of 
the splintering Whig Party, had stormed into 
power. Their national platform hinged on two 
issues: union between North and South and, 
above all, exclusion of immigrants from political 
office whenever possible. The American Party 
proposed that foreigners wait for a period of 
twenty-one years’ residence in the United States 
before being granted citizenship. The 1856 
American Party platform also advocated that no 

paupers (recipients of poor relief) or convicts 
be allowed to even land on American shores. 
On the strength of these convictions, eight out 
of thirty state governors and nearly half of the 
U.S. House of Representatives had the support 
of the American Party in 1855. Moreover, local 
and state governments, especially in the North, 
were full of newly elected favorites of the Amer-
ican Party. In Rhode Island, the American Party 
triumph was particularly emphatic. All state-
wide executive offices, along with fifty-three of 
seventy-two state representatives and twenty-six 
of thirty-two state senators were elected under 
its party banner.1

 The American Party in Rhode Island did not, 
however, share the national party’s priorities. As 
Michael Simoncelli has shown, the Rhode Island 
American Party combined anti-immigrant poli-
tics with antislavery, temperance, and concerns 
about the general corruption of U.S. politics. 
On slavery, in particular, the American Party 
in Rhode Island rebelled against the national 
party’s efforts at neutrality. Where the national 
party emphasized the Union above slavery poli-
tics, the Rhode Island party condemned slavery 
in the western territories, and the institution in 
general. Moreover, Rhode Islanders elected to 
office on the American ticket seemed to place a 
greater priority on antislavery and temperance 

In 1855, the American Party of Rhode Island adopted a 
platform offering “a friendly reception and protection to the 
honest immigrant,” while “condemning the transmissions to 
our shores of felons and paupers.”  The platform also rec-
ommended that citizenship rights be granted to immigrants 
after twenty-one years of residence in the United States. E. 
J. Nightengale,  Printed—Broadsides, 1855, Rhode Island 
Historical Society Collection (RHi X3 8383). 

The American Party, with its nativist platform, dominated 
Rhode Island politics during the 1850s. Printed—Broadsides 
Proxes 1855-1859, Rhode Island Historical Society Collection 
(RHi X3 8382). 
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once in office, and ultimately stalled any 
anti-immigrant legislation. As events nation-
ally strengthened antislavery sentiment across 
the North, the Republican Party first fused with 
the American Party in Rhode Island, and then 
essentially absorbed it, sacrificing nativist goals 
in favor of antislavery efforts. Thus, antislavery 
politics eclipsed nativist politics in Rhode Island.2 
However, nativism did not simply disappear. 
 Those Rhode Island voters who had assented 
to the platform language emphasizing “Resis-
tance to the aggressive policy and corrupting 
tendencies of the Roman Catholic Church in 
our country” were still concerned about the rise 
of Catholic immigration. The 1855 Rhode Island 
American Party platform had welcomed “honest 
immigrants,” but insisted that they not be natu-
ralized or allowed to vote for twenty-one years 
after arrival. It also “unqualifiedly condemn[ed] 
the transmission to our shores of felons and 
paupers.”3 While the issue of slavery may have 
become more important to most northern voters 
by 1859, concerns about foreigners, Catholi-
cism, and the possibility that immigrants were 
often paupers or convicts were still widespread. 
For many northerners, foreigners in American 
cities were causing a political and cultural crisis. 
This concern was obvious in public discussions 
of poverty, its causes, and its possible solutions. 
Many critics of American poor relief believed 
that immigrants took the lion’s share of city or 

town handouts. The proposed Providence House 
of Industry was supposed to cut taxes and wean 
immigrants off poor relief; nativism was a big 
part of the argument for this institution. 
 Another critical component of the 1859 
debate over the proposed House of Industry 
was the economy. The House of Industry would 
not have been a serious proposal if Providence 
police were not seeing a marked increase in the 
number of impoverished people in the streets. 
One of the nineteenth century’s “panics” hit in 
the fall of 1857. Providence leaders, however, 
were complaining of “distress occasioned by the 
present depression of business” as early as 1855, 
and some historians suggest that the economic 
downturn actually began in 1854. The causes 
of the Panic of 1857 are difficult to pinpoint.4 
Its effects were clearer: a noticeable slowdown 
in investment, which lasted at least into 1859. 
Although the more agricultural South seemed 
to weather the panic well, banks in the north-
east did not. In New York, for example, nine-
teen of the state’s 285 banks failed, while total 
bank deposits plunged from eighty-nine million 
dollars to sixty-three million dollars. Research 
on the effects of this depression in Rhode Island 
is scarce, but contemporary accounts suggest a 

considerable drop in manufacturing and ship-
ping, two activities central to Rhode Island’s 
mid-century economy.5 
 In Providence, the mayor complained in 1858 
that the city was in the midst of “a commercial 
embarrassment, for which the annals of trade 
furnish no parallel,” which had, “arrested every 
arm of industry, and checked all the avenues of 
exchange; and, as a natural consequence, want 
and destitution followed.”6 Statistics from this 
period are not reliable, but newspapers esti-
mated 200,000 unemployed nationwide, with a 
million people affected by the crisis. The situa-
tion in New York and New England in particular 
was called “absolutely sickening.”7 Providence 
was experiencing unusually bad economic times 
when the House of Industry was conceived. 
 By 1857, though, Rhode Island had already 
weathered downturns over the past two centu-
ries with a robust set of laws, called the “poor 
laws.” The poor laws had changed a bit since 
1647, but by and large they constituted the same 
system that was known in England as the Eliza-
bethan Poor Law, and had been adopted whole-
sale by some of the earliest English settlers in 
the colony of Rhode Island and Providence 

Plantations. The poor law mandated that local 
governments—towns in the case of Rhode 
Island—were responsible for providing food, 
housing, and medical care, if necessary, to 
anyone with a “settlement” in that town. The 
law of “settlement” was complicated, but essen-
tially a property owner, his or her immediate 
family, and descendants, all had a settlement in 
the town in which the property was located. The 
town was legally required to assist any settled 
inhabitant in need. On the other hand, the town 
was expected to banish any non-settled inhabi-
tant who fell on hard times, with the assump-
tion that the banished resident would make her 
way back to her town of settlement. If she had 
no town of settlement, or if her hometown was 
across the Atlantic Ocean, that was a problem. 
 While never perfect, this system provided 
aid for thousands of needy Rhode Islanders in 
the colonial period, and survived the Revolu-
tion without major change. Although sometimes 
abused, poor laws also operated as intended, 
providing food for the hungry, housing for the 
homeless, and medical attention to those who 
could not afford it.8 Poor relief expenses were the 
main expenses of any town, and thus the biggest 
part of a property owner’s tax burden until the 
1820s, when schools and roads grew in expense to 
match poor relief.9 Local taxes were many times 
larger than state taxes per town, and federal taxes 
were very rarely collected prior to the Civil War. 

Ebenezer Knight Dexter provided the funds to build a 
“poorhouse” for indigent residents of Providence. The 
Dexter Asylum, located at Hope  and Lloyd Avenues was 
built in 1828.  John Andrew, Engraving, 1830, Rhode Island 
Historical Society Collection (RHI X3 8993).
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Prior to 1820, care of the poor was the largest expense 
for the town of Providence. Schedule of Expences of 
the Town of Providence, September 6, 1800. Printed, 
Broadsides—1800—Alden 1687. Rhode Island Historical 
Society Collection.



The poor relief portion of local taxes was spent by 
an official called the Overseer of the Poor, whose 
job was to ensure that the settled needy received 
the food, clothes, housing, and medical care 
they needed, while also requiring that unsettled 
needy leave town. The Overseer of the Poor in 
Providence roamed the streets looking for needy 
residents and newcomers. Eventually, he had an 
office, first in the Market House and later in the 
Police Station. 
 One important change to Providence’s 
care of the poor, however, came in 1828 when 
the town received a substantial gift. In that 
year, Providence used the bequest of wealthy 
merchant, Ebenezer Knight Dexter, to construct 
a magnificent poorhouse on the East Side of 
Providence, at the intersection of Hope Street 
and Lloyd Avenue, called the Dexter Asylum. 
Dexter’s bequest paid for the housing of many 
long-term poor, and the sale of produce from 
the Dexter farm helped bring the overall poor 
relief budget down. Still, taxpayers continued to 
contribute to the running of the Dexter Asylum, 

as well as paying for food, cash, and other neces-
saries provided to people outside the walls of the 
Dexter Asylum.10 As a general rule, Providence 
residents only went to the Dexter Asylum if 
their need was long-term; they would therefore 
cost taxpayers less money in the Asylum than in 
their own homes.
 Meanwhile, in Britain, where Rhode 
Island’s poor law had originated, a dramatic new 
innovation took place. On the heels of major 
political reform in 1832, the government also 
overhauled the 1601 Elizabethan Poor Law. This 
“New Poor Law” banned outdoor relief to any 
able-bodied person. That meant that for most 
British paupers, it was no longer possible to 
receive cash, firewood, food, or medical assis-
tance outside of a workhouse. Reformers were 
very concerned that no one should receive assis-
tance who did not work for it. They also wanted 
to make sure that a workhouse inmate would 
never enjoy better conditions inside the work-
house than he would if employed outside the 
workhouse. This was called the “less eligibility” 
principle; it is one of the major reasons histo-
rians have seen social control as central to poor 
relief. After all, if the government makes work at 
any wage preferable to welfare, the government 
is helping employers to control the working 
classes. Certainly, in Britain in the 1830s, the 
emphasis in poor relief changed from open-
handed benevolence to distrust of the needy.11 

