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Urban Liberalism in Rhod e Island, 1909-1919

On the surface. at IC,lSI, Rh ode Islan d was litt le touched
by th e reforrmst turmoil .....hich elsewhere ch aracterized
th e Prog ressive Era . The regular Republicans remain ed
in control even though Wood row wilson ca rried th e

sta te in 1912, and th e Progressive Party elected on ly 3

han df ul of Ic,ltisla tors to the Ge neral Asse mblv. A
rel at ively small amoun t of typ ically pr ogr essiv e leg isla­

tion was cn ucrcd, and Rhode Island W J S the on ly state
to rc icc r as many as thr ee nt th e period 's four am end­
men ts to the federal constitu t ion This apparen t
placid ity, however, obscures the fact rhat th ere wa s a
highly significant rciorm ist group at work in the su re
in the tint two decades of the twentieth century , one
wh ose struggles against the esrahlished orde r were bo th
vigorous and tar -rcachmg. Tha r rherr effor ts have

here to fore gone un heralded is due mos tly to what one
scholar has st yled as " preoccupat ion w ith th e syndrome
of mi ddl e class an xi cucs an d prejudi ces," and J virtual

di sregard for what J. losep h Hu rhmach er culls " urban
wo rkmg-cia ss hb cralisrn ."!

Until ve ry recently, schola rs of the Progressive Era
h ave co ncentrated th eir anenncn primarily on the
acuviucs of the articula te , well -educated , econo mically
sec u re American of tr adi tional native Prot estant stoc k.

the ty pe of refor m er wh o joined good govem me m
associations and swe lled th e ranks of th e Prog ressiv e
Party. T o th e exte nt th aI most hi stcrt ans have cons id­

ered the efforts of th e u rban . foreign stoc k. working
class an d thei r rep resen ta t ives, it has generally been to

describe them as a pa rt of th e " pote nt ma ss wh ich

°M r. Buenker. who has done simila r studies on oth er
sta tes . IS As,~ia[e Professor of HislOl)· .It Uni versity of
wiscon sin - Pa rksrde , Ken os ha . wisccnsm

Edwin Roz wenc, "Progr essive Era," in How ard Quint,
Dean Alhenson. an d Milton Ca ntor, Mm n l'ro" lem ,~ in
Ame m 'dn HJ ~ lory , II [Homewood, Illi noi s, 1%8), 17."1.
H urhmacher, " Urban Liberalism and the A1.e of Reform ,"
M lss,.m pp' Volley HISlot lCtJ! Revie w.49 jSeplembe r 1962).
231·241 ,

2 Richard Hctsradrer, A,I(c nf Reiorm (New York, 19551,
181-11l6.

by fohn D, Buroker '

lim ited the range and achievemen ts of Progressivism ."z
M ore recent slUdies han: demonsnated , however , thu t
this latter l/:Jl)UP did indeed playa very constructive
role in reform movements in such key sta tes. as
New York , California , Ne w Jersey, ~1asS3chusens ,

JIIi n ll i ~ , Ohio and Con nccucu t, and there ca n be no
doubt that, acti ng larll:e1y th roug h the m edium of the
Democ ratic Part y, it was ca suv the most consis te n t
ex po ne nt of mean ing ful change in Rh od e lsland! Nor
can there he an y question that the Republican Party ,
huilt as it was on an old stoc k, rura l and small to wn

hase, was rhc primary defender o f the st at us quo.
As were the other New Engla nd states , Rh od e Isla nd

was firsl settled by people of British ancestry and
Prot estan t reli,::ion wh o developed its in du stri es ,

es ta blished its poluical framework, an d se t its cultu ra l
ton e. From the 1RlChon , however , their hegemony wa s
se riously th rea ten ed by a ma ssive influx of immigrants

who drtlcred from the dominant Yankees. Beginnin g
w ith the Irish and co n nn uing with French Canadians,
italians, I'o rm gu ese, Ru ssian Jews , an d othe r East
Europ ean migrants. th e e thn ic ma keu p 01th e pop ula­
lion wa s so drastically rearra nge d th at by 1910 on ly

29.5 pe rcent of the state's residents were lis ted by the
census bureau as nanvc-bom of native parent s, and
m any 0 1 t he se were ce rta in ly no more tha n third

generauon Amer ican s Nearly one-thi rd of Rhode
Island's residents in 1910 were immigrants and th e

rema in ing .'5.9 percen t were offspring of parents,
at least one of wh om h ad been born abroad. Since only

See. for example. Hut h rnacher, "Charles Evans Hughes
and Charles Francis M urp hy The Metam orp hosis of
rfOj(re~Sl\·I\m ." ,\few York Hurory. 46 l!anuary 19651,
25-40 and his _".I.I'<iT<" h u'l.' Il.' People and Pf)l i l I C.~

[Cam brid ge. 1959 1, 6Q.71, john Monon Blu m , lor T umull }'
and lh t' W,/lon Era [Bos ton , 195 11. J-.'lO, M ichael Rogin ,
" Propcs,ivlsm an d the C<llifnrnia Elector arc," icnmat o f
AmeFlC(l1I I/I\lm}'. 40 [Sep te mbe r 196f!1, 297-.114. John D ,
Bucnkcr "U rban ImmiJ:r:lnl Law m akers and Progressive
Reform m Hlinuis." In Don ald F. Tingley . ed., E~~ay.~ in
l/Iml/l ' H" rury [Carbondale. 19651. 55-741 "Cleveland's
New Srock Lawmakers JnJ Prog tessrve Reform." Ohio
Htstotv , 7S (Spring 1%9\, 116-- 1.17 , "P rogressivism in
Connecucur The Thrust of the U rba n, New Stock
Democrats," Connecncur HHwrlcal Socitly Blllltun.
J5jOctobo:r 19701. 97- IW.

----------------------------
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21.8 percent ol these newest a rrivals came from
En~la nd , Scotland o r Briush Can ad a, th e grea t bu lk of

the remainder eman ated from drastica lly different
cultu ral and rdi ,::ious backgrounds tha n the st ate 's
Yankee Protestants. Although spread throughout the

state, these new stock peoples tended to co ngregate in

the industrial cities and mill to .....ns so th at first and
second generation Amcncans together comprised over
sevenrv pe rcent of th e populanon of Providence ,
Paw tucker and Cu mbe rla nd, over eighty percent of th at
of Woonsocket and Central Falls, and at least half of

that of Warwick , Cranston , East and West Providence,
Bristol. Burrillville, Covemrv, lohncon . Smithfield ,

North Smnhfield, Portsmouth, Tiverton , W arr en and
Westerly ~ Bcmg largely without capital or skills, these
new arrivals were generally forced to seek employment

at the low est paid and Ic-ast prestigious robs available,
leaving the better posrnons to those of longer residence
and creating a vcruable occupational h ierarchy . Thei r
povenv also resulted in Rhode Island's having the

lo.....est percentage of home o.....ncrsh ip of any stale,
a lact of great poli t ical sign ificance since property

qualifications st ill applied in some local electio ns .
Uprooted hom their rradmonal cult u ral m ilie u and
handicapped by native intole rance hen they tr ied to

reesta blish those mor es tn their ne homeland , the
recent immigrants experienced great soc ial di sorganiza­
tion and s.....elled the statist ics o f cri me , m ental
disorde rs and iuvcrulc del inquen cy."

Although rapidly hecoming a minor ity group in th e
Sla te, the Yankee Protc-aam .....as neve rtheless able to
mainta in eco nomic, poli tical, and cult u ral hegemony,

thanks bu gdy 10 the lege rde m ai n of General Charl es R.
Brayto n , th e h ighly astu te boss of the Republ ican Party.

Although blind an d holding no state office, Bruvton was
still able 10 co n tro l th e act ion s of the General Assembly
by givi ng orders 10 the Republican leadership from his
sta t ion in a co m m ittee roo m just off the legislative
floor , Alth ough th e director of seve ral corporations and

th e careful guar dia n of the in te rests of the sta te's
eco nomic elite eve n as his all y Nelso n W. Aldrich .....as
in th e U.S. Senate , Brayton ne vert heless built hi s
political orgar nzanon primarily on the votes of the

" U.S, Bureau o f the Census , T hlTtecnlh Census of Ihe
United Slalc ~ . 1910, III . 619·6.31.

5 Rhode Island Bureau of Industria l Statiancs. Some
Nativity and Roce FQcror~ In Rh ode bland [Providence.
19101. uri C. Tanner, In froduftlOn to 'he Economy of

rural and smalltown Yankees who fear ed the in cu rsion
of the alien popu lations of the cities. Under his direc­
tion the Republica n Pa rty became the "rcpresem auve
01 business interests and rural Yan kees ," and he
elevated ma ny sm3.11 to w n m en to posit ions of
leadership in the stale.1t

Branon 's /:reatesl asse t .....as th e archaic apportion­
men t system .....hich grossly distorted popular

rcprcsemanon in the Ge ne ral Assembly.In the senate,
each 01the sta te' s thirty·nine Cities and towns was
allotted only one senator regardless of population.

meaning tha t West Greenwich , population -l81, had the
same representation as Providence, wh ich had 2l-l,326
people in 1910, fort)' percent oi the entire sta te . It was

esnmarcd hy one expe rt that the twenty smallest towns
with a combined total of 7.5 percent of the population
were actually in a pos it ion to control deliberations in

the upper house. The senate, future Congressman
George O'Shaunessv of Providence once observed ,
" is a strong po wer exe rcised by th e abandoned farms of
Rhode Island " The lower house more accurately

reflect ed the populat ion dist ribution in its apportion­
ment an d prov ided for at -large elections in each city

an d tow n. Nevertheless considerable distortion still
existed because the re .....e re minimu m and m aximu m
percentages for eac h incorpora ted area, limiting
Providence, for example, to one-fou rt h [h e to tal
nu m ber of re presen tat ives, no matter .....ha t her
pop ul ation."

This ma lap po rtion me nt insured h eavy Republican
majo rit ies in both houses and th e Brayton for ces

augmented their co ntro l by other devices as well . Since
th e me m be rsh ip of comm ittees was chosen by the
leade rshi p o f bot h hou ses with little minority party

co ns u lta t ion, th e Repuhlieans always dominated them,
and wer e uble to bott le up any troublesome legislation
introduced by th e Dem ocrats or occasional Progressives
and Socia lis ts. Th e end of every legislati ve session

foun d a host of pr ogressiv e measures st ill languishing
in comm ittee. In add it ion th e G eneral Assembly had
succeeded in tyi n ,!; th e han ds of the gove rn or, sin ce he

w as elected at large an d th erefore had to be more
respo n sive to po pular press u re even if, as wa s usually

RhOtfe hf <1nd [Providence. 19531. 1-6. Rhode Island State
Ptanntn~ Board , Rhode Idand Popularmn Trends
[Provid ence, 19J(,l.

6 Elmer E. Cmnwdl. lr., "Bosses. J\-1dchInC'S and Ethnic
Groups," Annah III ,h t AmellC<in A <:<idemy of Political
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Rural control of rh~ 1~"'JsI<J ruu wa, .'l,raphical/y emphasized
on rhe fmnr pax/' of The Sunday Tli"une or Prov i dence,
on Mm rh 2, 191.1, 1/1 a C<l ftoo n PI' Howard f . Branch.

HIS OL D POSITION CAN H E S T ILL H OL D I T ?

I.
I

I
II

the case . he ....-as also a Republican . By the passage oi the
so-called "Brayton 's Law" the legislature had veto

an d SOCIal .licit'llc. '''J ( ~1a )' 19641,29 Duane Lockard,
,...·fW EnJ:}<Jnd Srau P(}/JlJC.~ [Pri nceton, 19591. 17-1-17&.
Lincoln Stctlcne, AJJ w bio,'{raphy (New York. 19.H I,
464·467 . l'wvIJ..nee EV"nm,'{ Bul/t'lln [herea fter referred
to as llulll'rmJ. lan uarv 20,1909; lanuary 5,10, l.I, Ill,
Pebruarv Iii, April I , 1910; Jan uary 2, 1911) lanuary 2,

power over :III gubernatorial appointments while the
executive . for his ran, had almost no power 10 overrule

19 12 Arnll /'> , 191'\. PronJ.'nce /oulnal lhereahcr
rerened to as innrnalt, Pebrua rv 3, 6, 1910.

7 Chevrct limes , "Rotten Boroughs of New England."
North Amt'flCd/l Review. 97 (April 1913). 4&&. Lockard ,
178. tournat, Febru ary 28, 19 10.
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acts passed by the legislat ive branch.e On th e local

level, the Yan kee Republicans had successful ly
stymied the impact of the new stock vo te by reta ining

property quahficanons for voting in common council
elections, a circumstance which disenfranchised an

es timated sixty percent 01 the elec torate, the bulk o f
the m new stock workmg class, Although the Democrats
freq uently elected mayors in the major ci ties, their
efforts we re ohen frusnaied by the intransigence of
the common councils 9

BUIeven though the Brayton machine was basically
rural and old stock , political realities required it to
make at least a few gestures in the direction of the

rapidly increasing numbe rs of Immigrant vote rs. This
meant RrantinR them pohncal recognition by sla ting a
mmimum number of stock candidates, a purpose illus­

trated by the choice of French Canadians Eme ry San
Souci and Aram Pothier for governor during the
Progressive years. It also meant the acceptance of a
handful of Republican legislarors such as Jacob Eaton ,
a Roumanian immigrant, the Ge rman born Carl

Wend el , Max Levy , Silverio Giannott i and a n umber oi
Irish and French Canadians At th eir highest point,
new stock lawmakers neve r constituted more tha n

t .....elve percent of the Republican total. ho .....eve r,
despite the hi gh percentage of fo reign stock peop le in
th e gene ra l pop ul anon .w In additi on , the Republicans
occasionally had to yield 10 urban, wo rking class

pressures by en dorsing measu res in imical to th e
interests they gene rally served, This .....as always done

un der d uress and usually took the for m o f a less drasti c
version of a measure first u rged upon the m by the
Dem ocr ats , Even with th ese att empts at recognition

and legisla t ive co m promise, th ough , the ma jority
party .....as st ill faced with period ic revolts in the ranks
of its ur ban representati ves see k ing to make com m on

cause with th e De moc rats on key issues. II In the long
run, Brayt on and h is successor Ch arles Wilson di d n o
mor e than ret a rd the move me nt of new stoc k voters

8 Lockard . 175·177 Bu/lr-un. l.:muary 24,1911 ; Ianuarv 5,
March 21 , 1912 , Aprl115 , 1916.

9 Stc- lIens, 467. Lockard. 17.1·190. Corn well , "Party
Absorpnon 01 Ethmc Groups The Case oi Providence,
Rhode Island," !luc ldl Foras.. t!l IM.nch 19601, 2lF>-2iO.
Muna)· S. and Su~n W. Stedman, "Rise of the Democratic
Parly of Rhode Island. " New Eng/and Quarterly. 24
[September 19511. .~29·JJ9.

into the Democratic Part y, bu t th eir efforts did insure
Rep ublican dominance throughout th e Progressiv e Era .

For it was to the Democratic Party that th e sta te's
recent arrivals inc reas ing ly turned for political act ion .