News of the British poor law reform reached 
the United States quickly, and surely caught the 
attention of Providence town fathers. By 1847, a 
trade group was already calling for a “house of 
industry,” in line with the new British emphasis 
on paupers working more.
 In 1847, the Providence Association of 
Mechanics and Manufacturers proposed a house 
of industry, and the mayor agreed. A special 
committee, though, concluded that it would be 
too expensive and serve too few people to be 
worth it.12 In 1850, a retired industrialist turned 
reformer, “Shepherd Tom” Hazard toured all the 
towns in Rhode Island but one, and concluded 
that an increased number of town-owned poor-
houses, combined with judicious outdoor relief, 

would be both the most humane and efficient 
system.13 Providence already had a system 
combining a poorhouse (the Dexter Asylum) and 
subsidies to impoverished residents. During the 
1850s, however, members of the Providence city 
government increasingly frowned on “outdoor 
relief”: the practice of giving city funds to needy 
people outside the poorhouse. By the early 
1850s, an observer from New York witnessed 
Providence paupers carrying wood from one end 
of a yard to the other and back again, required to 
do meaningless work in exchange for food and 
shelter.14 Work requirements aside, city fathers 
were uncomfortable with the amount of money 
going to the needy, and the Board of Aldermen 
set a cap on the amount of cash one could receive 
in 1854. From that year until 1872, the Overseer 
of the Poor was to allow ten dollars in a year to 
any one family, with ten additional dollars if the 
mayor approved.15 
 In 1855, a new mayor, James Smith, called 
for further reform. He wanted what is now 
called a public/private partnership, in which 
the city would cooperate with private charitable 
organizations.16 In response, the Providence 
Aid Society, a private charity, was formed in 
1855. The goals of the Providence Aid Society, 
according to its first annual report, were “to 
prevent and relieve pauperism and promote the 
welfare of the poor… by personal interaction 
with the poor, by affording aid when it is imper-
atively demanded; and especially by providing 
employment for the needy.” In other words, the 
Society preferred to give a job instead of cash or 
goods, and required always that members of the 
Society personally get to know the recipients, in 
order to prevent them from pretending to need 
aid if they did not. In its first year, the Society 
reported that 325 people came to its agents for 
employment, 250 of whom were women. Taking 
careful note of the ethnic and religious back-
grounds of the employment seekers, the Society 
found seventy-five to be “Americans or Prot-
estants” and the rest “others,” likely meaning 
that they were Catholics, whether foreign-born 
or native-born.17 With the American Party at 
a high tide of its political power in 1855, even 

this charitable society reflected a distrust of 
foreigners and Catholics. 
 Another reason the Providence Aid Society 
was formed in 1855 was that the city already was 
experiencing a period of economic contraction. 
Despite this economic downturn, the leaders of 
the Providence Aid Society continued to assert 
that “the large proportion of those who seek 
our aid,” are “persons who dislike labor, and 
have made themselves poor by their vices.”18 In 
a contradiction, the founders of this charitable 
organization acknowledged that times were bad 
economically, but still insisted that most of the 
poor suffered by their own fault, regardless of 
the state of the economy. The Society’s solution 
was to guard against “impostors” by insisting 
that families refuse to give charity at their own 
doors, and let the Society dole out assistance 
after visiting the homes of recipients. In so 
doing, Society officials hoped to “guard against 
the impositions of these vicious hordes.”19 In its 
first ten months, the Society gave aid to 3,181 
people, and gave jobs, often working for the 
Society itself, to 216 men and women, with 
wages ranging from fifty cents to six dollars 
per week.20 Still, city fathers were not satisfied 
with the city’s poor relief policy. During the first 
year of the Providence Aid Society’s work, the 
city made what Mayor James Y. Smith called a 
“radical change in the policy of sending persons 
to the Dexter Asylum,” by prohibiting tempo-
rarily needy people from staying there, and thus 
channeling even more people towards outdoor 
relief, and not “indoor relief” in the city’s poor-
house. That expensive and grand building would 
now be reserved for long-term needy people.21 
 A year into the Panic of 1857, city fathers 
felt that more major reform of poor relief was 
necessary. The new mayor William Rodman, 
who had claimed that the city was in the midst 
of “a commercial embarrassment, for which the 
annals of trade furnish no parallel,” neverthe-
less also asserted that the economy was not the 
biggest threat to the city’s poor relief system. 
He warned, in the annual organization of the 
government speech to his fellow members of city 
government, that the biggest problem was “the 

W. A. Rogers’ sketch in Harpers Weekly (April 28, 1883, p. 
272) shows immigrants on a steamship that is carrying a 
“Poor House from Galway.” The caption reads: “The bal-
ance of trade with Great Britain seems to be still against 
us—650 paupers arrived at Boston in the steamship 
Nestoria April 15th from Galway, Ireland, shipped by the 
British government.” Wood engraving, Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-118126.  
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great influx of the pauper population of Europe.” 
He predicted that if trends continued, “we shall 
find ourselves like Ireland herself, where paupers 
are as one to five.” Listeners did not need to be 
reminded that most immigrants in Providence 
were from “Ireland herself,” and were mostly 
Roman Catholics. As a possible solution to this 
mounting problem, the mayor renewed the idea 
of a House of Industry.22 Six months later, the 
mayor was backed up by the new Overseer of the 
Poor, George Wightman, who issued a report on 
the city’s poor relief. The number of Providence 
inhabitants asking for relief, he said, was growing 
fast. Most were Irish, he said. Something needed 
to be done, he declared, and that something was 
“a Work House.”23 

 By February 1859, a select committee of four 
had been commissioned to investigate whether 
a work house was really the solution. The select 
committee would settle on the term, “house of 
industry” which was less common than “work 
house,” but likely carried more positive connota-
tions. The name suggested neither a prison nor 
an almshouse, but a place of work. Numerous 
houses of industry already existed in the United 
States and elsewhere. “House of Industry” 
was used in Britain and Ireland from the early 
eighteenth century. New York had a public/
private “house of industry” for poor women 
doing seamstress work as early as 1814. Boston 
opened a public “house of industry” in 1823. 

The influential New York Tribune editor Horace 
Greeley suggested a “house of industry” to teach 
thrift and job skills in the early 1840s. In 1848, 
under the auspices of an Episcopalian parish, 
New York had established a “House of Industry 
and Home for the Friendless.” 
 The most famous one of all was New York’s 
“Five Points House of Industry,” which opened 
in 1851 in New York’s most notorious neighbor-
hood. This was likely the “house of industry” that 
resonated in the heads of Providence residents 
in 1859. Led by a Methodist missionary, Lewis 
M. Pease, the Five Points House of Industry 
taught, or at least gave work, in sewing, baking, 
shoemaking, corset-making, basket-weaving, 
and hat-making. Together with its neighbor 
and competitor, the Five Points Mission, the 
Five Points House of Industry also provided 
clothes, shoes, and food, to those who came to 
work there, take classes there, or attend reli-
gious services there. Its most controversial work 
was its religious education and its adoption 
services. Catholic New Yorkers charged it with 
stealing and selling children whose parents did 
not consent to give them up, and with forcing 
Catholics to convert to Protestantism in order to 

receive assistance. In the eyes of the Protestant 
majority, though, the institution was seen as a 
success.24 No doubt, the majority of the select 
committee in Providence thought the name 
“house of industry” would give a positive conno-
tation to most Providence voters, and thereby 
to the Common Council and the Board of 
Aldermen who would have to agree to the plan. 
Even though the proposed Providence House of 
Industry would be a government-run institution, 
and more coercive than the Five Points House of 
Industry, the name suggested something more 
voluntary and yet on the cutting edge of chari-
table practice.
 The four members of the select committee 
were pillars of the community and took their 
commission seriously. They studied, met, and 
even traveled to Albany, New York, to check out 
the nationally famous, and cutting-edge, Albany 
Penitentiary. While the Providence select 
committee was not contemplating a peniten-
tiary, exactly, their proposal would resemble the 
Albany Penitentiary in its work requirements 
and hope of profitability. By April, they were 
ready to report back to the city. But there was one 
problem: they did not agree. Like a hung jury, 
the committee could not come to consensus, 
just among the four of them. It was the oldest 
committee member who was the holdout. The 
other three were convinced that the Providence 
House of Industry would have great potential. 

 The oldest member of the committee was 
John J. Stimson, a former wine merchant and 
grocer, who had often served on the Provi-
dence Common Council in his younger days. 
In 1847, he was chosen as the president of the 
Common Council. Now sixty-one, Stimson 
was most interested in gardening. An amateur 
gardener, his strawberries won a prize in 1859. 
That same year, after the select committee had 
done its work, his family made their second trip 
to Europe, an unusual expense for Americans of 
this period, suggesting that the wine business 
had been quite good to the Stimsons. His under-
standing of poverty in the city must have been 
aided by the fact that his house abutted the land 
of the Dexter Asylum.25 
 Of the four committee members, one might 
think that forty-eight-year-old John K. Lester 
would have been the holdout. Lester was the 
only Democrat on the committee, in a city and 
state that had been solidly Whig, then Amer-
ican Party, then Republican. He was also, quite 
publicly, a “free thinker” in a city government 
that was mostly full of more orthodox Christians. 
Also, Lester was the only member of the select 
committee who had served in the Providence 

John J. Stimson was a successful wine merchant and grocer, 
who had served on the Providence City Council. In retire-
ment, he grew strawberries and other plants at his home on 
the East Side of Providence, located adjacent to the Dexter 
Asylum. This photograph of Stimson’s house is from the 
Providence City Archives. 

The House of Industry in the impoverished Five Points 
neighborhood in New York City is depicted on the left in this 
1859 lithograph. The tall building is identified by writing in 
the upper left of the image. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division, LC-USZ62-50729.
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Aid Society. He was on one of the Providence 
Aid Society’s “district committees,” who oversaw 
the families receiving aid. However, despite 
his heterodox religious and political views, 
Lester blended in, in other ways. A storekeeper, 
alderman, landlord, and temperance speaker, 
Lester was a financial success. His sons became 
bookkeepers and lawyers. Like every single one of 
the four committee members, Lester employed 
live-in Irish servants. As a further marker of how 
he could bridge gaps despite religious and polit-
ical differences, in 1859 Lester joined the horti-
cultural society to which Stimson belonged.26 

 The younger men on the committee 
seemed much more likely to support a House 
of Industry. Reuben A. Guild, thirty-seven in 
1859, had become a librarian at Brown Univer-
sity immediately after graduating from Brown, 
and remained at Brown for his entire career. 
William H. Bowen, thirty-five, ran a steamship 
line, probably between coastal towns in the 
northeast. Both Guild and Bowen were Baptists, 
and neither fought in the Civil War; Guild would 
head up the Soldiers’ Families Relief Committee. 
Bowen was described in his draft registration 
card as deaf. From 1857 through the war, Guild 
served on the Common Council while Bowen 
was an alderman from 1855 through the war.27 
 In the select committee’s majority report, 
Lester, Guild, and Bowen made a fairly straight-
forward argument. First, the city was providing 
money, food, and/or housing to several thousand 
people each year. This assistance to the needy 
came either through the Overseer of the Poor or 
through the police’s watch house, where drunk-
ards, vagrants, and the homeless were allowed 
to sleep on a nightly basis. Second, the majority 
report continued, many of these several thou-
sand people were “professional paupers.” What 
was a pauper? As of 1843, this old word had been 
legally defined in Rhode Island as someone who 
had received public assistance in the past year, 
or whose wife or children had received public 
assistance in the past year.28 By itself, the word 
“pauper” could carry neutral or negative conno-
tations, depending on the context. What was a 
“professional pauper”? The majority described 

him or her as a hitherto unacknowledged kind 
of petty criminal, who made a profession out of 
begging, whether he needed help or not. For the 
majority, the “professional pauper” was a thief by 
another name, who belonged in a penal institu-
tion. This term left no room for a neutral conno-
tation; it was negative. The majority’s third point 
was that a House of Industry would encourage 
most of the “professional paupers” to move out 
of Providence, and the remainder would have 
to work for the benefits they received. The 
fourth, final, and most hopeful point was that 
the House of Industry would pay for itself, thus 
dramatically reducing city expenditures for the 
poor, and perhaps even contributing income to 
the city treasury.29 
 The House of Industry was a plan with great 
potential. It promised to discourage undesirable 
inhabitants and to pay for itself. It depended 
heavily, however, on two assumptions. The first 
was that there were such persons as “profes-
sional paupers” for whom a penal institution 
was more appropriate than poor relief. The 
second assumption was that a House of Industry 
would be able to produce and sell products suffi-
ciently to provide for itself. In support of their 
assumption about “professional paupers,” the 
majority of the committee drew heavily on a 
recent report by the City Marshal, or chief of 
police. They quoted the City Marshal, William 
H. Hudson, as saying that, 

There is a class of persons among us, who ought 

to be subjected to punishment different in kind 

and degree, from that now provided by law. In 

this class are comprehended not only the habit-

ual drunkards of both sexes, the common pros-

titute, and the idler, but beggars also; the men 

and women, who, by their tales of suffering and 

poverty, impose upon the community.30

 
These words of the chief law enforcer of the 
city carried a great deal of weight, but he was 
proposing a controversial understanding of 
poverty. His idea, ratified by the majority 
report, was not just that poverty led to petty 
crimes like public drunkenness, vagrancy or 

idling, and prostitution. That assumption was 
commonplace, but Hudson’s assertion went 
further, suggesting that begging, telling “tales of 
suffering and poverty” was in itself a petty crime. 
While many associated poverty with crime, it was 
not widely accepted that poverty was a crime. 
Nevertheless, from the City Marshal’s point of 
view, a beggar in the street or a homeless man 
coming to the police force’s watch house at 
night, telling a tale about why he needed a place 
to sleep, should be considered a low-level crim-
inal. Likewise, Marshal Hudson implied, not all 
but some of the mothers visiting the Overseer 
of the Poor’s office in the morning, requesting 
aid for their families, were probably in the same 
class as the women arrested the previous night 
for prostitution or public drunkenness. Indeed, 
both the mother in the morning and the pros-
titute in the evening had to visit the same loca-
tion, since the Overseer of the Poor’s office was 
in a police station. 
 The other major assumption of the majority 
report was that the House of Industry would 
eventually pay for itself. The inmates would be 
so industrious, that they would operate a little 
city-owned factory, at least covering their own 
expenses. Perhaps they could even turn a profit 
for the city. As part of their study of the feasibility 
of a house of industry, the select committee had 
made the 330-mile round trip to Albany, New 
York to visit the Albany County Penitentiary. 

This county jail had become a national model 
for local jails just like the “Auburn System,” also 
in New York State, had become a national model 
for state penitentiaries. The four visitors from 
Providence, in late March of 1859, were duly 
impressed. They saw for themselves the main 
features that made Albany a national model: 
inmates doing profitable labor by day in clean, 
healthy surroundings, and retiring to solitary 
cells at night. On the day the Providence select 
committee visited the Albany County Peniten-
tiary, the male inmates were making shoes and 
chairs. These shoes, chairs, and other products 
had made the jail self-supporting. In their report, 
the majority of the committee paused on this 
point to reflect at length. “This is remarkable 
when we consider the general character of its 
inmates,” they wrote, borrowing language from 
a New York oversight committee to describe 
Albany’s inmates as: 

the vilest dregs of society, the rakings of the gut-

ter and the brothel, the profligate and even the 

diseased—more fit for the hospital than a work-

house—destitute, half-naked, and sentenced 

often for a term scarcely sufficient to work off 

the last debauch.31

During the mid-nineteenth century homeless in Providence 
could find a night’s shelter at the police station or “watch 
houses.” The city’s Overseer of the Poor had his office at 
the police station. Albumen print, ca. 1866.  Rhode Island 
Historical Society Collection (RHi X3 906).