T he Irish ha d discovered early tha t political activity

.....as one 01 the few avenues open to them an d most
other immigrant ":TOUpS ttied to foll ow suit, 3 circu m­
stance arrested to by thei r high incidence of voting
regularity. As the minority pa rty even in pre-C ivil W ar
days, the Democ rats played for th e Irish vot e by

endorsing hbcralraanon of the franchise an d opposing
the rehglous bigotry of the Know-Nothing Era, In t im e
the Irish accomplished a slow, steady climb th ro ugh

party ranh until , by the beginning o f the Prog ressive
Era. thcy had virtually come 10 control the pa rty's
apparatus on the state and local level. By 19(X) th e

Irish held three-fourths of the party positions in the city
of Providence, Irrsh Democratic mayors governed m ost
of the major cines. the sta le central committee was
almost their pnvate preserve, and Irish law ma kers
dominated the Democratic delegatio ns a t the s ta te

house. In 1913 seventeen of the rhmy.six Democrats in
the lower house .....e re of Irish descent and six years lat er
the figu re ha d nscn to tw ent y-two of thury-t .....o, most

of thcm representa tives of to wns with heav ily fore ign
stock populauons.t!

T his Irish ascendancy .....as th reat en ed so me w ha t by
the arr ival o t such ne .....e r im mi gra n t groups as the

Italians and French Ca na dians, and m any Iri sh leade rs
proved as rel uctant to grant them power and recogni­

t ion as did the Yankees, a co ndit ion which all owed the
Repu bli cans to cu ll a sizable port ion of the new stock
vo te. In the long run, how ev er , th e realization by th e

Ir ish that th ey su ffered from th e same political ,
econom ic and socia l hard ships as the n ew er immigrants
and requ ired the same ameliorative lcgislation caused
the Democrat ic leaders to actively cou rt the latter 's

vot es. T h is process was lon g developing and the over­
wh elm ing allegiance of the m ore recent immigrant

10 Lockard. 177. Rhode Island, Secretary of State, Manual
with Rule s and Order\ lor the US!' 01 the General
A HI'/IlMv "I Rhode h/<lnd. J91 I. 382-40S ; J912, J86-W8 ;
/91J .JKS·.110; 1914 . ,ts~-410; 1915,385-410, 1916.385·4 10;
1917..~9,\-.1 17 ; 1918..\94-.1 19; 1919. .\94-.1 19.

II Bulletin , lanuary ,\, April 21, May II , 191 1; January 2,
1912; January 7, February 18, Ma rch 6, 1913;
lanuary 5, 1915.



39 un ... "" 1I1llRAUSM

groups w as n ot secured until the late Twenties, but
even during the Progressive years the Irish Democrats
could claim 10 represent urban, industrial, immigrant
Rhode Island with far more cr edibility than could the
Republicans. The Irish, despite their longer residency ,
were still aliens to the Yankees and shared religious
affiliations with most of the more recent arrivals. They
also closely resembled th e newer immigrants because
th ey too had congregated in the urban areas and taken
th e low est raid industrial robs. By the Progre ssive years
the Iri sh .....e re the perfect " mi ddle men " between the
native culture and th e immigrant one and their
frequent incidence in such positions as foremen,
contractors, an d public employees gave them political
influence over the French Can adians and continental
Europeans.':' Not only did the Irish Democrats in the
General Assembly often represent the newer immi­
grants themselves, but they also granted the leaders of
these groups at least as much recognition as did the
Republicans, and Italians, Fren ch Canadians, and East
European lawmakers were as often found on the
Democratic side as on the Republican. In short, " th e
Democratic party early became the spokesman for the
underdog and the disfranchised immigrants and offered
a nucleus for counter organization against the
oligarchic clements which ran the state."!4

As such , one of the primary goals of the Democrats
was lOdemocratize the ar chaic political structure
developed by Brayton and the Yankee Republicans.
Chief among their effrms was th e abolition of property
qualifications for voting in co m mon council elections,
a practice so h igh ly valued by th e Republi cans that
C harles Wil son , Brayton 's successor as party leader,
acknowledg ed abolition lO be " dis tinctly a Democratic
measure" and that its implementation would mean a
Republican defeat. Each session of the General
Assembly saw the Democrats introduce a constitutional
amendment to abolish pmpcrry quahficauons only to
have their effor ts frustrated by the Republican majority.

11 Stedman, J19·J.t1. Lockard. 178·191. Rhode Island,
.\1anlla/. 1913, ,\lW-·t10; 1919. .194-419 Bul/wn.
lan:laI}' 2, 191 1; Ianuarv 7. 11. March 24. 19 U

13 Stedman , 319-J41. Locka rd, 175-1 92. Carey McWilliams.
Bmfhen UndeI fhe Skm. [Bos to n, 1~1 , 334.

"One of fhe prrmary goah 01 rhe Oemocr<ll. W<l~ to
democranee rhe archtllC rnJIIl<"<l1 struc ture developed by
Brayton .. Halltlday' ) calf""n reflect< the d"cnmen l
wuh Bra}'/"n', mfluence.

Occas ionally they were joined by a few urban
Republican s or a handful of Progressives, hut the net
result was still the same. In 19IO the resolution
introduced by O'Shauncs..y died in committee. In 191 I
the Democrats mounted a massive campaign of
petitions from the cities and the Republicans tried to

counter hy replacing property qualifications with
educational ones. The attempt lailed, however, and the

14 Lockard , 192. Corn .....ell. "'Party Absorption: ' 205·210
A comparison of the prevalence of nc..... stock le,!!;isIatOis
in both parues can be gamed by studvmg their
blO,l:tJphics in the Rhode leland ,\I<1nll<ll< Thev renal
the Republicans to have bun dominated by Yankees.
the Democ rat s by Irish . with ne.....er ethnic ,!!;TOUJlS about
equallv represented
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abolition of propcrtv qualifications itseli was defeated
in the houcc :i2·.W amid Democratic pleas to aid the

workmg man and Republican a r~uments that a voter
needed 10 have a '>lake: in .,ne:iety 10 act responsibly.
In 1912 there wa., an almo.,t daily attempt hy

Democratic leaul'rs Alben We:", and William Flynn in
the house to pry the measure: Irom committee, all of
w hich were unavailing. l ~ In 1913 Democratic pressure
forced the Rcpubhcsn leaders to declare the matter so
important as to require consideration by a constitu­

tional convenuon, a ploy which almost backfired when
enough urban Republicans descried to the Democratic­

ProRn:s~iH~ cause to pol"" West 's resolution 10 that effect

10 the house. The senate aKain saved the day for the
Republicans , however. .IS II did in 191-t by hlocking the

effons 01 Democranc leaders Thomas McKenna and
Addison P ;\\UOToe to d,~har~e the resolution from
comrmnee By 191~ and 191(, the regular Republicans
10 the house had sufhcrcntly regained their composure
to bonk It in com m itt ee, although seven of their

number vorcd to discharge it in the la t te r years. All told .
it look the Democrats until 192810 abolish property

qualifications by convnturional amendment and by
that lime the union of rhc Irish and the newer im mi­
grants in the Dcmocranc Pa rty ha d been effected and
the reign oj the Yan kee Republica ns was ended."

Democratic concern for the wo rk in,it class vote r w as
also evidenced hy tryin~ to hhe ralizc rcgisrrauon
procedu re in rhc cines. T he pattv backed all efforts to

len gthen the period of registra tion an d also endorsed
rhc idea nf havmg canvassers register peopl e in their
homes. In addit ion Dcmocranc legislators introduce d

measures to protect employees from reta liation by
employe rs, to replace the Hoard of Canvasse rs in
Pro vide nce with an Electoral Co m mission, an d to
allow em ployees ti me otf wi th pay to cas t thei r ballots .
T hi s same dcsrrc to maxi mize the im pac t of th e urban

vote also an imated thei r Insis tence up on th e ret ention
of annual elections when the Republican s tri ed to move

to biennial ones!" Uy the same token it was th e
Democrats who eVIOCl'd the most enthusiasm for
another typically rro~rcssive innovation, the di rec t

primary, since ir could on ly enhance the cha nces of

I'> Lockard . 190-191. Stedm':In, U7·l41 Cornwell. " Party
Absorpnrm." n toumat. Fehruary 18, 1910. Bul1e1m,
February 7, March 2.1.1, Apnl 1..1, 19, May 3, 1911 ;
),muary 3, Fehruary 22, 2.1 , M.lrth 7, 21, 22, April.:!, J . 10.
16,18.1.1,26,27,1912 .

urban-orlemcd lawmakers. The Republicans generally

opposed the idea because it was in direct conflict ....-ith
their habit nt enunrsin~ sma ll town Yankees for
high otfice. IK

A similar consideration dictated the support of the
Democrats lor the popula r elect ion of United States
..enaror-, in the face III Republican opposi tion . T he

malapporrioned natu re of the Genera l Assembly
guaranteed the setccuon uf busincsv-onemed Yankee
Republicans like Nelson Aldnch and the change to

direct ciccnon miJ:ht remedy this situation. The

Democrats sponsored a resolution 10 1911 to petition
Congress illl pass.lxe ot the proposed seventeenth

amendment which the Republicans buried in com­
mince. In 191.' lames I. Dunn of East Providence

introduced the resolunon to ratify the amendment and
hrs arguments were \·i,l:.orously seconded by Patr ick
Dillon 01 Cumberland. West and Thomas O'Neil of
Providence, The Republicans countered by urging the
etficaey of Ihe cxisung system , and pointing with pride
10 Rhode bland 's current senators. w hile the

Republican-controlled committee on speciallegtslancn
recommended re jec t ion of the resolution. A coalition of
Democ rats, PWKressins, and such new stock

Republicans as Wend el, Eaton, loseph Murp hy and
Albe rt Rena rd combined to overru le the co m m ittee
report in the house, but the senate, wi th a six to one
Republican majority, killed the me asu re in commi ttee,
despite the etiorts of Mu n roe an d M cKenna. to

rescue it, 19

Dcmocranc favo r for the era's o the r political
amendment, woma n su l'f raJ:e, was slo we r in developing
hut it matcrfal tzcd wh en the pa rty lead ers recog nized
the adv.imagc inh erent in en franchising the great mass
oi new stoc k females. The native social conserva t ism
of the ir nnugranr comhi ned wi th the politician 's

m istr ust o f female reliahilitv acco unted for th e early
opposi tio n of many Democrat ic lead ers like Thomas
Mck enna to the prop osal , a posit ion wh ich wa s

ree n forced when the president of the Rhode Isla nd
woman sutlrage association u rged the legislature to

enfranch ise "American" fem ales as a counterbalance
to the "foreign vote." General Brayton also oppose d th e

16 Bul/run . lanuarv 8. February 10,28, March II , 12,26,
Arril1S. 191J, Arnl I, 191.1 ; Arril4 . 1916.

17 Bulletin , fehruary 28, March 2, 25,1910; lanuary 20,
Pchruarv 1.1, March 1, Apnl -t.10, 21, 1911 ; January 12,
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Repuf>l h:un rtlue Mnet 10 uroli,h properl y quahiico tmnc for
\'O lm,lt wu_' p" wu'd h ... wrtoo",." W lllwm C. MeNtili ~ m
The Sunday Tr tbu ne of M lw:h I , 1914 Char/e,~ A. Wi/,w n.
Rl'pu 1>Ucun purt y Jelldrr , ar pc<lr, ready to srert lhl' move

while Speuker Alher l r Sumnet ' IrU.I:.de> III accompusn th.'
~ lep. DellloCl"f A/hell II, \\'t'_~ f l:"lIfrnuc~ In'Jn,lt 10 J.o.1 d lh l'
mil!orlfy ' " l lty mm </CllOn.

ch ange, however, because he cor rectly recog nized that
mos t ....·omen would VOle the same way as their
husbands, thus greatly augmenting th e force s of his
op pone nts. Acco rd ingly , the Rep ublicans supported
woma n suffrage only if property qualificat ions were

Arril 26. 1912; 'ao ua r)' .to, 1913; February 18. 1915;
Arril9.1918_

18 Bul/elln. March 8, 1911; March 1, April IS, 1912,
Ma rch zs, 1913

--
"

--

reramed for local elections , The Democrats, lo r their
pan, gradually came to endorse votes for women and
tried to tie it to abolition of property qualifications.
The ninereenth amendment, therefore. enjoyed
seemingly bipartisan support in both houses and passed

19 Bullt'l ln . lanu;lTy 12, 1911; lanuarv 22. March 6, 12, l.I,
la . ArTilY . 1913. See also lohn D, Buenk er, "The Urban
Pohncal Machin e .10d the Seventeenth Amendment,"
/ollmal of Ame r/Cull }/i,llOry, 6 1 [Sep tember 19691.
.305·323.
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easily . The Democrats, however, attempted to am en d

th e enabhng legrsluuun M) tha t property qualifications
lur women would he eliminated in the hope tha t th is

might evenruallv lead 10 " lu ll mate sulfra~c" as well.
The Republicans soui:ht 10 avoid the issue but

event ually had to krll rh e amendment 29-57 , " with
party lin e~ hclfl~ ,>tric tly observed," underscoring again
the i:rea l concern of the urban Democrats for the
tullevr posstblc su tfragc. wuh a few excepnons , nearly
all th e party's lawmakers also suppo rted the bi ll

pro"idJfl~ tor wo ma n ~u tf ra~e m rhe presidential
election in 191(" which pa~~ed alter Republicans
attempted to su bmit it 10 a refcrendum.w

In their quest lor pllpular government, the
Democrats also laun ched frequent attacks on the

apport ionment wsrcm Demands to redistrict the house
for ced the Republicans ItJ introduce a reapportionment
measure in 1909, but the Democrats opposed it because
il provided fur election by districts, thus blunting their
abiluv to elect ennre ly Democrauc deleganons from

the IJr.i:e ci t ies. The hill passed both houses, but failed
at the polls in a referendum The following session the
Republicans proposed the creation 01 a red istri ct ing

commission which the Democ rats again opposed
because the mulappo rtioned senate wo uld have the
Lugest vo ice ir> plcklflK its members. The comm iss ion 's
proposals made il even more diff icult for the Dem oc rat s

by divtdmg Pro viden ce Co unty so that pa n of it wa s
distribu ted in all th ree Congressional di str icts, a pla n
which state ch airm an Frank Fnzslmmons and other
pro m in ent part y leaders testified aga ins t ve he me n tly

bu t were unable to preven t. Fnr the rest of the
Progressive period the Democrats conten ted th emsel ves

w ith attem pts to divide the se nate into thirty equal
di strict s based upon pop u lation, hut were unable to
ma ke any hea dway in the face of solid Republican
oppnvinon.t!