rh
ode islan

d h
istory               The H

ouse of Industry That Cost Too M
uch

16 17



 Surely, the Providence visitors thought, if 
Albany can turn a profit with such prisoners, 
then we can turn a profit with our paupers 
too. After all, the Albany jail superintendent, a 
second-generation prison warden, had achieved 
similar success in both New Hampshire and 
nearby Connecticut. As the majority put it, 
“the suppositions in favor of the successful [i.e. 
profitable] workings of a House of Industry 
in Providence, are not based upon mere argu-
ments or theories.”32 Thus, with nine pages of 
closely printed, thoughtful, carefully substanti-
ated reasoning, the majority of the committee 
heartily recommended the new House of 
Industry, a place where “professional paupers” 
could be made to work in exchange for receiving 
charity, and where Providence taxpayers could 
shrink the poor relief part of the annual city 
budget. 
 The majority was very careful to spell 
out, in another two pages, what the proposed 
House of Industry would look like. It would be 
a massive building by the standards of the day: 
13,750 square feet of floor space, about a quarter 
of a present-day football field. It was projected 
to cost about $30,000 in 1859, a big item rela-
tive to the city’s $506,000 budget that year, 
an item which would have to be paid off over 
the course of the next five years. The House of 
Industry was to be built on a large piece of land 
owned by the city: Field’s Point Farm, then an 
undeveloped property that is now the Wash-
ington Park neighborhood. It would hold one 
hundred inmates, seventy-five men and twen-
ty-five women, but would have room to expand 
when necessary. If the city government agreed 
to the proposal, it would issue thirty $1,000 
bonds, payable over the next five years, for an 
annual cost of six thousand dollars, approxi-
mately what the city already spent annually 
on housing for vagrants and petty criminals. If 
the House of Industry were approved, and if it 
worked according to plan, the city could stop 
paying the annual six thousand dollars in just  
five years, and perhaps start earning money 
from the people it housed.33

 Despite the majority’s enthusiasm, John J. 
Stimson refused to agree. The amateur gardener 
wielded a sharp pen, with which he attacked 
the majority report on almost every point, from 
an “improper or careless use of statistics,” to its 
misuse of the term “House of Industry,” to its 
disregard of the unusual economic conditions 
then prevailing in Providence. First, Stimson 
argued, the recent increase in applicants for 
poor relief or housing was a direct result of the 
Panic of 1857. These hard-working people should 
not be characterized as “professional paupers” 
and were not in long-term need, just short-term 
need. Second, he asserted, institutions such as 
the county jail, were more than able to provide 
healthy, humane housing to those who needed 
it. Third, he wrote, there ought to be a differ-
ence between a prison and a charity, but the 
majority report had proposed building a new 
prison while calling it a charity. Fourth, and 
most persuasive to the city’s taxpayers, Stimson 
insisted that building a House of Industry 
would not save the city money either in the 
short term or the long term, but would actually 
require more money than the city was currently 
spending on poor relief, even in hard times.34 
 To money-conscious taxpayers at the time 
these statistics were the most germane part 
of the argument. The big question of whether 
or not paupers were criminals did not impact 
taxpayer’s pocketbooks as much as the ques-
tion of how expensive this building could be. 
For Stimson, the costs of the proposed house of 
industry were underestimated in the majority 
report, while the temporary surge in poor relief 
during the Panic was unrealistically assumed 
to be a long-term cost. Just because thousands 
of city dwellers either asked for help from the 
Overseer of the Poor or for housing from the 
police did not mean that they were all “paupers 
and vagrants,” said Stimson. We should note, 
asserted Stimson, that this was “in a year when 
all the shops and factories of every desctip-
tion [sic], are suddenly brought to a stand still, 
and thus thousands and tens of thousands 
of operatives within and around the city, are 

unexpectedly thrown out of employment.” 
These were exceptional times, Stimson averred, 
and the city should be prepared to deal with bad 
times like the Panic of 1857. City officials and 
taxpayers should know, however, that they were 
helping people whose poverty was not perma-
nent, nor their fault.35

 Indeed, Stimson seemed to have a much 
more sympathetic view of those in need than 
Bowen, Guild, and Lester did. Not once did he 
refer to the needy as “professional paupers.” 
Rather, he insisted the large number of people 
who wanted to sleep in the watch house…only 
shows what is always true in a manufacturing 
community, that there are a great many people 
who live upon their own earnings from day to 
day, and when by any accident they are thrown 
out of employment, they are left destitute until 
they can find another place, but it by no means 
follows that they are or intend to be paupers, 
much less vagrants, and certainly not criminals.36

 Stimson fundamentally differed with his 
fellow committee members about the nature 
of poverty in Providence. The majority viewed 
the bulk of the paupers as poor by their own 
fault. For Stimson, the poverty of thousands 
of unemployed factory workers was not their 
fault. Rather, it was endemic to the factory 
economy. Factory workers lived from paycheck 
to paycheck, subject to the vicissitudes of the 
economy, but they were good workers who 
wanted to work. For him, the idea that in asking 
for poor relief, unemployed operatives crossed a 
line into criminality was absurd. 

 

 Thus, Stimson thought it wrong to try to 
put the poor into what amounted to a prison. 
Although the majority of the committee consis-
tently called their proposal a “House of Industry,” 
Stimson spurned that term. He thought it was 
accurately called a “House of Correction,” or 
simply a “prison.” Stimson complained that 
“our committee recommend a large and expen-
sive prison, and call that a House of Industry, 
changing the name only, but leaving the system 
the same…. These changes of name produce 
confusion.” Legally, he found that two classes 
of institutions existed in the United States. The 
first, prisons, were places of forcible deten-
tion, and one could only be sent there by the 
judgment of a court. The second, charities, 
were places where people could not legally be 
detained against their will. While labor could 
be required in exchange for housing, charities 
were decidedly not a place for criminals, but 
for those in need. “These two classes cannot 

“Stimson felt it was 
wrong to put the poor 
into what amounted 
to a prison.”
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The majority and minority reports of the Providence House 
of Industry select committee were printed in 1859. (Majority 
and Minority Reports of the Select Committee on House of 
Industry [Providence: Knowles, Anthony & Co., 1859], title 
page photograph courtesy American Antiquarian Society).



be confounded in fact, and ought not to be 
confounded in name,” he asserted. The majority 
proposal, however, did “confound” them.37 
 In practical terms, Stimson was not entirely 
correct that paupers could not be confined in 
poorhouses against their wills. Warwick’s poor-
house had a written set of rules that forbade 
inmates from leaving. The Dexter Asylum regu-
larly punished inmates for scaling the walls to 
have a look around.38 Stimson was right, though, 
that the law did not regard paupers as criminals, 
and that the poorhouse was not a legal punish-
ment. Rather, the poorhouse was an effort to aid 
the needy person until he or she could sustain 
himself or herself. Legally, there was a big distinc-
tion between paupers and criminals. Seeing this 
distinction blurred by his colleagues, Stimson 
protested. The majority report likely repre-
sented widespread opinion in the United States 
by conflating paupers with criminals. Amy Dru 
Stanley has found this identification of paupers 
and criminals to be quite common after the Civil 
War.39 As Stimson’s minority report showed, 
however, the idea was not universally held. 
 Using the same reports from the Overseer 
of the Poor and the City Marshal, Stimson 
argued that his colleagues on the committee 
had overestimated how many Providence resi-
dents would need money or lodging in the 
near future. He pointed out that the annual 
expense of feeding a growing number of lodgers 
in the city jail roughly equaled the expense of 
a warden’s salary at a house of industry. Calcu-
lating the other expenses of a house of indus-
try’s staff and maintenance, Stimson argued 
that Providence would quickly be paying much 
more than it did already for poor relief. He flatly 
denied that the House of Industry would ever 
pay for itself. Having once been an inspector of 
the state prison himself, Stimson argued that 
the state prison, not a new house of industry, 
could accommodate any vagrants that the city 
could not accommodate in their watch house, 
and far more cheaply. The city would make 
up for any money it owed the state by accom-
modating boys from outside Providence in the 
Providence reform school. Stimson ended on 

his strongest note: fiscal conservatism. The city, 
Stimson ironically suggested, would be better to 
board vagrants at the City Hotel than to build an 
expensive new building.40 
 For fiscal and philosophical reasons, out of 
respect for the working poor, who were at the 
mercy of a volatile economy, Stimson voted “no” 
on the proposed House of Industry. The rest of 
his committee voted “yes.” These informal votes 
were probably cast in early April 1859, just before 
the select committee reported back to the city’s 
Common Council. Only the Common Council, 
together with the Board of Aldermen, could 
decide what to do next. Having done their part, 
Bowen, Guild, and Lester drew up a majority 
report and Stimson wrote his minority report. 
The Common Council ordered the reports 
published, first in the newspapers, then in 
pamphlet form, to provide material for a public 
debate. Having planted the seeds of opposition 
to the House of Industry plan, Stimson visited 
Europe that summer. During the next local 
elections, in June of 1859, a new mayor, Jabez 
C. Knight, was elected, as the old one, William 
M. Rodman, stepped down. Unlike his prede-
cessor, the new mayor made no direct refer-
ences to the House of Industry in his inaugural 
address, referring to it only obliquely. Instead, 
Knight stressed that the city should be careful 
not to take on new debts, and that he was happy 
that poor relief expenses were declining a bit, as 
the economy finally started to improve.41 These 
comments amounted to muted disapproval of 
the House of Industry plan.
 National attention turned to John Brown’s 
failed attempt to free slaves at Harper’s Ferry, 
Virginia, the following October. Then, late one 
evening in January, 1860, after entertaining 
some friends at his house, John J. Stimson 
suddenly took ill and died. Despite—or perhaps 
partly because of—his sharp pen, Stimson was 
a well-liked man, with many friends. Among 
the heaps of praise in his obituary was one that 
fits with what readers can find in his minority 
report. “Plain, strong-minded common sense, 
was the leading characteristic of his mind,” 
a friend wrote after Stimson died, “and it was 

[this] in combination with other faculties, a 
conscience, an integrity, warm affections, and a 
devout heart,” which made him well-liked.42 
 One of Stimson’s legacies was his argument, 
printed by the city the previous spring, that a 
House of Industry would cost too much. Over-
seer George Wightman had continued to call for 
the House of Industry in December 1859. At the 
same time, however, he was finding new ways 
to reduce poor relief expenses. Most notably, 
Wightman was reviving the traditional practice 
of warning out poor migrants from the city.43 By 
June 1860, the Mayor of Providence, Jabez C. 
Knight, was just beginning his second year, and 
now dropped all reference to a house of industry 
in his public speeches. The following year, he was 
quite firmly against any innovation in the city’s 
care of its indigent. “The present system of relief 
seems to be an excellent one when well admin-
istered,” he told his fellow city fathers, before 
going on to praise Overseer George Wightman 
for his work. It was, perhaps, bittersweet for 
Wightman. Mayor Knight thought Wightman 
did a great job as Overseer of the Poor using 
Providence’s current resources, so he was happy 
to reject Wightman’s strongly worded requests 
for a house of industry. 
 Still, Wightman and others could hope that 
the House of Industry would become reality. In 
early 1860, the Rhode Island General Assembly 
took up the question. After a few proposals and 
the outbreak of the Civil War, though, the idea 
did not get much attention in the legislature. 
Indeed, the war reduced unemployment in 

the state, and gave rise to a temporary system 
of poor relief aimed at soldiers’ families. House 
of Industry supporter Reuben Guild turned 
his attention to helping to administer relief to 
soldiers’ families.44 Only towards the end of the 
war did the legislature take up the House of 
Industry again. It appointed a commissioner, 
George Willard, to tour the state and report 
on the condition of local poor relief. After this, 
momentum built, and by 1869, the General 
Assembly decided that the state would build 
an ambitious new complex of institutions in 
Cranston, including a “Workhouse,” a “House of 
Correction,” an “Insane Asylum,” and an “Alms-
house.” In charge of it all would be long-time 
proponent of the House of Industry, George 
Wightman, the Providence Overseer of the Poor. 
 As State Superintendent of the Poor, 
Wightman was able to put into effect many 
of the ideas he had proposed in Providence 
while Overseer of the Poor. While Wightman 
supported immigration, he also took pains to 
point out exactly how many of the needy were 
foreigners, just as he had in Providence. When 
he could, he arranged for impoverished immi-
grants to be deported, sent back to their country 
of origin.45 The State Board of Charities and 
Corrections, which backed Wightman up, held 
the same view of needy Rhode Islanders that the 
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The Dexter Asylum, at Lloyd Avenue and Hope Street, in a 
twentieth-century photograph. It was demolished in 1966.  
John Holden Greene, Historic American Buildings Survey, 
photograph taken after 1933, HABS, RI, 4—PROV, 131-Library 
of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.



proponents of a House of Industry had espoused. 
The Board delayed opening up a state almshouse 
for the poor, arguing that state institutions were 
already helping paupers by running an insane 
asylum and a workhouse for petty criminals. 
In 1871, the board wrote that “a considerable 
number of the inmates of the workhouse are 
really paupers, and the rest are on the down-
ward road to pauperism.”46 In other words, there 
was no pressing need for a state charitable insti-
tution because many paupers were petty crimi-
nals already, and vice versa. This blurring of the 
category of pauper and criminal would not have 
pleased John J. Stimson and others who shared 
his views. 
 These state institutions, however, were not 
the House of Industry that had been proposed 
in Providence. While they could absorb some 
of the needy people in Rhode Island who had 
no settlement in a Rhode Island town, the state 
workhouse and almshouse were not intended 
to be a substitute for Providence’s local institu-
tions. Indeed, from its tax revenue, Providence 
reimbursed Rhode Island for any paupers that 
Providence sent to the state almshouse, or to the 
state insane asylum. Only those Providence citi-
zens convicted of a crime could be sent, at the 
state’s expense, to the state House of Correction 
or Workhouse. Providence was still expected to 

provide for most of its own needy inhabitants 
and to deal with the day-to-day needs of its resi-
dents. For the most part, Providence’s govern-
ment rejected a radical new solution like the 
House of Industry and continued to use tried 
and true remedies. For long-term paupers with 
roots in Providence, the city relied on the Dexter 
Asylum for the Poor, a self-contained poor farm 
that still supported itself from Ebenezer Knight 
Dexter’s 1820s donation. For those who needed 
temporary cash for food, or a place to stay for the 
night, the Overseer of the Poor and the police 
station, respectively, remained the only options. 
 Finally, by 1877, Providence city offi-
cials agreed to a cheap version of the House 
of Industry. In that year, the city established 
the Providence Charity Woodyard on Francis 
Street. Any man seeking shelter in a police 
station would be marched to the woodyard the 
next morning to work splitting and carrying 
firewood for an hour and a half, thus institu-
tionalizing a practice that visitors had observed 
in Providence more than two decades earlier. 
Another hour of work would earn a hot meal. 

Likewise, men asking for cash could earn fifty 
cents a day working in the woodyard. Overseer 
Wightman judged these earnings small, but he 
did not want the woodyard to become a regular 
form of employment for anyone. The woodyard 
remained a part of Providence’s poor relief for 
the next few decades.47 
 The Providence House of Industry never 
was built. What had seemed an exciting new 
idea in 1859 fizzled out within a couple years. 
This failed policy demonstrates the power of 
fiscal conservatism in American welfare history. 
As moments of silence in a musical composition 
help constitute the entire composition, failures 
in political history are an important part of the 
story. Ideas that never came to fruition, argu-
ments that were never quite won, buildings that 
never got built also helped to shape the past and 
the present. The House of Industry idea was not 
born of benevolence so much as of disdain for the 
needy of Providence. Calling them “professional 
paupers,” the majority report clearly showed a 
desire to control the poor. Social control, then, 
is a big part of this story. But the social control 
argument lost. It was opposed by a more benevo-
lent argument—Stimson’s sympathetic portrayal 
of the needy, along with the very practical argu-
ment of spending less public money. Don’t spend 
money that we don’t have to, warned Stimson. A 
new mayor, Jabez C. Knight, and his supporters 
agreed that there should be no new debts. The 
Providence House of Industry, then, was never 
constructed. Its backers were influential. Provi-
dence elites truly did want social control, a way 
to discipline and punish “professional paupers.” 
But these powerful impulses for social control 
were defeated, in this case. Fiscal conservatism 
was decisive. Sometimes, social control just 
costs too much.  

Gabriel Loiacono is an Associate Professor of 
History at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh. He 
is currently working on a multi-biography of five 
Rhode Islanders who either received poor relief or 
worked for the poor relief system.
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while the snow gathers into piles of brown mush on the 
streets of Pawtucket on Saturday mornings in the winter, 
the former Hope Webbing Company Mill is blooming 
with energy. Rows of kale, radishes, beets, carrots, and 
apples stretch the length of the long hallways, extolled 
by smiling vendors who share samples of their wares. 
Booths of carefully crafted tarts, locally bottled maple 
syrup, and homemade hand lotion dot the passageway. 
Children sway to the tune of a bluegrass band, while 
their parents explore paintings displayed on the walls 
of artist studios protruding from the corridor. Today, in 
addition to the Winter Market, the mill is home to artist 
studios, living spaces, restaurants, independent shops, 
and the offices of non-profit organizations.  ¶

Shoelaces and Marshmallow 
Bunnies: Memory, Adaptation 
and Reuse at Pawtucket’s Hope 

Webbing Mill
raina e. fox

Mills of the Hope Webbing Company, postcard, ca. 1907–1915. Courtesy of Hope Artiste Village.