Another Democ rat ic .i:oa l was th e lib eralization of
the ru les of the General Asse m bly to all ow more

la titude lo r the mi nority party . Th ey regularly fought
for more representation on com mittees, since the
system of apport ionment by the lead ersh ip of th e house

20 Bulletin . Mat ch 1:'.1912 ; January 28, March 23,2:1,21>,
:10, April 6, 7, 16, 191 5; April 18, 1917; April 19, 1918.
lourn.z/. March J, 16. 1\1110; Ianuarv 7, April 17, 21,1920

!I /ournul, !anuar)' 5, february I 1,1910; Bullelin. March 26,
29,30, Apul 2, 1909; Janua r}' 1.\,21 , 1910; January 31,
1911 , lanuatv 25,1912

and senate was so manifestly unfai r tha t eve n one
Republican asserted that " you cannot find any pr ece­
dent lor this procedu re anvwhc re in Ch ristendo m. " To

furth er weaken the obs tructive committee st ructu re
rhev unsuccessfully lought to have all co mmittees
elected , to require on ly a two-fifths vote to discharge

bills, and to sripula te that committees be ma de to

report all hills 10 the floo r. To hamper the Rep ublican
practice 01 iamrmn g through lcgislauon in the con fu­
sion attendmg the end of th e session , the Democra ts
fav ored a requirement that no new legislation be

introduced after the fifty-second day of the sixty day
session, and tha i no bill could be reponed OUt of

commnree after the fifty -sixth day .21 Concurrently the
minority party regularly su ppo rt ed all attempts to

increase th e powers ot the executive branch of th e

government on buth the state and local level, since
governors and mayor.. were elected at large and by
universal male suff rage . Consequently they sought to
give executives broader appointive powers and a
meaningful item veto, in o rde r 10 undo the pern ic ious
effects of " Brayton's Law."u

Alonl': with these attempts 10 st rip the Republicans of
thei r mecha nism for conuoll ing slate government, th e

Democrats also moved to check much o f the a tt endant
corruption . Although urban political mach ines thrived
on patronage and were generally opposed to m uch
...o-called "good government" legtslauon bec ause it

threatened to Cut o!f one of their main so urces of
po .....er , Rhode leland's De moc rats we re 50 far removed

from J ny possibil ity of pa rticipation in th e frui ts of
sta te go vernment th at they beca me th e foremost
advocates of co rru pt practices la ..... s. Each sessio n of th e

General As...em bly saw bitt er struggles as they sough t to
tr im th e budge t and opposed th e hiring of cle rks for
va riou s co mm ittees and co m missions on th e grounds

tha t thesc were ill-disg uise d patronage positions. The
m in ority pa rty also sough t to prohibit the practice of
dual office-hold ing by stare and ci ty officiils and to

preven t office holders from taking posit ions with firms
doing business wi th th e city or sta te. Because of th e

close co n nection be tween th e sta te's co rporat ions and

22 lovmal. I~nuary II , Il, 1910. Bulletm . jan uary 2, 4.
March 21, l'lll! ; lanuarv 7, 14, 1913, April 14, 1914,
(anu.ary 7,1.1,191 '•.

2J /ournal. Pehruary 19, 1910. Bul/elm , lanuary 6,18,20,
1\110'}; lanuary 13, 1911; l.1nu.ary I I, 1912, lanua ry 30,
191.1, Ar n l 15, 1914
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LAbelmj( R/'publican Ieoder Char//'~ A WII.w n " the new
Mm e,\ ," carlu(JnI" r HlIlI<I<1dy commenn on th e rll ilroad~ '

j(llr,\ 0 / free p <lH t' S ro lel/.l '/ ar(JTS. Wl1l1Jn is flanked by
Richard W . Jcnnmg,:;. the stare's j(enera} trca,lurer . and
Chns lOpher Champ/m. ~ena tOT from Block II/and

th e Republican organization, the Democrats also
regula rly sought to prohibi t campaign Contributions
from business firms , restr ict the activities of lobbyists,
and abolish the free passes which the railroads bestowed
upon lawmakers to ensure favorable ueaemem.>

Because most of thei r efforts to make state govern­
ment mor e responsive to th e pu blic will failed, though,
the Democrats also made numerous atte m pts to free the
cities as much as poss ible from state co ntrol, The
Republican majority frequently sough t to hamstring
the mayors of the larger ci t ies by creating commissions
which would operate independently, and the city
representatives generally opposed these etfo rts or at

l~ loumat. Janu<lry 4.11 . 25, February .1, 1910. Bulletin .
January 6, Febru<ll)' 8. May 10. 1911; January 11 , 14.
Pehruary I, 14, 20, ,\brch I, 1912, January 15, 24,
April 1, 191J; April I, 7, 16, 1914; Janua ry 6, Februar y 25,
1915, April 12, 18. 1917.

25 /uurnal. March 9,12 , 1910. Bul/elln . March 16, April 24,
1911 , lanu.a ry 17, Apn l17, 1912; April2J, 19I.l;
AprillJ,19J5.

least sough t to anach referendum provisions to them .
More positively the Democrats introduced measu res 10

allow city government s 10 condemn land , to increase
laudon, and create public utilities commissions, bu t
th e maj ority parr y gene rally sti lled all such attempts,is
This urban trusnanon led al so to Democratic support
for inu ianvc and refer endum, a scheme .....hich allowed
the city vot er to hypass the malapportioned legis lat u re
and exercise direc t control over the legisla tive process.J"

Ultimately , the cornplexitv of the state's poli tical
probl em s caused the Democrats to urge the calling of a
constitution al co n vention, in th e hope that it would
produce a document mor e compatible with an urban,
mdustrial society. Once more in response to

Democra tic pressure, the Repuhlicans in 1912 proposed
th e creation oi a commiss ion to study th e possib ili ty o f
constitutional revision . The Democrats labeled it a
" lemon" and pressed for a referendum on th e question
of holding a co nven tion in 1913, but in the end
support ed the measure as the best they could get ,
although in tr oducing con vention proposals of their
own in each ensuing session Wh en the commission
made its report in 1915 it advocated ma ny of the
Democ rats' pet measures such as the abolition of
propeny qualifications. prohibition of dual office
h olding, and reappo rt ion ment . The Republicans,
therefore, refused to submit the report to a referendu m
and stymied Democratic attempts to discharge it from
commi ttee, a re versal so flagrant that even the
Rep ublican governor styled it a betrayal of pa rty
pledges."

Pcrhaps even more Important to the urban Demo­
CUtS than these political reforms were measures
designed to meet the economic needs of th eir
con stituents, On th e all importan t matter of taxat ion,
for exa mple, they attempted to red uce the bu rde n on
real propert y and increase that on such intangible
hold ings as stoc ks and bonds. The Democrats endorsed
Governor Pothier's original plan for a state U.K

commission in 1911, but the senate Republicans killed
it in committee, The following yea r, the Republica ns
accepted the plan but on ly afte r insuring tha t the senate

26 toumal , M.1Tch 2J, 1910 BulJcO/1, February 18,
March 5, 191.l,

27 lluJll'lm . lanuary 18, March 19, Arril 17, 1912; April!! .
191.\;April I, 29,1914; Ianuarv 19,15, February 17, 191 5;
April 7, 1916, April 6. 1917.
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would pick th e com mtsstoncrs and that strong lim na ­
nons were pla ced on the righ t 10 tax corporations and
profit s from stocks and bonds. The Democrats th en
denounced it as a " rich man's bill ." 2lI Along the same

line, rhc latter med unsuccessfully for four years to
effect the ranfi carlon of the federal income ta x am end­
ment, bt',l~innin~ ....-Ith O 'Shaunessy's ratification
resolution in 19\0 . Th e Providence Bulletin correc tly

28 Bulltun , April 15, 19 10, Apnl 12,2 1, M.ay 2, 6, II , 1911;
Janu ary 30, februa ry il , 9, 19 12; M.uch 18, 1913,
April 14. 1915.

29 kw ma l. lanu ..ry 7, 10, 1910; Bullelin . Ap ril 29, 1910;
h 'hr uar y 2, May 4, WI I ; Februarv 14, March 22, 1912;
Marth 26, Arrl l9, 191,l See al~ Joh n D. Buen ker,
"Urban Libeeahsm and the f ed era l Incom e Tn Amend­
me rit." Penm}'/vanra H,Hor y, J6 IApril l969 l, 192-116.
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forecast in J30U3ry that year rh at the reKUI3r Republ i­
C30S would oppose ratification even though N elson

Aldrich h ad voted for submission 01 the am en dmen t in
the U.S . Senate becau se he had done so " only as a
means of staving off t he immedi a te enactme nt of an
income tax la w." T he Democr at s m eanwhil e guvc it

"un qualified endorsemen t" and reintrod uced ra riflca ­
tion resol utions in 1911 , 1911 and 19 13, but were never
able lO come near passage . thus ranking Rhode Isla nd

with Connecticut an d Pen nsylvania as the only sta tes
where the standpat Republicans were able [0 thwart the
efforts of the Democrats and Prog ressives to ward
rauflcauon .w

In their stru~le for ameliorative eco nomic legisla ­

tion, th e urban Democrats co nsis tently bac ked wh at
was pro bably the m ost la sting idea to come out of th e
Progressive Era - that government shou ld un de rtake
res ponsibi li ty for the we lfare of its citizens. One

important man ifes ranon 01 th is new co ncept of th e
posulvc state was the pnncrple that state government
oughr to re,l:ulate business in the interest of consumers

Democ rati c concern over the regulation oi public
oulmes, fo r example, forced the Repu blicans to propose

the crea t ion of a Pu blic U tili ties Co mmtsuon in 19 11,
but it once aga in provided for sen ate appoint ment of
members an d a n umber of exce ptions am on g favored
busin esses like railroads. Dem ocrat s made seve ral

unsuccess fu l efforts to stren,Rthe n th e measu re, but they
we re all rciccrcd. In addmun th ey tr ied wit hout avail to
en act a statew ide an n -trust la w in 1913 , hu t w est 's
proposal failed on a narro..... 46-45 vote in the house .
Democratic spokesmen also in troduced bills to regu lat e
advernsmg and billboards, pure lood and d rug laws,

and m easu res to curb the hi~h int erest rates ch arged by
pawn brokers an d sm all loa n co m pa n ies. Co nce rn
am ong rhe rr co ns ti tuen ts for the high cos t o f living
also p rompted many proposals to regula te pri ces of icc,

bread, coal, and ins ura nce ra tes, all ite ms of vital
inte res t to the work ing class. In

Of special im portance were their e ffort s to protect

the wom en and children who made up a si~n i ficant

po rtion of the sta te's wor k force . Since children's and

JO IOl/rnill, lanuar .. 20, Pehruarv .\, 1910. Bul/rrm.
Ian ua rv 12, 26, is,April 14, t s , 20, 2.l, 29, :\1a y :l, ~ . 1909 ;
lan uar .. -S . Februa ry H , l\1Jreh J, 1911 , Fehru ary 21,
•March 14,10.21 ,26, Ar ril 27, 1912 , lanuarv 9,
Pebruar v 4, MArch -S . Arrlll, 16, 191 h Ar n l 9, 1914 ;
Pebruarv 10. In, 1915.

w omen 's labor was often ne cessary to m ake ends meet
in Iorergn crock tamrhes, the Democrats we re anxious

to eliminate abu ses connected w ith it , .1S well as plea se
thelabor un ion s who felt that competition from minors
and fem alc-, 'Idversely affecte d wages and co ndi tions of

labor At almost every lcgisln uve session there were
lulls introduced by Democrats or such u rban
Repuhhcan.. ' IS Eaton o r G ian notti , designed to redu ce
th e hours and improve the cond itions of labor for

.....om en and ch ildren, which had the support of
organized labor, religrous leaders. civic groups, wom en 's

clubs and social workers Generally they were opposed
hy the repr ese ntatives of the textile m ills . de partme nt
stores, rewclrv manufactu rers, telephone and telegraph

comparucs and othe r employers an d even by sta te
o fficials such ;IS the su perintendent of th e hoard of
health who argued tha t Rho de Islan d's second ranking
posi tion in mortality ra tes was not due 10 ch ild labor
bu t to hi s etlicrencv in rcpomng statisti cs.II

In 1909 the Democ rats introduced a fifty -tour-hou r­
week bill for w om en and children which also
prohihited lll~ht work, and it was eventua lly enacted

into law af ler the Republi cans amended it to Hfrv -six.
In 1910 th e Democrats hacked a bill in tro duced by
C ranston Republican Zenas Bliss, to prohi bit nigh t
work for wom en an d chil dren in department sto res,
wh ich unanimous ly passed the house at the urg ing of

O'Sheu ncssv, James N olan and Denn is She a. The
Republican con trolled sena te , however, amended it 10

exem pt Saturday nights an d the Christmas rush season ,
The followinl: year they successfully opposed

Republica n attempts 10 rem o ve the educational tes t
requ ired lor mi nors to obta in a ....·o rk cert ifica te and

tried in vai n to hr in g telephone companies und er the
ni ght work ha n. In 1911, aided hy the General

Asscrn hl v's lone Socialis t, lames Reid o f Providence,
the Democrats suugh r to low er th e work week to

fifty-fou r hours, invest iga te th e wages of wo men and
children, an d prov ide lor th e pay me nt o f damages lO

m inors iniurcd un the job . They continued their
concern III 1913 by ba cking the fifty-f our-hour bill
in troduced bv Eaton which ....-as eventually ado pted,

11 Stedma n , \-41 tournai, Fcbruarv 10, 19, 25, .\tJ rch 11.
1910, Fehruar)' 11, .\ \;Hch II 'iI. A{'n1 2, I'J09; March 1,
191 2, February 10. 191 .~

I•
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by seek ing to provide women with maternity leave at
full pay and, in 1915, by endorsing Giannotti's bill to
prohibit hiring minors unless they could spea k English
and by sponsorin g bills to inc rease th e coverage of
existing taws . Concern for children also motivated the
Democrats' endorsement of mdusmal and v-ocational
education, a stand also endorsed by the state's labor
unions:u

In addi uon to particular concern for the lot of
female and ch ild laborers, the Democrats also ma ni­
tested a gteat interest in the wages , hours and working
conditions of other groups of wo rkers. An eight- hour
day for state and municipal employees and peo ple on
public works projects was regul a rly in tro duced by
urban Democrats. T his was done not on ly to ben efit th e
workers in qu est ion, bu t also to provide an example for
mhcr employers, and the Republicans al ways stymied
the attem pts, Along th c sa me lin e Democratic spokes­
men in troduced unsuccessful measures providing for
the regula tio n nf hours 01labor for tele phone, tele graph
and ra ilroad employees, an d a resolution in 1913 to
peu tion Congress to es tablish uniform hours an d
condit ions 01 labor for all industr ies in in terstate
commerce. As far as wages were concerned , they
pressed unsuccessfully for minimum pay scales for
public employees and especially for school teachers.
Since the industrial commission repo rted in 1912 that
income was below the cost of living in mos t Rhode
Island industrial centers, Democratic Senator Edwin
Pierce of Cranston proposed a consti tutional amend­
me n t for a statewide mi n im um wage scale, but it did
not carry the Gene ral Assem bly. T he sa me sessio n
Pierce al so failed to pass his measure to prevent the
att ach me n t of wages in paym ent of debt..\.l

The h igh inci dence of disease and acciden ts among
Rhode Island's workers also led to several proposals by
th e Democ rats to regulate conditions of labor. A 1909
study revealed, for example, that .10.3 percent o f all
male laborers in the preced ing decade had con trac ted
lun g diseases due to " ind ustrial dust," and this gav e
impetu s to the es tabl ish me n t of an industr ial accid ent
commission . Measur es to rhis end were introduced in
1910 by Nolan and in 1911 by Pierce and West, but th ey

.12 lfJurnaJ. February 17, 1910. Bullttm . January 20, March
2.\,2';, April 7. .\1ay ';. 1909 , January u . February 10,
May 14 , 1911 ; Fehruary 7, 21, April 10, 16, 1912 ,
January .30, February 4, 12, March 4, 19n, January 21.
Fehruary 26, 1915; Ar ril 6, 1917.

were all ki lled in committee, as was a proposal by Shea
that factory inspectors be dismissed it they were not
performing their fu nction properly. Democrats also
endorsed bill" to require first aid stations in factories,
to provide for full train crews, to prevent the firing of
employees who made mistakes in weaving, and to
outlaw the use of the suction shuttle, a weaver's device
which had to be started by the wo rker's b reath and
which was so dangerous that it was popularly referred
to as the " kiss of death. "olC