Yet only a few years ago, the Hope Webbing 
Company Mill was slated for demolition, in line 
to become a big box store. In 2005 developers 
Urban Smart Growth purchased the property—
in hopes of reimagining it as “a cultural destina-
tion point.” 1

 Hope Webbing Mill is no stranger to adap-
tive reuse. Erected in Pawtucket, Rhode Island 
in 1889 and in continuous use through the 
1990s, the mill as Hope Webbing had produced 
bootstraps, shoelaces, zipper pulls, cotton elec-
tric tape, and during World War II, camou-
flage net tape and parachute harness webbing. 
When the owners sold the factory in the 1960s 
to the School House Candy Company it gained 
new life as workers molded chocolate bunnies, 
wrapped  lollipops, and packaged plastic Easter 
baskets. After a century of adaptation and reuse, 
Urban Smart Growth’s reinvention of the Hope 
Webbing mill as Hope Artiste Village is just the 
latest page in the building’s longer narrative.  
 At the same time, Hope Artiste Village 
represents a significant departure for the 
building. As a manufacturing facility, the Mill 
was part of Pawtucket’s industrial landscape 
and a key player in its local economy, workforce, 
and social history from its construction in 1889 
until it was abandoned in the late 1990s. Even 
today many in Pawtucket hold vivid memo-
ries of the Mill and the now faded period of 
industrial history it represents. Though Hope 

Artiste Village does include some small scale 
manufacturing—Seven Stars Bakery and New 
Harvest Coffee, for example—the Mill’s purpose 
has decidedly shifted away from one solely of 
production. Indeed it is still in the process not 
only of defining itself as a “village” of businesses, 
residents, and events, but is negotiating a new 
relationship with the Pawtucket community 
around it. Understanding the site’s labor and 
community histories not only helps us to see 
the Hope Webbing mill’s role as part of the city’s 
shifting social and industrial landscape, but illu-
minates the importance of designing with—and 
sharing—site-based memory. 

webbing and duckpins: 
The Hope Webbing Company 1889–1955

As Hope Webbing Company, the mill’s indus-
trial and labor histories reflect broader social 
and economic changes of late nineteenth to  
mid- twentieth-century Pawtucket and the 
broader United States. Founded in 1883 by  
Charles Sisson and Oscar Steere, Hope Webbing 
Company was originally a ten-loom shop 
on Sprague Street in Providence that made 
webbing (woven fabric) for boot straps.2 In 1889 
it expanded to fifteen workers and sixty looms, 
when the company constructed its new factory 
off Main Street in the newly chartered city of 
Pawtucket which was rapidly becoming more 
and more populated by mills.3 Hope Webbing 

The Hope Webbing Company was located in Pawtucket, 
considered to be the birthplace of the industrial revolu-
tion. This view of the city appeared in the Providence Board 
of Trade Journal in 1889 (p. 14). Rhode Island Historical 
Society Collection (RHi X17 2375). 
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Mill would be state-of-the-art, with long wings 
to allow maximum light and air through the 
many windows and a boiler house providing 
steam for heat and mechanical power. Built in 
eight major phases between 1890 and 1930, the 
building expanded with the company. During 
one phase of its expansion in 1912, the company 
proclaimed the Mill: “a model in every respect. 
The buildings are ornate, well lighted and venti-
lated and every convenience for successful oper-
ation has been secured. It is probably the largest 
webbing factory in the world.”4 
 By 1895, 350 men, women, and children were 
employed by the company, making 1,500,000 
yards of products per day, including cotton, jute, 
worsted wool, hat bands, non-elastic webs, hose 
supports, and electrical machinery installation.5 
In 1912, there were nine hundred looms and 
between “1000–1200 hands” working at the 
mill, producing 25,000 varieties of webbing.6 
In 1923 the mill grew by 100,000 square feet, 
with 1100 looms and 1100 braiders. By World 
War II, the Hope Webbing Company claimed 
to have woven almost 2,000,000 miles of tape 
during its lifetime, changing with the times to 
produce horse blanket bindings, corset bone 
casing, Model T Ford clutch and brake linings, 
pioneering zipper tapes, electric tape, products 
for both World Wars, and many other forms 
of belting, banding, binding, braids, cords and 
labels.7

 Working at the mill was difficult. Women, 
men, and children spent long hours doing monot-
onous and often dangerous tasks, operating 
heavy machinery, crawling into tight spaces, 
and despite the modern windows, breathing 
in the dust and particles of their trade, all for 
low wages.8 While Rhode Island had passed a 
child labor law in 1857 that prohibited children 
under twelve years old from working, regulated 
the working hours of children under fifteen (no 
more than eleven hours in a day, and not before 
five a.m. or after 7:30 p.m.), and required that 
they be in school for three months in the year, 
adherence by factory owners was lax. During 
the 1906–1907 school year, for example, only 
68.8 percent of students enrolled in Pawtucket 
schools attended.9 Progressive era reformers 
took an interest in changing these conditions, 
and photographer Lewis Hine used the mills of 
Pawtucket as the subject for the “Child Welfare 
Exhibit: 1912–1913.”
 Many overworked, underpaid Hope 
Webbing Company mill workers themselves 
actively organized for change, primarily as 
members of the Textile Workers Organizing 
Committee of the C.I.O., Local No. 14. In 
February 1913, for example, approximately four 
hundred workers from Hope Webbing Mill 

Hope Webbing Company, printed advertisement, in 
Providence Journal of Commerce, 1897, p. 333. Rhode Island 
Historical Society Collection (RHi X17 2372).

Female employees of Hope Webbing Company, 
1918. The caption notes that “all wear bloomers.” 
National Archives, identifier 533661. 

Double Bank Tape Loom at the Hope Webbing 
Company Factory. Hope: Serving All Industries, 
booklet, published by Hope Webbing Company, 
ca. 1945. Rhode Island Historical Society Collection 
(RHi X17 2366).
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went on strike, demanding an increase in wages 
as well as advances on their pay.10 Although 
their application for a parade permit, which 
would have allowed them to play music as 
they marched, was denied by local police, the 
workers paraded down the streets of Pawtucket, 
“without music other than that made by some 
of the marchers, who sang in Polish and other 
foreign language[s],” carrying “the customary 
I.W.W. [Industrial Workers of the World] plac-
ards, including the motto, ‘One for All, All for 
One.’”11 When they reached Foresters’ Hall, 
I.W.W. leading labor activists Elizabeth Gurley 
Flynn and Arturo Giovannitti addressed the 
crowd. Hope Webbing Company’s owners did 
not meet all the strikers’ demands, but insisted 
that the company had “never reduced wages, 
as other textile mills have,” and that, “[t]he 
employees who left work . . . will be taken back if 
they apply in a reasonable time.”12 The Providence 
Journal reported a number of other strikes at the 
mill, in 1916, 1935 and 1937, for instance.13 These 
interactions reflect an ongoing labor struggle 
between Hope Webbing Company managers 
and workers. It is perhaps not surprising that 

the company was enthusiastic about joining the 
welfare capitalism trend.
 From the 1880s through the Great Depres-
sion, many companies started to offer recre-
ational programs for their employees and 
other incentives like life insurance. These 
employer-sponsored programs became known 
as “welfare capitalism,” offerings that were 
designed to provide, “a vaccine against labor 
unrest.”14 In addition to creating space for healthy 
leisure, management hoped that if employees 
felt a sense of ownership and connection to the 
company they would be less likely to organize 
against it. 
 It was in this atmosphere of labor strikes and 
broader progressive era reformation that Hope 
Webbing Company began to construct spaces 
for recreation in the building itself, including 
a club room, assembly areas, and a six-lane 
duckpin bowling alley that remains functional 
today. In the 1920s, the “Hope Club,” comprised 

Lewis Hine photographed children working in factories 
in Rhode Island. The image, “Girl at the drawing-room-
frame of the weave-room, Lorraine Mills, Pawtucket, R.I.” 
was taken in 1912, as part of a series on child labor in 
Rhode Island. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, hclc 02733. 

Weave Shed at the Hope Webbing Company. Hope: Serving 
All Industries, booklet, published by Hope Webbing 
Company, ca. 1945.  Rhode Island Historical Society 
Collection (RHi X17 2367).
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of employees and directors of the company, 
hosted carnivals, speakers, athletic events, and 
performances. For the “Follies of 1923,”  the club 
organized a day of games such as an “obstacle 
race, cracker race, peanut race, cardboard race, 
balloon race, and barrel stave race,” as well as 
“numerous side shows, amateur circus stunts, 
athletic events and dancing” for an audience of 
over 1,500.15

 During the Depression, Hope Webbing 
suffered a period of lowered sales, but it gained 
new life during World War II. The company 
received a number of significant orders from the 
United States army, air force, and government 
and employed 3,380 workers during the war 
when it was the largest employer in Pawtucket. 
It claimed to be the largest thread mill in the 
world. Operating 1,100 weaving looms and 
1,100 braiders on 600,000 square feet of floor 
space, the company produced war materials 
such as camouflage net tape, parachute harness 
webbing, and clothing tapes. The Company 
proudly proclaimed that:

The fighting man creeps through the mud and 

rubble of a de-mined lane outlined by tape; he 

operates his guns under acres of camouflage nets 

bound together by tape, he bails out of his dis-

tressed plane and waits with confidence for his 

web harness to take the impact of the opening 

chute; his clothing and equipment of every kind 

offer a veritable catalog of tapes and webbings. 

The company is producing, therefore, many 

miles per day of tapes, webbings, and sleevings 

both under direct contract and with government 

purchasing agencies and for contractors manu-

facturing war material.16

With its history of woven fabrics manufac-
turing, Hope Webbing Company was perfectly 
equipped to fabricate essential products for the 
war, and it provided employment to many resi-
dents of Pawtucket and the surrounding area.