Smce few of these me asures were en acted and
industr ial accidents occurred wit h al arm ing frequ en cy,
the Democrats expended a great deal of energy on the
en actment of a worthwhile workmen's compensation
system. T hr ea tened by un successful Democratic
attempts in 19 JOand 191I , th e Republi cans al so intro­
duced a bill of thei r own in 1912. The chief difference
in the me asu res was tha t th e Democratic one provided
for higher rates and admini stration by a board ins tead
o f by the cou rts. T he sena te judlctarv commi ttee
further amended the prop osal introduced by
R, Livin g..ton Beeckm an o f Ne wport, fu ture Republican
governor . by exempting sm all busi ness , CUlling th e
len gth of time covered by the system, and set ting up a
series of condi tions under which workers wou ld not be
eligible. The Democrats sought to remove th ese
objectionable features , but in the end all but one of
thei r number supported its passage. For the remain der
of the Progressive Era they sough t to strengthen th e
system by providing for more complete reporting of
acci dents, com pelling employ ers to join, and allowing
workers to deci de for them selves if they wa nted to

apply for compensatio n. In 1913 an d 1915 Pierce and
John Cooney of Providen ce proposed a cons titu tional
amendment to change the entire system, but no
sign ificant alteration occurred until 1921 when the
decision was finally tak en out of the hands of the
cou rts and turned over to a comrmssion.s

Since th e leadership o f the state's trade onions was
also ofte n derived from Ir ish and other recent immi­
grant stock, there was close cooperation between them
and the state's Democrats, while th e platform of the
sta re Federa tio n 01 Labor gene rally closely resembled

,n Journal , March 24, 1910. Bulletm , March J~, April 27,
19(19 , lanuary6, May 4, 5, 1911 , January 26, February 16.
March 22, 1912; Ianuarv 24, february 25, April 1,2,3,
19J.l; February 4, 9, 16, March N , 1915; April 6, 1916.
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~-7

LA.60R
~

--~-

f rom C. " ""n. by H.lI.dn

that of the minority patty . Since Rhode Island had so
many unskilled workers and the American Federation
of Labor and it~ affiliates usually refrained from
nrganizmg them, the labor movement was exception-

.\4 Tourna I. "'hrch 23, 1910. BuIlttm , February 19, March 16 ,
April 6, 1909, Janu ary 24, May II , 1911; Pebruarv 1.\,
April 17, 1912, lanuarv 12. 1915; April 20, 1918.

ally weak in the state during the Progressive Era.
" It is traditional," a 1926 study concluded, " that wage
settlements and working conditions are established in
most plants on an individualistic basts." Even so,

.l' Tanner. 106 /o u rnal, Februaf)' IS, 1910 Bullt! in .
February 14. 1911; January J , March 20, 22. AprillJ,
1912; Much 18, April 2, 8, 1913, January 14, April 8,
1915; Apnl18, 1917,



4M URBA r-.: LIB E RAtl~M

unions were very active during the period and the
em ployers, generally backed by the press and public

opinion, launched a fer ocious counterattack featuring

blacklists , spies, str ikebreakers, inj unctions and
" ye llow-dog" contracts In this atmosphere, the ur ban
Democrats generally constituted the largest pro-union

force in government circles. Again without much
success Democratic spokesmen sought to outlaw
blacklists and yellow-dog contracts, provide for jury
trials in cases involving violation of injunctions,
require companies to note that they were heing struck

when adverristng for workers, and to prevent di scrim ­
in ation against union members in hi ring. To protect
workers against unfair co m petit ion, they also sought 10

outlaw the use ot convict labor or at least to require the
labeling of convict- ma de goods. Because labor was
....-eak and managemen t strong the urhan la ....'m akers
also cam paigm..d throughout the period for boards of
conciliation and arbinanon in labor d isp utes. Ne arly all
these efforts were unavailing, and Rhode Island lab or

remained weak until the thirties bUI the: support given
it by the Democrats again underscores the latter's role
;IS the most progressive force in the legislature..l6

In addition to the above we lfa re me asures, Rh od e

Island 's urban Democra ts also len t th cir SUppOTt to a
wide variety of ame liorative measures including public
hou sing and tenement inspection, re tiremen t pensions
fo r public employ ees , public ba th houses and
auditoriums, playgrounds, com fort stauons for

comm u ters and reduced trolley ca r tares for workmen
and school ch ild ren. To take care of the needy and the
unemployed during the pre-World Wa r I depression

they proposed th e creation o f a public ma rke t and
puhlic wo rks projects in Prov idence . Their co ncern for
their constituents who ran afo ul of the law also ted th e

Democrats to see k the abolition of impriso n ment for
debt an d rhe third degree, as we ll as the prohibition of
the use of confessions as evidence. In the midst of all
this, they also found time to petition Co ngress on
seve ral occasions 10 lower the tariff on necessiti es and

10 try to appropnate money to aid flood victims in Ohio
and lndiana" All in all , they proved themselves to be,

'16 Tanner, ln ~. M'lssachuscl{s Instiune of Technology,
Division of Industrial and Municipal Research , .
InduIlIia l SIHWY 01 Me!ropohwll l'roviden ce . . . 1926
[Cambridge, IY181, 7.; , [unrnal , Murch 10.24, IYlO,
/lUl/etHI, lanuary 17, 25, March 9, I I, I9OY; janu ary .H,
Fehruary 10,14, 1911 ; February 16, 21, Mar ch 14, 1911,
lan u arv 8, 14 . Fehruary 7, 18, March 10, 1913, Aprill9,
1914; Februar y J, 191; .

\Vhen Ihe Dcmocrat-; prop()~"d the creal/on 01 <l puhlic
m<ltkrt dunn:>: rh r pu-Wor/J \-\"al 1 depression, then
sU.u:,·'tlOn mer thll re.~p()n~e.

T HE ONLY ARGUMENT A GAINST IT

on a practical level at least, firmly devoted to the

progressive principle o f governmental responsibility
for the promotion of the prosperity and securiry of
its cirizens.

In addition to their efforts at eco nomic and po lit ical
reform , Rhode Island's Democrats also emerged as the

foremos t cham pions of a cultura lly plurali st ic society .
large scale immigration ha d prod uced se rious cu ltural
and religious tensions in the state, and the ol d stoc k
citizens had determined early that they intended
" to civ ilize, to Christ ianize and Americanize th ese

people,' by legislating conformity to th e established
cultural pattern . The Democrats had gaine d some of
their earliest immigrant support by casting themselves

.'7 Jour/wI. hhnury 18, March 24, JI , 1910. Bullet in.
Ma rch S, 1909, unuarv 6, 31, Pcbrunry .1, 14_ March I. .1,
April .'i,May 5, 19 11; lanuarv 12, 17, IS, IYIl; Fehruary 5,
March 5, HI, 27, April 2, J, 1913; January 11, 26, 191 :>;
April 1, 1918,
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as defenders o i religious and cultural Irccd c m during
the nat ivist hysrerra of the I!{SOs, and th ese efforts h ad
imenssficd as new stock , non- Protestant lea ders came to

do m inate the party hierarchy. I"

High on th e list we re the Dem ocr at s' atte m pts to

overthrow the rcsmc u ve Sunday " blue laws," w h ich

the old stock generally clung to as a device to keep the
recent immigrants from practicing a " Continental
Sunday" and "secul a rizing the fir~t day o i the week"
The Brayton organiza t ion seemed eve ry bit as
committed to m aintaining the-e regula tions as th ey did
to preserving old stoek domi nance in econom ic and
poli tic a l matte rs, although th ey often ex pe rienced a

great deal of d ifficu hy in keeping the ir ow n u rban,
new stock w in g in line. Generally the Democrats aimed
at legahzmg the sale of tood and no n-alcoholic
beverages and permuti ng co ncerts and other Iorm.. ot

emcr t.nnmenr. but these crlons failed in 1910and 191 2
befor e a withering attack lau nched by Protestant
mini ster s and s tor e u wners. In both 1913 and 1914 bills
to th is effect in tr od uced by Adam o Aiello of Pro vid ence
passed the lower house by [he na rrowest of margins,

supported hy a coalition of Democrats and urban , ne....
stock Republicans, only to have the senate re ject th em .

In 1915 Aiello and his Republican counterpa rt
Giannotti introduced sim ila r bills wh ich also tailed,
as di d W ill iam Troy 's attem pt s to legalize Sun da y
bas eball which pa ssed the house in 19 HI, but failed

in th e senate.J 9

T hi s desi re of th eir constituents to be free to pra ctice

their own customs and religion also led [h e Democrats
to wo rk tor the declaration oi Good Friday as a legal

holiday. The issue stirred up a great controversy in 1913

wh en a Provide nce princ ip al re fused to accept th e
excuses of sev era l Catholic ch ild ren w ho m issed schoo l

to att end relig iou s servic es. Fath er Thomas J. Gill an,
a m em ber of the board of education, resigned in protest
wh en a ma jority nt that body uphe ld th e principal 's
ac tion . Timothy Quinn , Woo nsock et, [hen Introduced

the measure to make Good Fridav a legal school holiday
wh ich provoked hot debates in General A.....ernblv but

failed to pass euhc r ho use. Alben West , [h e De mocra tic

JS Stedm an, .lJ7 . Bulletm , lanuar)' 13, 1909, April 4, 191.'

39 Bullerm , Apn lIS, 1910; February 29, March U , 1912,
Ianuarv 28, April 2, S. 14, 1914, Ianuarv 8, Februa ry 15,
1 9 1.~ , Apr il 18, 1917.

40 Bul/cllll, March II, 191.\; April .~, 1914, April S, 19 17.

leader in the hou-,e, revived the issue in 1914, asdid
W oonsock et Democ rat Adelar d Soucy in 1917 and
1 9 1 ~ , but wi thout success 40

Sensitivi ty to nativism also led the Democrats to sec k

to place the General Assembly on record against the
passage oi the Srnn h-Bumen Bill which provide d for a
lite racy test for im m igran ts , Aiello in troduced [he

resolution in 1913 but it failed in the house t ..... ice ....·ith

several u rban Repu blica ns again joining th e Democrats.
G iannotti introduced his ow n resolution, but it a lso
failed, A simila r attempt in 1915 wa s un successful by a
50-20 vote, with sever al Rcpubh cuns ab staining because
of the touchiness of th e issue. T h is solicitude lor
immi grants also Icd De mocrat Rich ard Guildufl 01
Pro vidence to propose that Congress establish an
immigration station in Providence.'!

The capstone 01cu ltural te nsions in Rhod e Island,
tho ug h . was th e prohibition q ues t ion, w hi ch divided

the s tate fai rly ne a tly along eth nic an d religious lin es.
M any Yank ee Prot estants saw in prohibiti on the
ulti mate moral reform wh ich wo uld eliminat e a wealth
o f other soci a l evils ra ngi ng h om industr ial accidents

and crime to pohnca! corruption, while the ne ...· stock,
non-Protestant, having no religious scruples about
alcoholic beve rages . saw restriction as th e greatest
possrble thr ea t to hi s personal freedom . In this feeling
th e ne w stoc k op ponent of p roh ibit ion wa <; joined by a

few Yank ee liberal s and intellec tuals, who abo had no
ethica l objections to temperate imbibing, In earl y
skir mishes [h e Democrats, the represen ta t ives of the
bu lk of thc state's foreign stock, also established
themselves as rhe leading opponen ts of prohibition by

seeking to libera lize the saloon l ice nsi ng la ws, b ut the
issu e really came to a he ad in the debate o ...er th e
eigh teenth am en dment h om 19 1R [0 1920. lIy th is tim e
th e mea su re was so unpupular with the sta le' s ne w
stoc k cit ize ns th a t e ...en most Republicans were

rel uct ant 10 go on record in fav or of ra tifica t ion .
In IlJltl , the Ceneral Assem bly pos tponed tile mat ter on
very close votes in both houses, with the Democrats
u nanimously in favor , aft e r first proposing to subm it it

10 a refe rendum vote. The toll cwmg ye ar, the sena te

41 Rul/t un . March S, 1912, f~bru.lI)· 3, II , 12, 19B,
Ianuaev 21, I'JIS A defirutc cuh ur.al split also occurred
over Democranc attempts 10 aid the ,i:IO....th of
PlOfessional athlet ics since It prov ided both cheap enter­
tammcnt and possible caree rs fur their consruuerns.
Sec, for example. Hulll'lln. Janu ary II, March 22, 191 2;
pebruarv 5, April I">, 1913, February 11, 1915
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again voted to postpone by a wider 25 · 12-2 vot e, an d
Iacob Earun introd uced a measure to direct the sta te's

attorney ge ne ra l to bring suit in order to tes t the po wer
of Congress to propose the amendment. The measure
passed both houses on a voice vo te as most la wmake rs

seemed content to avoid voting on the issue of rati fica­
tion . Attempts by small to wn Republicans to revive the
matter in 1920 failed , and Rhode Island joine d her

neighbor Connecticut as the on ly s ta tes to re ject th e
eighteen th am endmen t, with the negative aunudc of

the heavily foreign stock populanun in both sta tes
probably the determ ining factor.H

For all their co ncern ior the righ ts o f their

consutuents, howe ver, it shou ld be no ted that Rhode
Island's Democrats wer e n ot qu ite so read y to defend

the prcmgu tives of other aggricvcd minorities.
Pro viden ce De mocrat Addison P. Munroe, for exam ple,

sou~ht to ban the Industrial W orker s of th e World from
di!>playing their flag in parades bec ause it stood for
" no God. no master " an d " res istance to organ ized
government," and m ost o f his fellow lawmaker s were

caught up In the anti-Ge rm an hysteria wh ich swe pt
the nat ion in 1917. T he De mocratic leader in the
senate , W ill iam Troy, was partlcul arlv vocal In urging

the regrsrranon of aliens, and sUAAesring that anyone
who was not one hundred percent loyal be " lined up
against the wall ." On one occasion he made an
impassioned defense of th e loyalty o f all the sta re's
minorities, and ca lled Rhod e Islan d " an excellent
example of th e melting po t," but sc rupulo us ly refrained
from incl uding German-A mericans on hi s lis t. Iris h

Democ rati c M ayor Joseph Ga ine r also proclaim ed
seve re pe nalties for uttering any dis loyal word aga inst

th e U n ite d Slates, all of which in dicates that oppressed
mi no rit ies are rarely abl e to ab stract from the ir own
experience." Perh aps if Rhode Island had had more
Ge rm an- Ame ricans, the Democrats would have been

more solici to us of th eir well-being, but th eir attitude
serves to di mi n ish the lu str e of the ir insisten ce upon an
open society on m ost other occasions.

42 ioumal. March 31, 1910. Bul/tlln . April 9, 191.1,
I ~nu~ ry 14. February 26, April 23, 1915; February 21,
March 13, 1918, February 2, April 4, 17, 13,1919.

-1.1 Bulletin . April 4, 1913; AprilJ, 16, 19, 1917, April S, 19U1.