The Hope Webbing Company experienced a surge of busi-
ness during World War II when it manufactured products 
for the armed forces. Hope: Serving All Industries, booklet, 
published by the Hope Webbing Company, ca. 1945. Rhode 
Island Historical Society Collection (RHi X 17 2370).

The Extensive Hope Webbing Factory had a central court 
between weave sheds. Textile Age (July, 1944) Rhode Island 
Historical Society Collections (RHi X17 2371).

Hope Webbing Company, Pawtucket, R.I. Hope: Serving All 
Industries, booklet, published by Hope Webbing Company, 
ca. 1945.  Collection of the Rhode Island Historical Society 
(RHi X17 2364). 

Hope Webbing Company original mill in Providence. The 
company moved to Pawtucket where a new mill was built, 
in 1889. Serving All Industries, booklet, printed by Hope 
Webbing Company, ca. 1945. Collection of the Rhode Island 
Historical Society (RHi X17 2365).
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sweets and holiday baskets:  
School House Candy, 1956–1998 

Despite a spike in production during World 
War II, Hope Webbing Company struggled to 
find its footing in the aftermath of the war. By 
1955 the financial strain was too much. In 1956 
the owners sold the mill to a New York textile 
operator, George A. Hovarth, who then sold it 
to HW Realty of Providence which was owned 
by the Rosen Family. Oral histories suggest that 
the reason for this complicated interaction was 
that the owners of the Hope Webbing Company 
Mill refused to sell to a Jewish family, so the 
Rosens brought in an intermediary.17 HW Realty 
leased part of the plant back to Hope Webbing, 
set up manufacturing for their companies, 
School House Candy and Rosbro Plastics, in the 
preparing building, and used part of the weave 
shed complex as warehouse space. 
 By the time School House Candy expanded 
its operations into Hope Webbing Mill, they 
had been in the candy business for over forty 
years. In 1912, at the age of seventeen, a first-  
generation Jewish-American named Samuel 
Rosen decided to apply the $1600 his parents had 
scrupulously saved for his college tuition, to start 
a business. Because Samuel started the company 
when he was under the legal age of eighteen, 

he named it E. Rosen Company, after his father 
Ephraim, to circumvent state laws. Initially his 
work consisted of candy “jobbing,” selling whole-
sale candy from Hershey, Wrigley, Necco, and 
other suppliers to area stores. Soon Samuel’s 
brother Herman (Hy), father, and brother-in-law 
Charles Rouslin joined the company and together 
they expanded to selling soda machines and, 
later, producing the candy itself. In his memoirs, 
Rosen describes a series of experiments—a wire 
stand holding rows of colorful “Dixie Pop” lolli-
pops to look like a Christmas tree, “Uncle Hy” 
candy bars wrapped in amber cellophane, a folded 
cardboard book printed with nursery rhymes 
and filled with a lollipop which caught the eye 
of chain stores and helped turn the company 
into a large-scale operation. “At one time we had 
300 girls working on [the cardboard books], and 
it was a howling success,” Rosen declared. E. 
Rosen Company came to specialize not only in 
candy but its packaging, creating holiday cards, 
Christmas ornaments, Easter baskets, and other 
trinkets to transform the simple candy into inno-
vative holiday gifts. 18 

 Despite the two factory buildings con- 
structed in 1933 and the “School House” 
purchased in 1943 for storage (Charles Street 
Primary School, the Rosens’ own alma mater, 
about which Samuel wrote: “The rumor around 
was that I couldn’t graduate, so I had to buy it”), 
by the mid-1950s School House Candy needed 
more space.19 The Hope Webbing Mill was an 
ideal choice. With its multiple wings, five-story 
preparing building, and airy spaces, E. Rosen 
Company was able to combine its School House 
Candy production and Rosbro Plastics pack-
aging manufacturing under one roof, while still 
leaving a wing for the Hope Webbing Company 
to continue its own production. 
 In her book, Elegy for a Disease: A Personal and 
Cultural History of Polio, Anne Finger describes 
the significance of the School House Candy 
Company for a young person in Pawtucket in 
the 1950s and 1960s: 

Every teenager in the Providence area in the 

1960s seemed to have worked at School House 

Candy—even if only for a week or two. Perhaps 

there were jobs in the hidden recesses of the 

factory that required skills—mixing the chem-

icals and sugars and starches that went into the 

candy, maintaining adequate stocks of these 

ingredients—but the jobs high school kids got 

could be learned within minutes. Probably the 

newer you were at the job, the more efficient 

you were—you had not yet been demoralized by 

boredom nor had you figured out how to goof off 

while seeming to work.20

According to Finger, workers were paid the 
minimum wage of $1.60 an hour to wrap lolli-
pops, box marshmallow bunnies, and pack 
plastic Easter baskets. She recalls her sister’s 
description of work in the factory:

Down an endlessly turning conveyor belt would 

flow a river of one type of candy, perhaps lemon 

yellow lollipops—yellow lollipops, yellow lolli-

pops, yellow lollipops, yellow lollipops, yellow 

lollipops, yellow lollipops. You stared at those 

yellow lollipops and thought you could never 

in your life be as sick of anything as you were 

of the sight of yellow lollipops. And then you 

would see that the yellow lollipops had been 

replaced by red lollipops. At first there would be 

relief. Something different to look at! And then, 

after a few minutes of watching red lollipops, 

Breaktime Bowl and Bar, 2016. The Breaktime Bowl and Bar 
was once a six-lane duckpin bowling alley installed in the 
Hope Webbing Factory around 1920 in an attempt to appeal 
to workers and prevent them from unionizing. Photograph 
courtesy of Urban Smart Growth.

The duckpin bowling alleys that Hope Webbing created 
for its employees at the Mill have been restored and are 
currently featured as a highlight of Hope Artiste Village. 
(Photograph by the author)

rh
ode islan

d h
istory               Shoelaces and M

arshm
allow

 Bunnies

36 37



red lollipops, red lollipops, red lollipops, red lol-

lipops, red lollipops, red lollipops coming down 

the conveyor belt, you would find yourself long-

ing to see something else, anything else—even a 

yellow lollipop.21

 Yet teenagers were not the only employees 
at School House Candy. People of all ages and 
backgrounds worked shifts as long as ten hours 
in a day.22 The factory itself was never empty. 
From six a.m. until two a.m. machines whirled 
with life, then paused for four hours while a 
specialized crew cleaned and maintained the 
space and machinery. Constant upkeep was 
necessary to combat the daily accumulation 
of sugar, glucose, corn syrup, and other mate-
rials associated with the candy-making process. 
Robert Dionne, who has worked as an electri-
cian at the mill building since the early 1990s 
recalls “tunneling through” piled bags of sugar 
and corn starch, gallons of oil and corn syrup in 
the corridors used as storage. After a day’s work, 
“sometimes you would come home, take off your 
clothes and throw them right in the trashcan. 
You would smell like corn starch and be entirely 
covered with it,” Dionne remembered.23 While 
the candy was produced in the School House 
Candy part of the mill and an adjoining five-
story building, the Rosen Company’s subsidiary 
Rosbro Plastics produced the holiday pump-
kins, Easter bunnies and baskets, votive candle 
holders and other assorted plastic items sold 
with the candy, in a different part of the Mill.  
 Meanwhile, from the 1950s onward, in 
its branch of the building Hope Webbing 
continued its legacy, producing shoe laces, para-
chute chords, thin metal wire to sew car seats, 
and other forms of webbing. Yet what was once 
a human-powered mechanized system was 
replaced with equipment that ran throughout 
the day and night, seven days a week, with a 
single person attending to two to three hundred 
machines. 
 In the 1990s the mill experienced change 
once again. Hope Webbing left in 1995 for a 
more modern facility in Cumberland where the 
company, now called Hope Global, is located 

today.24 Meanwhile, E. Rosen Company had been 
operating School House Candy for ninety years 
and had become a leading supplier of holiday 
gift baskets, while making jelly beans, lollipops, 
hard candy, and other items for chains such as 
Wal-Mart and K-Mart to sell under their brand 
names. The Rosen Company had manufacturing 
plants in New Bedford and Fall River Massachu-
setts, as well as Central Falls and Pawtucket, 
employing some four hundred people at the 
Hope Webbing mill, but it “had run into hard 
times and [was] unable to pay back a $15 million 
bank loan.”25 Over a dozen companies competed 
to buy the business when it went into receiv-
ership in July 1998; Sherwood Brands won the 
bid for four million dollars. Though Sherwood 
Brands continued to operate out of the Hope 
Webbing mill for several years, the company 
ultimately moved its manufacturing to Virginia, 
laying off about one hundred workers. 
 In January 2001, a court-appointed receiver, 
Allan M. Shine, proclaimed the Hope Webbing 
Mill complex in “deplorable condition.” He 
sought a $46,597-a-year tax break from the city 
to allow Sherwood Brands to operate out of the 
complex and to persuade a group of investors to 
hold on to the property. The investors group— 
M & P Management agreed to pay $900,000 for 
the mill complex, but in the process of closing 
the property in July 2004, a fire broke out in 
the former boiler room, plunging the mill into 
deeper disrepair.26 When Urban Smart Growth 
acquired the complex in 2005, it was threatened 
with demolition for the erection of a big box 
retail store adjacent to the interstate highway, 
I-95.27 

the mill becomes a village:  
Hope Artiste Village 2005–2016

Urban Smart Growth, a real estate development 
and management company, based in Los Angeles 
with an office in Rhode Island, whose mission 
is to “create diverse, sustainable and successful 
communities,” with an eye to “preserving and 
enhancing natural and cultural resources,” saw 
great potential in the tenuous Hope Webbing 

Wintertime Farmers Market, 2015. The Wintertime Farmers 
Market takes place in what were once open air courtyards 
between the wings of the Hope Webbing Mill, now covered 
and accessible year-round. Photograph courtesy of Farm 
Fresh Rhode Island. 