An analysis of Rh ode Isla nd dunng th e Progressive
Eta, then, reveals that there was a viable reform m ove­
rnent at work, one which emanated not from th e

tradinonal old stock, middle class elements whom
many historians have elsew here identified as the
bul w ark of progressivism, but ra ther from th e

represcntanvcs of the ne..... stock, working class, acting
pnmarily through the agency of the De mocratic Party .
Indeed , to take liberties with the ph rasi ng of one

prominent historian , the "long religious hand of
Ne w En~Lmd"oloI was, in Rhod e Isla nd at lea st , set
against any alte ration in the po litic al, eco no m ic or

social status quo, and, except lor a few old stock,
middle c1.1SS members of the Progressive Party and an
occasional Socialis t, the Dem ocrats found th eir main

allies amo ng those Republicans who also represented
foreign stock voters. Their reform program, as revea led
in the deba tes and voung records of th e General
Assem bly, sough t to effect swee ping changes in th c

st ate. Politicall y th ey aimed at the in troduction of truly
pop ul ar govern me nt lor the first t ime since the native
Yankees had sough t to curta il it in the face o f the
im migrant in vasion . Econ omically, they sough t to
promote the prosperity an d welfare of th e state's m ost
disadvantaged groups. Socially, they generally sought to

resist efforts at legislate d conformity and create a
pluralistic society .....here a person could be free to live
li fe according to his own lights. Their triumphs were

few and usually ca me .....he n the pressure which th ey
exerted furced th e Rep ublican s to endorse milder
ve rsio ns of their proposals, but wh at they did paved the
way lor the fu ndament al changes whi ch were to

transform the sta te a deca de or two lat er . Then the
inc reased intolerance exhibited toward new stoc k
ci t ize ns du ring th e Twenties d rove virtually all of their

number under the Democratic umbrella , a process
wh ich thc nom ination of Alfred E. Sm ith , the Great
Depression and the policies of Franklin D . Roosevelt
com plered.o Then what th e urban , new stock

Dem ocra ts had sow n during th e Progressive Era finally
bo re fru it-

..\...\ Ceorge Mow f)' , c atnomia Proll:rt~~lve~ [Berkeley, 19;'11,
87, argues that Ne w England Proresranusm provided the
rdil/:lous baSIS for proRIeSSl\'e reform in CAlifornia
In Rhode Island. ii it had Any effect at ~II , it ....ou ld seem
1<1 he in the negsnve.

-IS Stedma n, JJ2-j..\ I. Cornwe ll, " Party Absorption,"
107·110. Lockard, IS7-199,
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The Sunday Tribune Df ApIJ/ 6.1913. expre5.lcJ a
Republican view oi rile minority party's iecncs.
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Ab raham WhIpple. a Jeadn 01 the alhll:k on rh e G aspee, hml
commanded Q prU'Qll.'a m /759 Q~<Iln.'1 the French. In 1775
he WQ' CUIIIIIII'\II>ned captam 11/ the Cnnlmenl<lI .,,"'<lvy.

•
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Cha rles Du dley a nd th e Customs Q ua nda ry
in Pre-Revolution ar y Rhode Island

Unquestionably the most famous incident in pre­
Revolut ionary Rhode Island occ u rred the mght of

June 9, 1772, wh en an eight-boat tlot illa led by
Providence m ercantile magnate lohn Brow n and
Abraham Whipple, descended upon an armed revenue

cutter, H M . Gaspee. which ha d run aground off
Namquit Point that afternoon while pu rsui ng the
packet Hannah , opened fire on her crew, seriously

wounding commander Lieutenant William Dudingston.
and burned the cuner to the ...-arer's edge. What had
originated both as an att em pt by irate citizens to rid
Narragansctt waters of an effect ive instrument of the

imperial customs service and a personal vendetta

against Dudmgston fo r occas ionally exceeding the limits
of his authority in perform ing his dunes was trans­

formed into an intercolonia I cause cddlft' in September
wh en the Hnnsn gove rnment appointed :1 Com mission
of Inqu iry to investiga te the audacious affront to royal

authority. Mecting from January 5 to June 2..\ ,1773,
the Board failed to produce evidence sufficient to bring
those responsible for the ou trage to justice ; it did,

h ow.ever. engender hostility throughout the colonies.

"Mr. Gerlach is Assistan t Professor of History.
College of William and MMy,

The best generAl account nl the Ga,lpt'.' Altair is
Lawrence Henr y Gipson , The Bm i_h Empu c Bdure rhe
Am eri;:an Rf\'olll ri(Jn, l-tv. to dare (Caldwell and
New York , 19.M>· l. XII, Th.. TrlUmph<ln r Empire
Bmaln s.rl" Inw th e Storm. 1770-1776. H , l !i David S.
toveiov. Rhodl" hland PoIHI(' and rh~ Am~rlcan

Revolt/riun . /7W ·/ 776 [Providence, 19~Rl. 1::;8-66, preM'OIS
an account more favorable ttl the colon ials than does
Gipson . See also William R. leslie, "The Gaspee Affair '
A Study of lis Consnruuonal Si~niflc,1nce, " M IH1SSIPPl

Valley Hilwrica/ ReVl~W. XXXI X (September 19521,
2JJ..';6; Eugene w ulstn, "Th e i'olit ical Consequences 01
the Burning uf the Gaspee ," Rhode /d'JnJ Hl.,WfY, III
[Ianuarv and ApriI19,w l, 1·11, 'i'i-M; and Samuel W.
BT}'aOl, " HMS Ga.' pee - Th e Coun -Marua l." Ill/d.. XXV
Uuly 19661. 65·72 and "Rhode Island Justice - 177!
vtmage," lllld.. XXVI [Iulv 1%71.65-71.To appreciate th e
incident fully one must consult the sour ces ....hrch at e
conveniently available m puhlished hnm. " A History of
the Destruct ion of His Britanmc Maiesty's Schooner

by Larry R. Gertaciv:

Thus a see mi ng ly local cv cm ra ised the Anglo·
American co ntrove rsy to yet another level by further

di screditing th e mother cou ntry and refin ing the
machinery of the proresr.mdcpcndence movement by
means of a system of stand ing com mntecs of co rre­

spondence , The CQSpc(" affair has duly been accord ed
intensive investigat ion an d extensive ex pos it ion. I

Yet one potentially momentous development hi therto

has not been explained ' the unsuccessful at te mpt by
Commissioner Frederick Smyth to broaden the sco pe of

the h earing to include other provocative attacks upon
royal vessel s (specifically the St 10hn l perpetrated by
Rhode Islanders during the previous decade.

Convinced by private intelligence received in
mid-june that th e " grea t irregu lari ty, violence and
disorder" which accompanied the sh elling of the
schooner St, fohn in July 17(,4 in Ne wport Harbor on
order of local magistrates " m igh t be co nsidered as a

leading cause to th e destruction of the Ga~pec:'2 Smy th
recommended on Iune 2 1, t WO days prior to ad journ­
ment , that th e Board "take the affair into consideration,

and receive such information as might be procured on

Gaspee ." appears as par t of fohn Russell Bartle tt, ed.,
Rn' (Jf{I- of rhr Colonv nf Rhode II/and ,md Providence
PlanroJtlofll .n N ew En,'o(/oJ fl<l . IOv . IPmvidenc , 1856·651.
VII. :;:;- 192 and is prefcr.rble in every respect to William
R !'>t ~pks . Documemcrv HI_fO t}' ut the DC.HrLKtion 01
the Ga<pee [Providen ce. 1S45).

2 In lun e 17M rhc ~f. Iohn. lieutenant Thomas Hill ,
.Ilre.ldy the oluec t 0 1 resentment b)' i':cwpoll residents
beca use III pet tv thievery commuted hy her new, seized
the hrig B.l'lIJ ,'n /l:ag{"d In smulI:Jdin,i: ~O,i:JT into the
cclonv. Upon orders sl~ned hy two ma,i:istrates, the
gunner u! frut Ccorgc on Goat Island commenced
cannonading the revenue schooner. Tc wnvmen joined in
the shelhng Only the ptotecncn of rhc lar.l:er
II M. S,!umel, Captam Richard Smith , saved the royal
vessel from destruction The incident evoked no
su bvt.mnve response from either provincial or imperial
aut hori ties for further mform anon, consult Lovesov.
.'l6-J7, 39, and Gipson , 8f1u ~h Eminre . X,Th~ Ttrumphant
Em pIH' Thon der,C/Olld\ Ga rher In Ihf w est. 176..1-1766,
24.1 Lovejov and GIpson a,i:ain provid e ditterent
perspecnves
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the subject." The question was postponed when

Rhode Isla nd Govern or Joseph W an to n assured hi s
fellow Commissioners that his son, Josep h lr., Depurv
Governor at the time of the incident, and Benjamin
Vaughan , the gunner who fired the shots, could " fully

explain the affair ," But when Smyth insisted th e
follo wing day that " a smcr inquiry ought to be made
on the subject ," the other th ree members of the Board
declined to take up the matter , Wanton and New York

Chief Justice Daniel Ho rsmanden felt that " n o notice
whatever" should be made of the incident; Boston
Vice-Admiralty Judge Robert Auchmuty " doubted" the

efhcacy of the move. Frhe Commissioner most likely to
have supported Smyth, Massachuscns Chief Justice

Peter Oliver, had already returned to the Bay Colonv.l
Nonetheless, Smyth succeeded in inserting the minutes
penamtng to his ill -fared motion into th e official
journal of the pr oceedings.J

Despi te the cogency of the argument that there

existed a relat ionship between the shelling of the
St. foh n and the firing of the ClHpee, th e rejection o f
Smyth 's motion is understandable.' Governor Wanton,
for obvious reasons, was in exor ably opposed to

enla rging the invesngauon because the outcome co uld
only result in the further animadversio n of hi s colony
for its defian ce o f the navigation acts. Auchmury and

Horsm andcn were sympa thetic to the request, bu t
we re re luctant to open a ve rita ble Pandora 's Box.
Alt hough th eoretically em po wered to exam ine into the

St , ' ohtl incident,Sto do so wo uld hav e led inevi tab ly to
an investiga tio n of the n umerous altercations be tween
res ide nts and revenue age n ts which had occ urred sin ce
1764 , symptomat ic o f th e freew heeling brand of

commerce wh ich obta ine d in Rhode lslan d.s Besid es,
nearly six mont h s of de libe rat ions h ad failed to yield

subs tan tive evi dence concern ing the Gaspee desp ite the

J Bar tlett . VII , 177. The above quotations are from
this source

4 The Ioremust auehorrtv on pre. gevolunonarv Rhode
Island concurs wuh Smyth 's assessmen t 01 the impor­
tance of the Sf fohn incrdent See Lovejoy, 156, 159.

5 The Commission [September 21and the InS!rUCIlOns
(September 41of the Board are in Bartlett , VII, 108-11.

6 for addinonal mformanon, see Gipson, Bmi.~h Empm' . x.
l·U-G; and Lovejoy, pdulm.

Peter O/lvcr. dud ml llce 0' ,\-·l<l"odlll'l'nl. 1/1\ 1I1"'-'ncr
un Illn,' 2 1, 17H,/ronJ ,hI' COl/lllli,I\J<1/l o f InqUIry rnro th e
Gas!'ee atton pOl.llhly a f,r (/rJ rhr scnpc of lhr heanng.

fact that the identity of many of those responsible for
bu rning the vessel was co m mo n knowledge , add itio nal

inqu iries wuuld likely be eq ually fru itl ess an d time
co nsuming. Moreover, 10 broaden the inquiry could
serve only to furthe r alie nate Rhode Isla nder s and cas t
addit iunal as pe rsions upon the 01 1read y m uc h maligned

Co mmission. These heins; rhc pra gmu ric realities, why
did Sm yth advance h is pro vocat ive prop osal!

7 The son of an Anli:1iCJ.n cleric from the western pan of
England, Ch..rles Dudley , [r .• succeeded fohn Robinson as
Collector of the Customs In Rhode Island in the spring of
1768 when the laner wa~ appomted to the newly-formed
Amencan Board 01Customs in Boston. Headquartered in
Newport, Dudley cnnnnuallv suffered considerable
pbvsrcal and verbal abuse from the populace and
procedu ral harassm ent h om government officials in
allemptinx to execut e the n3vIg,,-uon acts , Predictably
10\'31 to the crown, he lled the province in November
1775_ Lillie h,oguphic;l! d;lt;l on him exists , bu t see
Lovejoy, 154·56. Ill9·90, lor ;I brief account of his career
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Evid ence points to cu stoms collector Charles Dudley
av h aving di rect ly o r indirectly influenced Smyth in his
e tfo rt to en la rge th e probe ' A convervano n between

th e tWO men the morning of June 12- th e source of
in tormauon referred to bv Sm yth in making his m otion
- prompt ed Dudley 10 pen a sea th in~ indict men t of
the disingenuous " h in dranc es and obstacles" employed

bv Rhode Islanders to c ircu m ven t the im pe ria l acts of
trade . To his mind , the fi nng of the Gaspee was " n ot
th e c tlccr of sudden pa ss ion and resentment . but of cool
deliberation and fore-rhought.:" The reasons for
co nveying hi s th ough ts 10 Sm yth in a private manner
In: unknown , Perhaps he was not summoned before
the mhunal : there is no record of his having rendered

testimony notwithstanding his pos it ion as head of the
rev enue service for the entire colony , Or perhaps the
native oi England felt Smyth, the on ly Bri ton on the
panel , would be most amenab le to his enr reat ics.?

At anv rate, there is no ind ication that he e ithe r con­
fcrrcd with or wrote to any of the other Commissioners.

A nan..c ripr of the lette r in Smvth's hand, located
arnnng the Smyth Papers in the American Philosophical

Society library in Philadelphia . has hitherto escaped
th e auennon of sch ola rs and laymen al ike, This is most
unttJrtunate because the document provides additional

backgroun d commentary on the Gas pee arlair and
sheds considerable light on Smyth's ill-fated motion of
lune 11 Further. it a /fords an incisive, personal account
01 the problems confronting the revenue service in

Rhode Island , Although the discussion is limited to the
pre ' Revolutionary era, th e implications arc applicable
10 the colonial period :ISa .....ho le . Because o f its relat ive

in accessibility and importance to the st udent of th e
hislOry of early America in general and Rh ode Island in
particula r, the missive wa rrants printing in fu ll . The

~pe llL ng and syntax of th e reprod uct ion which fo llows

8 Dudley ec t , July 2.3, 1772, Bart len , VII, 92. One assumes
the leiter .....as addressed to Rear Admiral John Montagu,
among whose parers it W;IS located .