McCarten Violins, LLC, Hope Artiste Village, 2016. Hope 
Artiste Village now includes a number of artisan enter-
prises, including McCarten Violins, who make and restore 
fine stringed instruments in what was once a factory wing 
for weaving. Photograph courtesy of Urban Smart Growth. 
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mill. Working with a team of contractors, engi-
neers, and architects, the company transformed 
the building into a mix of manufacturing 
spaces, offices, retail spaces, live/work studios, 
bar/restaurants, and music venues. It currently 
houses over one hundred tenants, and draws 
crowds to the rehabilitated duck pin bowling 
alley, shops, and Wintertime Farmers Market.
 Urban historian Dolores Hayden argues that 
“as a nation, Americans are increasingly attuned 
to rescuing the natural qualities of places—the 
creeks and the live oaks. But we need to nurture 
the social characteristics of places too if we are 
to retain social history in the urban landscape, 
and learn to design with memory rather than 
against it.”28 Old buildings, plazas, factories, 
orange groves, and the other places where we 
live our lives are the vessels through which 
we remember and interpret our histories. As a 
result, the value in preserving them is that they 
“tell current residents about the texture and 
pace of life in the city as previous generations 
experienced it, men, women, and children of 
every ethnic group.”29 Particularly in the case of 
those individuals whose stories are rarely told 
in history books, places are the key to memories 
that would otherwise have no anchor. Adaptive 
use, therefore, is a process of negotiating one’s 
relation to history, as rooted in a place. 
 Hope Artiste Village is intentionally “design- 
ing with memory,” preserving the structured 
layers of history embodied in the Mill building 
even as it shifts interior walls to adapt the uses 
of space. Yet the stories preserved in its walls 

of industrial history as the Hope Webbing 
Company Mill, labor organizing through the 
Textile Workers Organizing Committee, candy 
production as School House Candy, and the 
many smaller narratives of memory are largely 
quiet. As current owner of the building, perhaps 
Urban Smart Growth’s challenge will be finding 
ways to preserve and share the Mill’s stories 
while settling into its current manifestation as 
Hope Artiste Village, and set the stage for future 
iterations yet unknown. 
 In this way, Hope Webbing serves as a case 
study in a larger movement towards adaptive 
reuse in Pawtucket and beyond. Once the hotbed 
of the Industrial Revolution and still home to 
some companies such as Hasbro, Inc., economic 
change left factories abandoned throughout 
the city. Today in Downtown Pawtucket’s 
“Arts District” alone, former mills have been 
converted into approximately 750 residential 
units and live/work spaces such as Riverfront 
Lofts, Union Wadding and Bayley Street Lofts.30 
Whether this adaptation will revive or weaken 
the city’s economy, strengthen or displace 
communities, revive or absolve memories has 
yet to be determined. 

Raina Elise Fox received her M.A. in Public Human-
ities from Brown University in 2014, with a focus 
on global social justice, memory studies, and civic 
engagement.  She has worked with art and history 
museums, creative non-profits, universities, historic 
sites, international development and community 
-based programs in Minneapolis, Washington D.C., 
Providence, Chicago, Boston, Hong Kong, India, and 
elsewhere. She is currently working as Programs 
Manager at Millennium Campus Network based in 
Boston, Massachusetts.
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Spies in Revolutionary  
Rhode Island 

CHRISTIAN MCBURNEY 
Arcadia Press, 2014

An account of both British and American spies 
operating in Newport and Providence during 
the War for Independence.

The Buildings of Peter 
Harrison: Cataloging the 
Work of the First Global 
Architect 1716–1775 

JOHN FITZHUGH MILLAR 
McFarland, 2014

A history of the life and work of British-born 
architect Peter Harrison who designed the 
Redwood Library, the Touro Synagogue and 
the Brick Market building in Newport. Harri-
son’s papers were destroyed when revolutionary 
sympathizers burned his house in New Haven 
in 1775; a companion website to the book has re- 
creations of Harrison’s architectural drawings.

The Remarkable Rise of Eliza 
Jumel: A Story of Marriage 
and Money in the Early 
Republic 

MARGARET A. OPPENHEIMER
Chicago Review Press, 2016

A biography of Eliza Bowen Jumel, a native of 
Rhode Island who grew up in poverty and even-
tually became a wealthy, noted resident of New 
York City.

The Stories Houses Tell: A 
Collection of Little Compton 
House Histories 

MARJORY O’TOOLE, et. al., with an 
afterward by MARIAN PIERRE-LOUIS
Little Compton Historical Society, 2015

Oral histories, photographs and intricate 
research inform the histories of a dozen historic 
houses and properties in Little Compton. 

Killer Show: The Station 
Nightclub Fire, America’s 
Deadliest Rock Concert 

JOHN BARYLICK 
University Press of New England, 2012;  
a paperback edition was released in 2015

A book about the tragic fire at the Station night-
club in West Warwick that occurred on February 
20, 2003. The author has served as an attorney 
for families of the victims of this heartbreaking 
tragedy. 

The Politics of Piracy: Crime 
and Civil Disobedience in 
Colonial America 

DONALD R. BURGESS, JR.
University Press of New England, 2015

The author argues that laws concerning piracy 
and illegal trade had a great impact on the 
emergence of the independence movement in 
the American colonies. One chapter is titled,  
“‘A Bloody Crew of Privateers’: Resistance and 
Rights in Rhode Island.”

Monumental  
Providence 

PAUL F. CARANCI AND  
HEATHER CARANCI 
Stillwater River Publications, 2015

A volume on statues, monuments and memorials 
in public spaces in Providence. 

America’s Bank: The Epic 
Struggle to Create the  
Federal Reserve 

ROGER LOWENSTEIN 
Penguin Press, 2015

Lowenstein documents the conflicts and political 
strategies that led to the creation of the Federal 
Reserve in 1913. A principal figure in the narra-
tive is Rhode Island’s Nelson Aldrich who was 
a leading politician in the United States Senate 
during the Gilded Age.
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The Larchmont Disaster off 
Block Island: Rhode Island’s 
Titanic 

JOSEPH P. SOARES AND JANICE 
SOARES 
History Press, 2015

An account of the February 11, 1907 collision 
between two ships off Block Island. The inci-
dent is considered to be one of the most deadly 
maritime events in New England waters.

In History’s Wake: The 
Last Trap Fishermen of 
Rhode Island 

MARKHAM STARR
Wesleyan University Press, 2015

A photographic essay documenting the few 
remaining fishermen and women of Rhode 
Island who use a floating trap system. The text 
draws on oral histories and first-person accounts. 

Brown: The History  
of an Idea 

TED WIDMER, 
Thames & Hudson, 2015

A popular history of Brown University, written 
on the occasion of its 250th anniversary. 

Prudence Crandall’s Legacy: 
The Fight for Equality in the 
1830s, Dred Scott and Brown 
v. Board of Education 

DONALD E. WILLIAMS, 
Wesleyan University Press, 2015

An account of the legal battles of Prudence 
Crandall who established a school for African- 
American girls at her home in Connecticut in 
the nineteenth century. Her first pupil was Sarah 
Harris, of Kingston, R.I.; other young women 
from Rhode Island were also pupils there.
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in the next issue

A young Newport ship 
captain is tried and 

convicted for engaging 
in the slave trade; he 

is sent to prison. In the 
1960s, students push 
for radical changes in 
the Brown University 

curriculum. 

Below: Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Photographs 
and Prints Division, The New York Public Library. “View of chained 
African slaves in cargo hold of slave ship, measuring three feet and 
three inches high.” New York Public Library Digital Collections. 
Accessed February 12, 2016. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/
cd25e5e0-2658-0132-a7fd-58d385a7b928.