9 Virtually nothing is known of the life of Frederic k Smyth
(Smythel_ At the lime of his appointment as Chief Justice
of New Jersey III July 1764. he was a 32-year-old London
anomev of no pamcular sta ture. He owed his posi tion
exclusively to friends with influence in the British
government. The Revolution te rrninated his judicial
career in 1776_Admued by rebel and loyalist alike, he
....as nor forced 10 ermgrate despr te his pronounced Tory
sentiments, Du rmg the war he removed to Phi ladelphia
where he apparernlv spent the relit 01 his life . See Larry R,
Gerlach, "Revolution or Independence! New Jersey,

co rres po nd exactly to that III the transc ript in the
Smyth Papersw

CH"'RU~ DU DLE Y TO fltEDERICk SMYTH

Rhode Island 12th Tune 1773
Sir

The con versenon 1 had with you fh is M orning ha s
led me into a review of some 01 th e h in dran ces and
ob~rructiom wh ich fhe OffIcers or the N avy and
Revenue h ave met wit h in th e Execution of their Duty
Ht thl\ Colony wi thin th e la'll five Years, th e t im e
/ h, IVC had the mencgcment of h i.. Alaiestys Revenue.
1 rind it wou'd be a very flrcsome Business to reIllle
ever y Insren cc . wou'd make a Narrative too long for
my /Hesenl lime and be ledioll.' for Yours ; moreove r I
wou'd dIme to iomear a relalion of t'ersonotobnses and
Affront_s. as Events too frequ ently hllppening in other
places. and con fine myself to Circumstances which me
les.s com mon, and perhaps nor to be heard of in any
Colony exce pt rhis , 1 wou'd eiso forbear the mention of
llny M ull er which i.~ Irremediab le. but as a Rem <lrk
upon the Cll.\e 0 / the Sloop Liberty IS pernnenr to fhe
busme\.s You ate now upon I wi ll /u st observe: thaI m
Ih l' Yl'ur 1769 Ihe Comml~slOnl'H of the Customs"
t-auwd an armed Cur te r to be filled and 10 prevent
illici l T rade and aid the CollectIOn or the Revenue.
In Ihe ,\ lomh of luly in Ihe ~ame Yellr rhu Cur rer

Seized a .'/oop laden wilh conr rab<lnd Goods . brought
her m ro Ihe Port 0; Rhode hland, to put her in to my
char~e to be proceeded aga ins t accotdmg to Law, when
II Number of the People rum uh oudy [stc] assembled
and having previ ously and by vllliafio n secured lhe

I'awn who com m anded lhe CUller they gave the
SI'IZ/:d Sloop her Liberty , \£'t rhe Cuuer cn lire under me
Gum of lhe Fan wi rhin Sight and lit II SRldJJ dil!ancc

17('()'1770" IPhD. dissc-tanon, Rut~ers Umversuv, 19681,
raHlm. It is not known why Smvth was named to the
Commission. Certamlv he was an obscure figure
compared to the other members.

10 The document is pubhshed wHh the express permission
IIi Th e Amer ican Phrlosophical Socrery.

II In 1707 a five-rncrnber Board of the Commissioners of
the Cu stoms lor Amenca was crea ted to facrlitate the
entorce rnenr 01 the navigat mn la..... s Headquartered III

Roston , the American Roard was respo nsible drrec tlv to
the Treasury Depa rtmen t. Previously the Commrsstoners
of the Customs residen t III EnKland had exercised
umsdicuon uver the colonial revenue service.
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from the Govt'trlCJ r~ hfJIHc, IV/JOC She IVaI enureiy

destroyed wnh al/ her Tackle fu rnHure an d Apporel lO
thl' ]IK\ of the RCYL'TlilC at least T wo Thnusatul Pound
Slcrlm?1l Thi.\ cnormnu, and daring Ac/, ';(J publiddy
dWJ(' . tltld ~f) uIlnot!n'd by the en'i/ A U/hm i, }', I have

a/w/lY.\ COIl\idl'1t'd 'h a p rint 11',,1 cncou1cJJi:cmcn! li n d

perhaps the ctnci Calhe of the \ub.\cqucnr dod unhappy
tete Of LIt'Ufenan! D u.liny,,/oll and hi s Mmest ys
Schooner Ga.\pcc.IJ

I w,1/ now ~pt'ak of I\latlerl of Record, and w hich
,r,m,l \'I,TItkd hy the Pmcallin,\!;, 01 the Court of
/UdICdlUU'1n rh" Colony In con-cqnence ot an An of

Parlsamem made m the 7th Year 01 tns ptescrn

.\ldif"IY' R"I1f,n f haw rcpetJIcdly applied In the insnce
III the .\upcrJOt Coun fu, \\'nh of Anhtanr"U and

attn hi'mUlI{ COllndll thereon the Iustices oi the said
Coun.lm wJt!~tt'pht'n Hopklns.IS lames Helm ev:
,\lcteaN Bow/erY Benoni Hall. INand Stephen Porrerl9

Esquires at S.'wpun on the I J th day of OclOber J 772
.1Jd mlt'mnl}' dctcrmme that .mch W ri LI are illegal and
COn/rdry In the comt/tutlOn of thl' Colony and that tht'
.~dme ought not fO be "SUt',l.m T h Is dete rmination o f
th e Su perior COU ll <;e1\'e, 10 .shew the constilU tio n of

it .!1f01 the De te rmination l:i ceudin ly repugnant to the

Act of l'atlmmeru bd01e reached. an d ah o con trary to

12 Dudley's account requires cl.uificanon . On lulv 16, 17M.
H M. Li/>t'ny . Captain Wilham Reid , assigned to
Rhude [sland w.uees in M;ly, escorted a Cormccncur nri~
and sloop to Newport to undergo condcrnnauon
proceedmu, for vl<llarll\~ the acts uf trade. An alterca­
tion which erupted sonn ,lfter a rriva l between th e hands
of the revenue vessel and th e capt. nn of the nri~, one
Packwood, ended with the form er Rrin.': several m usket
sa lvos ut the lallet in full view of 'I sizable connngen e
of townspeople. The ne xt ev erung. the l zrh , after Reid
had ordered his crcw ashorc to answer for thcrr alleged
misconduct, a moh b t~'r descr ihed as " Pel sons unknuwn"
wh o we re "c h iefly hom Connecucur- hauled the
cutter to th t' dock, cho pped down her mast,
co mr letcly scurrled hcr , and climaxed a triu m phanr
parade through town hy burning IWo of her boats.
Several dav s later the tide washed the wasted hulk
ashore on nearby Goa l Island where it was completel y
consumed bv fire durmg t he night . N eed less In say , the
seized ve~sds set sail d urin!: th e con fusion; neil her
BriILsh nor loca l authoril ies made ,1 co ncell ed effoTl to
apprehend th ose responsihle for Ihe .I l;{ of w~nlOn
destruction For mOle det ail s. see Cirs.on . Bmi sh Empire.
XII. 21 , and loveio~' 1:"7

13 The Board o f In qu in ' conc u rred In thell Rna l repon to
the ero""n on rune 22. the Com m Issioners rrominendy
mentioned Ihe " plu nde rinll: and buminll:" of the ul,euy
- a[onl: wHh Ih e "" !OleO! and outU,l:nlUS" trealment
accorded Reid and Ihe "Im r u n ily" wilh wh ich Ihe

"\'t<"pIINI I/o"kr/II ,,1 /,1f)1'ld"IKe wa, the duminar n"oli licill
lij{,lIlt· III tilth rcrnurv RJtrf<f.o 1,lam/." This picture o(
hI/II ","drill,!: hi' ()udk.., hilt Is <I dl"lllll tmlll il/l en.l: rdvin.l:
ny E.dw<l/d Slf\'d,l:(' Of C"n p ess vonng lndcpcndence.

the Practice of tht, ncigbbcnsring C%nu's touchin,li:

wnr-, of AIsistant5:U bur of ' hi s COUrt ,~omcthmg more
eXfrdor dlnary rem ain.s to be told -In Ihe ,\IOlllh uf

Octoner /"" Lieu tenan t MOnl axul l of hi- Mmcqys Sh ip

perpetrarors of the . ou trage " esca ped COn \'iclion­
'IS a cuntrihutory ca use of the demise of the Ga'pee.
R,udelt , vn. 1'10,

14 III essence a writ of .lssistance ..... as 11 general search
warrant issued for an indefinite length of time [except
for m andalllry renewal within six months after the
dea th uf a sovereign I dl'sig ne d to p.... rmit customs officia ls
ml1:ximllm ml1neuvcrahililY in curhing smuAAlin,l: , T he
writ did not specifv the obicc r of a sea rch ; it stipulated.
however, that a ci vil ml1glStra tc must .rccumpanv the
revenue ufficer. A c,w,,' (CIa >", occurred in
Massachusells in 17(,1 wh en lam es Olis and Oxenbndge
Thach er l;h allen>:ed Ihe consnru uo n alnv of the device
on the grounds th at coloma! supreme courts were not
lc~ally authorin'J 10 issu e the lnctrumcnts. The conten­
tion was technicallv co rrec t, on h' Courts of Exchequer
wer e then clc arlv em po wered 10 grant such writs and
none ex i~ l l'J In th e co!on ll,"" The Townshend revenue
pr ugr am of 1767 ob vtarcd the consnrunoual cbiecuon
hy ~pecitka lly vesti n.': , ur rem e tri bunals in America
with the r ow el 10 issue said wms, See Oli"er ,\l
Dicker !>On. "WIII ~ o f Assl~lJnce ;lS a Cause ol l he
Re\'oIUlion ," in Richard B .\1o lm. ed. Era 0 1 the
Amt't1..,m Re l'U!lIllnn INew Yurk . 19.191. -W-75.

I.~ Slepht"n Hopkln~ of Pro\'ldence was th e dominant
po lmcal fill:ure In ISth 'century' Rhod e Island , A nOle­
wonhy J'lam phle lcrr oi Ih e Rn'olullon ary' era an d Ihe
leadt"r o f one o f Ih e IWO ma ior fanions. h e ckarly'
subord lnaled hh m ercan tile Inte rests to pohucs. Durin,l(
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Chllr1r~ Dlid/e.v'l h"mt' 111 Middlr/owl) reHeered t ilt' pre,'ilJ,l:e
01 hi-I uH/ce. Tht'/lfll/lt'. C,I 1750,/w, nan demolished.

.\lcu·ury {who r,\ duly <luthori;:t'd to make ,~eizurC)J

Seized <l l<lr?,f t/u<lnrity of Ilncu~tomed Goods which
\\'{'ft' pur mto mv hands to be procecured: 1accordingly
h/Jell'dlhem in a Courl uf Vln' At/mnalty!~ on hehalf

hi s iL'n!!: thy ca reer he occupied numerous posts in bo th
loca l and pro vinc ial govern me n t incl ud ing governor
117.S5-M: 1767-MII, deputy (In G-751, an d chief justice
1l 750-5~: InQ-7S).

16 A member of ,1 pm mi nem South Kingstown family,
Helm e serv ed on th e high rribunal both as chief justice
jl lti 7; 17091 and asso ciate justice (InO-7S) ,

17 Bowle r had th e di stin ction of representing two
cun snrucncu-s in th e k/:islature : Newpott (1764-661 and
Ports mo u t h 11767, 711, During th e latter period he was
annuall y elec ted speaker of th e house, Associated with
the " Ward fac rion," h e was a de legate to the Stamp Act
Con venti on of 170S and an Ardent Sun of Liberty
who late r (1716, 17191 cor responded with the enemy,
a drscuver v not ma de un ti l th e pr esent century,
Jane Cla rk. "Metcalf Bowl er as a Bnush Spy: '
Rhode is/lind 1I/,I(oTJca/ SOClt' ty Collnhonl, 2.3
[Oc tober 19,'0), 101·117

l!l Bencm Hall oj Exe ter.

19 In addi ti on til judic ial ac uviues, Ste phen Potter
represen ted Covernrv JI1 t he Ceneral Assembly from
1769 10 1770.

20 w h en ad monished hy th e Earl of Hill sborough lOT
failing to coopera te wrth the customs collector,
C ovem o r loscph wan ton ernpha rrcallv denied th aI
Dudlev had eve r ap plied 10 the judges for a WTil of
ass isu nce an d asse rted that thev wo uld "readilv and
ch eerfullv R1\'e their everv assis tance in the ex ecution of

uf Ihe Crown <lnd SeiZing Giticeis. when upon a full
and fair hearing the Goods were Corutemnd and

ott/N'" to be Sold, and the Monies ansinx the refrom to

be diVIded and dpplied <lxrccab/c to Law and h is

th eir duty, which t he law pu ts in t he power of th e
su per ior C" UTI 10 atvc." Moreover , he stated that
WlI shorou"h had been "shametullv misinformed" in
th e rn.nte r , that in reality th e revenue officials had been
;,: u ilty of "ah usill;': and misrepresenting t he colony o f
Rhude Island and us offi cers ." Hillsborough to wan ton
JnJ reply , [lily 19 and November 2, 1711, Bartlett, VII,
J~ · .t~, 42-4,l

11 It should be remembered that the General Assem bly
annually elected the five judges of the Superior Court uf
ludicuture, Cou rt of Assiz e and General Gaol Delivery,
In uth cr words th e iudictarv in Rhude Island was far
from independent.

1.2 Th e action 01 the Rhod e Island tri bunal was nOI
unusual. Mosr coloma! cou rts refused to exercise the
authonrv III /:rJ IlI the wn u e xten ded to them in 1767.

2.1 Here Du dley is rrus takcn on two cou n ts The event took
place in November, nOI Dc tob cr , th e com mand er ot th e
Mo n lry was Captain Robe rt Keeler , 001 Rear Adm iral
lohn Monta" ue of the Royal Navy.

24 v lce- Admualrv ClIU rlS exercised ju risdict ion over
marit ime CJ~S a nd violauons of th e imperial navigation
la ws Their procedu re differed sharply h om common
la w courts tes umonv was written mstead of oral and a
sll1glo: ludxe determined both the quesuon and the
sentence. (The same proced ure persIst s today.] A detailed
st udy ISCarl Uhhelohde, VICt'·Admllahy COUH.Iand the
Amt'tK<ln Rt\'oJul/uo (Cha pel Hill , 19601.
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Majestys order In Council, af ter wbrch Condemnation.
S4le. and diViSion. a Writ called a wnr of Rc~ntutionH
issued h om th e lu stices of th e $u pe rior COUll (ro wll j

Steph en HfJrkln .~ . lames Helme. Metc,<JU Bowler .
Benoni HaJ1 . and Stephen Pouer Esqrs. at Newport the
II th Day of Ma rch 1773 founded upon u pretended
Writ of Prohibifion 16 on t/w tnoceedings of the said
COUll of Vi ce Adm iralt y und commandin,l: me to

restore to one Na thl. Straw the said un cusrom'd Goods
so Seized, Condem ned. e'c or th e like Valu e thereo f in
Sterling Mon ey as the said Na thaniel shou'd etec e.

_ To th is ve ry ex traordinary and unprecedented Writ
I answer"d ~l com plained, but my Plea WiH overuled
an d deemed IMwff icient, and I now srand Condemned
by th is ex trav,lglJ n t proce edmg; wnhout a legal hearing,
and conuarv 10 the RiglJt,~ of rhe Subjects , in a Case too
in which I am not a Party , otherwise rhan u .~ Manager
Of a Prosecunnn 0 1 the pari of rile Crown 10 which I am
bound by th e Dunes of m y Office.21 Thi.\ IS a Cause 50

cruel and so oppress ive thaI the Commissioners 01 the
Custom han' trunsmutcd It to the Lords of !h e
T re4lsury and 111OPl' trom thut 80tJ rd It wlll go be jcre

h is M<1/esty 1M Co unClIJ from wh ence i f I hove n o Rellei

f may suffer m my pll\"llte fortune upwards o f £500
Sterling , by a Proceeding <1.\ <JIlmrary cs it is unjust. und

.wch as 1 muy saiely say is not to be equalled.28

Having now Shewn You d very renwrkahlc Inst ance
0/ Opprcsslon 011 an Oflka o f the Crown : a Solemn
Determmunun of the Supe rIOr Court by which an Act
0 / Purll£lmeIH I ~ ("\"en ru.rlly repealed . and a striking
proo f of oh\trucflon to the _~avlce of th e Revenue in

the buming o; the Liberty, 1sholl'd lay dOI,'n my Pen :
bUI there is a Pomr or two Hill untouch' d which I think
0/ equa/lmportan ce, an d tltey tcmpt me to go on.

The Acts o f Parlillmrnt made 11l th e 1 2,h~ , 25 Yean
of the Rei:l,n of King CIJ,nle.\ rile Second and also in

{Jfher uuer Relgm, having iu.ltly cansidctd the
NeceSSity of restraining th e exportation of cell ain
Goods the Produ ce of th e Colonies. such <1 \ Pellly ,
Naval SfDre ~ , M<1 sts. Yard~ ~k to Great BrHt£lin onl y,

25 A writ i ~s U t'd h' a coun nrJcnng the re~muti(Jn of
eilher the ..:ooJs or the valul' to The owner heeause of
Improper or unwJrranteJ seizure or conHSra tion.

26 An order issued hy a hl..:hcr roun 10 a lowe r COUT!
di recun.ll: the 1JuerlO cea~e Ie.ll:al pToceedin.ll:§ deemed 10

be oUI~ide ll§ lUfl';.<;!lC!lOn or aUlhorily.

27 For the ,\ Itlcu ry affair , <oce Uhhelohde, 16A-69. The
author endOl!ioCS Dudley '§ view, oMervinft thai prohably

have directed th m Bond~ \h<111 bI' grven upon rhe
EXPOll<1t JOIl 0/ such Good l in the Pen alty 0/ one or two
Thou ,and Pou nd accOIdlllK to th e Ton nage o f th e
Vt'.,~ ell , that Such Go ods ,\hal1be tru dy and Mna tide
carried [(J G reut Brittain onl y Now the Act directs th,lI

the-e liolld., .~ hd JJ be taken by the Governor of IUcll
Colony or pl.lIltation w/Jae .\!Jell enulIlcrllled Goods
are Shipped, andn is well un deHlDod that the
Governor , of tht' di fferent Colonies and Prcvmccs
execu te rhh pan 0; thdr Dut y by an O fficer culled the
N a,·alOfticer.2'iI

Plea ~e In recollect Sit that the Covem or o f th is
COIOlI ~'I~ Elcnive, the GO\'ernOl nom ina te, the Na~'al

Offk"er, who , OIllC tl mes i.- 11 Merch<1nr. al other \ a
Shopkc('pn , , I[ o th ers a Tradesman - / dar['~ay the
XC!Jeral Evil occur, tIl YIIU olrcady- hut I will draw an
inieran ce imm Fuctl. Thl' ple .lent Go\'crnor tias n Scm.
I I Mcrch dlu concem'd In a very exten'IVt' Com merce,
th is Son IS III fact th e Na\'dl Officer ..j(J ~uppm(' th en he
lood.1 a \ h ip wrrh Pel try , J,'av<11 Stores. ,\ luH.~, Y<1rd s lYC

and 19\ C\ BunJ to export Ihem con formahle to Act of
Parliament , an d upon hi .\ own Cem ricetc (as fI.'aval
Officer) thaI suc h Bond is given, obwins the N eedfull
Docum ents ier thc ClearJ1l1l, hi s Ship ou rwsrds from the
Custom H(IIJ,~e ; aner whi ch h e iinds hi ,~ Account in
mdering thi., I'dtry, thl'~e Navot ,')Ior(',\. i\1dlt .~ , Yards

t'!)e to Hn/J.md or ro corn I' llrlln Pla(;c Oil uu: Continent
01 Eurnpe, rattier than to G H "l1 Brittain ; th e Master o f
the ~h ir ten'l\'e,~ hIS In <;r m ctions uccortlinKly, and by

\'lrtUC ot thl' C ustom hou.c Documen r-, o f wh ich h e i ~

iu,tly pos~c~~'dh e naviK£ltc' hi~ Shi p in .~fetr rhm' th e
Brit/ish Chlm nd lowhatewt Pan he plf!llsn; lan ds hi s
Ca rll,o 0/ enumerated Good~ w irhon r the ledl t hazard
or dang er m" Country where th e Laws mean to restrain
hrm. relUrn.\ ro his Power without Fear and openly
IlVOWS his cfOlngl .' The Offlcas o f th e Custom . knowi ng
this, may dpply (as is indeed their Duty) to the N aval
Officer to SUl' rhe Mer chants Bond; bur ala ..! they find
the Na val Officcrund the merchant are one. -c- Ccn any
Man pause a m oment to de termine in hz, own Breast

only m Rhnde h l,mJ ","uIJ IhOo' court "h;lvl' dared to

issue a rrnhlhillon un such thi n le":J I ,l(rounJ§."

21:1 In ]77 ,~ th.· Superior Court permi tted a Jam3"e sui ! in
excess 01 (SCO to he hlOU..:ht against DuJley for
confhCJ un..:car..:o irum the schooner Indus try in June
1772_The PTlv)" Council I"ter rcvcl§ed Ihe verdict.
Uhheluhd e. 170-

19 The naval ofhcer, the lone p"uonaJl:e ~I at the dispou,l
of the governor, was In ruluy a proVincial cuslOm§
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whill ha.~ been the fare of Ihis Bond; Perhaps you will

say let Ihe Nil vill Officer anll hrs Sure t i e~ be sued and
cal/ 'd ro Account - You will find perhilp..;,lhat he hilS

no Sllrl'tu's tha! he I' no Icnget Naval Otiicer. he may
now he di.~posing o f his last unlawiull Venture or
moving in some e the r , phe re; for by a Rev erse of
fortune not very uncommon , 1ha ve known a Miln in
the Scat of Govrrnmellt in one YC<2r a ) III th e humble
Stillion of a Clt'l k the next 1 bave kn ow n a Man th e
Nave l C iiicer on e Year and III th e nexi th e some Man
gaining an honeq LiveJyhood by Bleeding end Shaving
for a Penny.lt uas been said thar the disquietu des in

thi , Colony are recent , and we re not known un till a
few late Years -1 believc indeed the dJsquictudes
were nor so getic tol a lew yean ago as th ey are now,
espeCIally in respect 10 bis Ma restys Servi ce - for as
much il ~ relctes to the Revenue J will eccounr . it is but
'u~tice to mysel f. During the lime the present Go\'cmor
wa,1 Collector of the Customs in this Port , which wa.~

Twenty Six Yccrx. I believe 1 can safely ,~ay tt uu: £500
wa,1 nor remuied into the Exchequer; suu-c Lhcve had
the mdnagem enr o f the Revenue. which is jus t five
Years.] han' Remilled £16 ,000-.

You hilw had <In opportuni t y o f marking the
prin ciple People m th is Colon y, and You find them all

m Trude. T he m iddling or lowe r Class ate all in T rade
illso , - People \...ho ha ve been for milny YC<2rs
un ruvrom'd to re.ltwin! will narural1y be imparient of
it ;(mil it is rea"fJ1]ablc to suppose that some opposi tion
would be .l:iven to regu/atlom, and that the Aid of
Government wou'd be some times necc uilry. - To
wh om was rhar A id to be look! fur, wh y to a man whose
Prlllcrpies were certainl y io rme d upon Ideas very
oppo.me to mine, ilnd from whom indeed upon a
com pm allve view I had nothing to expect.3 1 - Pray
consider this Sir and dmw Your conclusions, for I have
1,/nliJ.lt ti l/'d my paper alld must not enl1:aKe You on
unolher Sheet : and 1 must not part with t1li.~ wi thou t

oO-\erving rhal tht' Cases of the Writs of Prohibition and
Reauruuon ate roo un common !O gain Credit without
reference !O Ihe Wm.'i them.\eIves , and c s 1hcve taken
pilrr icular Nonce of those wens in thi s utter You must
grvc me Leave !O o ffer You Copies of !hem,.l1 for indeed
they ereso trudy original that 1 wou 'd nor risk m y
rcp ularioIl 10 .Ipedk of them wi thout.

I am very M uch
Sir You r Hum ble Serve.

Cha~. Dudley

Mr. Chi ef Justice Smyth

o lfieer His duties included reco rding arr ivals and
departures, ISSlllnJl: sundry Shlr r inJl: rarers, and surer'
intending the J Cts oi trade. Unsalaned . he depended
upon fees and [mo re importantly] gratuities tor income

.10 william Want on became naval officer upon hts
father 's elecuon as governor III 1769.

J I Com missioner Ho rsmanden was appall ed by what he
consi de red to be "a stare o f anarchy" In Rhod e Island.
As he apprised im perial authorities : " the Co vem menr

Iii it deser ves that namel, it IS a do wn right democ racy .
the Cm'ernm i, a me re nominal o ne , and therefore a
ciphe r, without power OT authonty , entirely controlled
by {he populace, elected annuallv, as all other magis­
tutes and offIcers whatever " He recommended urunng
Rhode Island and Connecticut [Iikewise ana rchrsnc III

hiS mmdlmto a smgle royal colo ny . Horsm anden 10 the
E;l.1! ot Dartmouth, February 20, 177.1, Bartlett , VlI,
1!I:H 6 .

32 T here are no copies of th e writs in th e Smy th Paper s.
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Cowesen Road 1870-1900

In rhe cily of Warwick in 1971, Co wcseu Road is to all
appearances merely an ordinary s treet in developing

suburbia. But a study of the road 's ba ckground has led
ru a fascinating excursion into the folk culture of the
area in a period little written about hy Rhode Island
historians.

Early in the town of Warwick's history, Cowesctt
Road was originally laid out as one of the main drive­

road s to tidewater, an artery over which catt le and other
stock from western Rhode Island and extreme eastern
Connectic ut could safely navel becau se of th e stone
wall s lining rh e roadsides. Animal s were driven from

th eir point of origin to ndewater to board vessels sailing
CO so uthern plantation s and to th e Wesl Indies.
Embarkat ion point for the stock was Baker' s Landing in
Cow esen. now erroneous ly kn own as Folly Landing

IMap of tht> State of Rhode l .dand , Henry F. Walling,
1855 1.

On that str etch of Cowesett Road lving today within
the cit y of Warwick between the Post Road IV.S. Il and
Quaker Lane fR.!. 21, the inhabitants in 1870-1900 were
an industrious, thrifty lot of farmer -business men

typical of Rhode Island's rural communities. At least
six of the residents conducted some business besides
their farming, and there were probably others who did
like..... isc to eke out a living.

At the intersection of Cowcsett and Post Roads today
stands one of the most prevalent public gifts of the
1870·1900 period - a handsome, pink, polished­
granite, circular watering Trough, given by Governor

Herbert Warren Ladd in the late 1880s. A fine example

Farma·bu~ inessman Wilham Bennetf made a comfo rwble
Income from hij Slupy Hollow farm, now obli Tualtd by
Ihe pavement of Inttnfllte ROUTe 95 where II croue~
Cowt~elt Rwd. These photof,raph~ of Benneu n hibHlng
rhe products of hi~ farm were laken by Ade/ard De.s Grtln1.e.~

of Nalick more than seventy yetlls ago.

Courruv A.nll~ c,,,..",,,d A11~1I Hoi"

by Annt' Crawford Allen Holst'

o f the governor's benevolence, it is now unfortunately
buried in a traff ic islan d and u sed as a planter for
shrubbery, irs neverfeihng flow of pure spring water
sh ut off to a th irsty but 10 0 noisy public.

On the north side of this intersection stood a
foursquare colonial house with great central chimney ,

th e ancient Arnold homestead, built for the Arnold
bride, Desire Joyce , daughter of Ester White, grand­
daughter (If Peregrine White. On the south side stood

th e Victorian mansion of the second Governor William
Spra gu e, owned during the latter pan of the period by
his son -in-law, Walter R. Suncss.

Traveling uphill due west along th e road , one comes

next to the lo rme r site 01 the h uge farm house that
serviced both the Am asa and William Sprague estates.
It wa s located on the wcst side 01 wh at is n ow Patterson
Avenue wh ere it meets Co weseu Road . A sho rt distance

west , on the nonh side 01 th e road, is th e COWCSCtt
T ow n Pound, a wonderful relic of the ci ty's ancient
past and still useful today. A very ancient ins t itu t ion,
older than the Queen's Bench and probably older than

th e kingdom itself , a pound is an enclosure or strong
place where catt le disnaincd or caught in any trespass

are pUI till they are replevied or redeemed. It is either

overt, open overhead, or covert, closed overhead. The
Cowcscn Town Pound is overt, Ancient English law
stated that no distress of cattle could he driven out of
the hundred where it was taken, unless to a pound

overt Within the same shire, and within rhsee miles of
the place where it was tak en An an cient territorial
division intermediate between the village and the

' ,'-h s ~lontere}' L Holst, o f £.li M Creenwich, farm life
hi storia n . IS the aut hor of numerous arncles in the field oi
co untry ..... rltlng.
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county, the hundred denoted first a group of a hundred
families and then the district which these families
occupied. The Cowesett Town Pound served an area
roughly three miles square [Holst, "Old Town Pounds
of Rhode Island," Rhode Idand History 3 :1, January
19+4).

Directly adjmmng th e pound on the west is the
Lambert Fann, first of the farmer -business locations on
the road during the 1870·19(X} period. Daniel J.
Lambert , "Honest Uncle Dan" as David Patten labeled
him in the Provi dence fournal lFebruary 21, 1955),
manufactured poultry medicines in a building still
stand ing. The most famous of hi s remedies, "Lambert's
Death to l ice," based on nicotine and creosote, was
offered as powder, liquid, or ointment ("l a mbert's
Death to Lice Oin tment for head lice on chickens or
children"). He sold several thousand chicks a year, had

a small dai ry herd of cattle, and did a lot of writing
IPncke t Book Pointers. A Manu al for Poultry Keepers,
6th cd., Providence, 18981an d lectu ring. "Honest Unele
Dan" had to have a hearing aid ; this , in a day before
th e science of electroni cs, was a remarkable device of
hard rubber shaped like a palm-leaf fan . He held the
handle with one hand , clamped his teeth tightly on the
upper rim, and in some mysterious way he hea rd.

West of the Lambert Farm, where the ancient " road
at the head of the lotls "- now Love l ane - meets
Cowesen Road , there is on the southwest come r an
ash tree known as "The Riding Whip." Legend states
th ...tI long ago a youthful gallant, wh o nightly rode to

th is corner to COU rt a fair damsel living in the ancient
BriAAs house, stuck the ash branch he was using for a
ridin!: whip into the ground where he tied his horse.
later he left so preclparcly he forgot or did not have
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time to retr ieve the branch , which took root and grew
in to a handsome tree. Memen to of an unha ppy love
atfai r, it was always referred to as "The Riding Whip."
Howeve r, Daniel ]. Lambert. lr ., states that the present
big ash is not the original " Riding Whip," since his
uncle at the turn of the century shot a weasel in the
tree with his shotgun, setting the tree on fire an d
burning it down . The present ash is coppice shoot or
growth from the roots of the original.

The Briggs house above was an exact copy of the
Arnold homestead already mentioned , havi ng been
bu ilt at the same time. In the 1870s and later th e house
was occupied by a Scotch family named McCreeden ,
who grew large hopvincs on the bankmen t east of the
house. This is the last place in the Warwi ck area where
hops - those vitall y necessary "cones" for brewing
bee r, making yeast for bak ing, and forming medicinal

Cowesett Road
1870-190 0

ADAPTED FROM OLD MAP PUBLI SI1ED
IN 1870 BY D.G. BEER.S ",, "'oco.

poultices - were home raised By the cnd of the period
the BriAAs house had been torn down and the farm's
fields put into rurf for the budding Co ....-eseu Golf Club.

Diagonally across the road on the north , down in a
hollow , stood an ancient house nf some length but of
linle height, the lohn Sherman Iarm, tenanted at the
beginning of the period hy Moses and Henry Locke and
their families . Henry Locke's daughter , who married
Charley Godhey , often told me that ....'hen she was a
young girl (born 18701, old Mrs . Vaughn , who lived all

the adioimng fann and who " was then in her 91nd
yea r," had told he r she cou ld clea rly remember Indians
in the woods "dru mming" on Drum Rock. Mrs, Vaughn
had said the "dru mming" cou ld he hea rd at Warw ick
Neck's tip , where th e lighthouse now stands.

Across the road h om the Vaughns was th e Charles S.
God frey farm, on whose nort heast co rne r is now

\J
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St. Gregory's Church. The house west of the church
today is not the very ancient house whi ch was moved
off its foundation and the prese n t house built thereon
in 19Cx}' Besides conductmg a large gene ral fann,
Charles S Godfrey operated a very profitable cide r mill .

The mill was located in a one-story , deep-cellared ,
stone-and -concrete build ing with walls more tha n two
feet thick. The app le grinder, above the press in th e
cellar, was situated so that a wagonload could be
backed in through the west door and the apples shoveled
right in to the hi,:: wooden hopper The grinder ....·as first
powered by a horse. then by a steam engine, and
finally by an old, make -and -break , "one-lunger"
gasoline engine.

The press could hold one hundred bushels of ground
apples Charles Godhey preferred to shovel them into
bushel baske ts before pou ring them in to the grinder,
so he could properly measure the quannrv . On a peg.
board beside the grinder. as each basket was emp tied,
he would move the peg ahead one hole un til it finally
reached the mark 100.

The press beneath had been lined with rye straw
before the first apples were poured into th e hopper and
power applied to the grinder 's roller jaws. More rye
straw and a layer of clean burlap sacks were laid on top
of the full load ')f ground apples an d board s were th en
put on agains t whic h huge woode n screws exerted th eir
pressure as they were turned by man power. Amber
juice flowed in to a half-h ogshead set in to the ground
before the press. From this sweet cider was ladled in
huge meas ures and pou red through an oth er clean
burlap sack over the big fun ne l set into the bungholes
of th e ba rrels; th is was th e only "filtering."

Charley Godfrey's produ ct was mostly converted
into hard cider. O ne of those who dearly loved it was
Old Sweet, th e: Na rraga nsett Indian . Tall , slender but
powerful, Swee t, wh en warm ed by hard cider, could be
persuaded to do his fam ous war dan ce. Many a time as
a ch ild did luemble at th e ferocity of thi s dance and
marvel ed at the old Indian 's agility. II is sad to relate
that the Godfrey Cide r Mill caught fire on December 3,
1966, and was completely destroyed. Cha rles S.
Godfrey had also served 3S pound keeper, and as road

supervisor for his distr ict at times , working the roads
with a split -log road drag hitched to a yoke of his oxe n.

Past the N. Arno ld farm , where a family nam ed
Jorden lived in that period, and on westward past the
William S, Rice farm on the sou th side of the road , one
comes 10 the braw of the hill lead ing down int o
Sleepy Hollow where William Bennett ow ned a farm.
He mad e a liv ing in the old New Englan d fash ion , prior
10 his death before World War I, by doing " <I litt le of
this and a lillie of tha t," which added up at the end of
the year to a com fortable income. All trace of this
lovely old farm has now vanished , Interstate 95 has
spread acres of pavement across its heart .

On Sleepy Hollo ..... Farm William Bennett had a fine
cider mill that did a good business and a blacksmith
shop with a huge ox slin,:: for supporting that unwieldy
animal while a hoof ....-as picked off the ground to be
shod Ian ox cannot stand on th ree legs like a horse].
Above the cider press in a building .....hich adjoined the
smi thy he had a wheel ..... righ t-carpenter shop, an d he
made and lettered road signs for the town of Warw ick,
though it is unknown whether for the enti re town or
only the road dis trict in which he resided ; he also
repaired clocks and conducted a general farm .

M rs. Charles S. Godfrey attended the William
Bennett auction and boug ht two pictures. She took
the m home and in clea ning them removed the backs
from the frames. She was sta rtled to find , screwed to
the .....ooden backing, th e silver coffin plates of William
Bennet t's fat her and mot he r. Re31 silver costs good
money, and who was to know if the plates were
removed before the coffins were lowered into th e
grave! This seems to hav e been a thrifty New England
custom.

Across th e fields northwest of Bennett 's st ill stan ds
th e big white house with a cupola that belonged to
Tom Jones Spence r, whose farmlands bordered
Cowcsen Road for some distan ce, and th ough the
house is on Hardig Road , its owne r .....as far"'too
in teresting a character 10 omi t here.

Th e Atlas of the State of Rhode 1 .~ land (Phila., Beers,
1870) labels th e location as "Dr. Tom Jones Spencer's
Vegetable r ill Mfg." Spencer was not an M.D. bUI
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assumed the mil' for his business. For ex tra income
above the ret urns uf hrs gene ra l farm, these physic pills
wen: made in a tiny building jus t north of his house.
The old b rass pill-meld he used was still in th e lo ft

after World Wa r I hut has since vanished . The potency
of the pills rs arrest ed to in a folk ta le concerning one
farme r who purchased some, wok the recommended
do sage, presentl y went lIUI to th e privy, an d di d not
reappear. After some hours, his family wem lookmg for

the farmer ; all they could fin d was his broad brimmed
str aw ha t on the hole.

T om lon cs Spencer served at least line term in the
Sra tc Legt slar ure. He in vi ted the entire Gene ral

Assembly 10 at te nd a June clambake. Aiter having h is
invitation accepted en ma~,e, he rounded up every

farmer in the vtctnuv who owned a team and mow ing
machine and hired them to mo..... hi s field s on the day of
the bake. luckily for him the day turned OUI clear.
When an aw ed legislator asked him if all rhose men an d
horses worked on hi s farm. Spencer replied in appar en t
surprise, " W hy, yes. Those men wor k my horses year­
round . W hy ?"

Perhaps it would he well to pause he re and review
what was meant by general farmi ng along Cowesen

Road in the 1l:I7O-l 900 pe riod. The average flock of
poultry .....as managed by th e housew ife who sup plied

eAA~ and meat for her household. with occasional ex tra
dozen s of e):;gs traded at the store for supplies that

cou ld not be rai sed . Th e sm all herd of dairy car rle
furn ished milk. butter . cheese, and an occasional calf,
with eXIJ3 milk hom lu sh spring pastu res made into

butter and cheese to trade. Relatively hnle liquid milk
and cream le tt the farm , though of course there we re
ex ceptions in the farme rs who had a m ilk route in

nearby villugcs or took th eir milk to the tra in for
Pro vidence. Every farmer raised at least a co up le of pigs
to supply harnx, hacon, sausage, salt pork , lard, an d

some fresh meat , the pig being an exce llent source of
con verti ng ex tra m ilk into good meat. Some farmers
kept a sma ll flock of sheep, but the hey-day 01sh ee p
rai sing in the area was over and no w 001seems to h ave

been homespun then . Fleeces were sold 3'0 3 sm all
" cas h crop," while lamb and munon ...·ere mostly

consumed at home or bartered.
Crops were hay, oats, and ear -corn for the livestock,

rye and Whitecap Flint com for grinding into rye meal
and corn m eal for the household. Shell beans, especially
" Wi ld Goose" Ia tan and blue-back spotted bea n! and
"Cranberry" pole beans [pure white), were an excellent

cash crop in th at da y of home-baked beans. The pods
were allowed 10 dry on the vi nes an d were the n
th reshed out by ha n d with a flai l. Th is old- fash ioned
implemen t was in mu ch usc then an d into th e 1920'0.

Charley Godfrey always thresh ed out his rye by hand
on the th reshing floo r of his big ba rn . Pumpkin s and
winter squash were planted be tw ee n hills o f corn­

food lor man and beast. Some bu ck w he at was also
raised both for livestock and fOT flour to make that best
of all winter breakfasts - smoking-hot buckwheat

cakes with sausage. Large vegetable ga rdens were the
rule, w ith pot atoes and other roo t vegetables mos t
important.

Every la rm had an ap ple orcha rd that furnished fru it
as well as cider, hard cider, and vinegar. Practically

every farm and mos t h om es had at least a couple of
quince bushes, Quince seeds were a requ iremen t for
wom en in the days before "beauty parl or s" in eve ry

neighborhood ; quince -seed wat er was used for curling
and setting the wave in fem in ine tresses. Anyone who

has ever examined the seed of the quince is well aware
of th ei r slippery , mucilaginous coating and can see the
great holding power offered to put curl in straight hair.
That the fruit was also edible and of a delicious flavor
for preserves was simply an added benefit.

It is hard to comprehend th e self -rel iance of th ose
rural dw ell ers in prov iding for th eir needs. Resou rces

of the farm , Yankee Ingeniousness, and stro ng, capable
hands furnished mos t of what today must be purch ased
from a sto re. Ta ke rosin - a m ore unhkelv it em to
have been produced on Co wcsc u Road wou ld be hard

to name . Yet Will iam Bennett made it as he needed it
on Sleepy Hollow Far m from grea t white phie trees
(I'inu.~ .strob u.']. Fro m yellowed sc raps of paper fou nd at
the farm beanng hi s handwrit ing come Interesting

in vtru crions for rnakmg not on ly rosm, but the useful
products based on II: hard salve, soap, and fly paper.



66 CO W15 ETr ROA D

Di rection~ lor M <l kln g Rosin - Scrape white pine
pil ch on n ee rrunks. or newly-sewn whitt.' pint.' lumber.
wllh an old knife JnW a can that can /)(' put over hem .
Set can on back of stove un til the pitch H melted .
Strain th rou gh ch{'l'~elIOlh. then bOi/11 down \'f'"ry
\Iowly Cl.'i ' <1 1 huck 0 11 Ihe \WVC av I'O\\ /h/e to keep it
1101Img, \-VheTl if WIll ,orm rosrn when a little is

dropped inu, cold wate r, rem ove frum Hove and [et il
(ooldlld tuuden . t!lel1 crack if III' Iuto lump.> to store .

Smokehouses were not an adjunct to eve ry farm ;
curing and smoking nf por k and hed products had
pacscd ro those who had a " bent" for handl ing the
various steps in volved Old Amos Foste r. the Q uaker,
over on Centerville Road west of Hardig Road , had a
smokehouse as a rrofiuble sideline to hrs general
ralmmR, smoking buckles or alewives in the spring­
time, uvmg the Iragrant smoke irom cob ... of Wh it ecap
Flint corn he grew in quantity.

Wastelands - swam plands, hedgerows - furnished
small cash crops before the arriva l of an iline dyes.
Alderwood that grows around damp places , was sold
10 comme rcia l channels for dye, as were red su mac
berr ies. Will iam Ben nett of Sleepy Hollow Farm onc e
thought he was going to "make a kill ing" on this
marke t. He Ailed an entire co rnc rib chock-lull of red
" stag-head" sumac heads that he had spent hours in
gJ.lhering. Sad tc relate, for this huge quantity he
received the munificent sum of five dollars.

Along Ccwcscn Road after the intersection of
Hardig Road a long lane led northward into the
G. RriAAs farm , owned during the period by Tom
Levalley and at the end of it by William Ga rdiner.
Th is verv ancient tarrnhouse was an almost ide ntical
copy of the Arnold and Briggs houses already noted,
indicating at least 10 this writer that the maim farm s
along th e road we re csrahlishcd at ahnu t the same time.

On the OppOSill' side W ,IS the Arno ld farm, whil e
deep in the woodlands srill farther south stood an old
house whe re ,l\-l ike lynch's son conducted his famous
cockfights. Arrested for cockfighnng once and, nor
wanting to embarrass hi .. rather - sheritf o t Kern
County - when appearing before the iudge, he gave
a ficurious name Later , ar the Kingston Fait with his

father, they met the judge. "ludgc, th is is my son ," said
old Mike genially , The judge looked young lynch in
the eye and satd gra \-cly, " Wh y, how do you do,
Mr Blank," gIving the name young tvncb had used
befo re him.

A short dist ance west and still on the south side is
Cobb's Pound, a Revolurionarv War relic of consid­
erable in terest. Here ci tizens of Cnwesc tt, East
Green wich, and Apponaug pen ned th eir animals wh en
the cannon un the crest of Spencer's Hill had fired its
warning of an impending arrival o f British raid ing
parties seeking livestock to take to the Island 01
Rhode Island In k ed their troops.

Across the road frurn Cobb's Pound stood the home
of Phebe A Remington, who conducted a farm and
wove rug rugs for residents of the area. The thrifty
cu... tom of the time decreed thaI all worn-out clothing
and bedding should be cu t into na rrow strips and these
sewed neatly into one lon g strip. Such lengths were
wound into huge balls and, w.hcn a grea t number had
accumulated, they were taken to the home of th e
rag' rug weaver to be woven into a carpet or runner of
th e desired size. Mr s. Charles Go dfrey rook her carpet
rags to Phebe Remington, wh om she considered a
maste r-hand at weaving. As the bulk of rag strips came
from dark wo rk clothing, the housewife wh o desired a
handsome rug wou ld dye worn -out bed sheets with the
most b rilliant color-producing vegetable dye she could
lay he r hands on in the hedgerows. The des ignation of
master-hand Lay in the weaver's ability to stripe-in
bright colors in an otherwise drab rug for the most
pleasing effect.

On the las t stretch of Cowesen Road that lies within
the city of Warwick. the road curves and cl imbs a steep
little hill, kn own since before the Revolutionary War as
Soapho use Hill At its crest, on the sou th side of th e
road, stands a small ruined stone foundatio n, all that
remains of Brayton 's Soap Works. How old the
loun dation ac tua lly is, no one is quite sure. But a folk
talc sta tes that d uring the Revo lution the English kept
an American prisoner closely gua rded and incommuni­
cado within the Brayton Works. The English finally
released the American , but this puzzling tale does not

..

,
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reveal wh o th e prisoner was , n or how this small pocket
of Briti sh aggression mainta ined itself so far from the

satcrv of the Island of Rhode Island.
The Bray tons, it is believed, made mostly soft soap

which members of the lamily took around the country­
vide and rr.rdcd for rags and wood ashes By [BRO and
possibly before , the manufacture of soap had ceased
and rh c little building had become the Brayton
Bayberry Tallow Works,

i t is so me th ing of a mvst erv that so Widely practiced
a Rhod e Island folk m dus rrv, of such comparatively
recent dale, ca n have so utterly vanished without
leavi ng a wnnen trace so me w here . One may be wrong,

hut the full ow ing seems ttl be the first account 10 be
written on the production in this stale of bayberry wax

for usc in textile mills during the calendering process,
This rural industry flourished here from about mid­
mncteemh century 10 19HI.

The co m mon grcv-hc med wax mvrrle (M yrica

cenicra! ..... ith th e folk na me tallow bayberry gruw s
prof usel y nn the poorer sods of cen tr al and southern
Rh od e b land an d in ccanc rcd locations th roughout rhe
rest of th e state . Harn :sting the berries In autumn
provided em ploy mem o i a vu rt ior many Rhode
Islanders, on e of wh om in rhc Coweseu Road area was

Terry Wilde. According til Mr. Daniel J Larnben. fr.,
who knew a great deal about the suhiuct, Terry Wilde s
method was quite interesting :

He hud a pun. und hl' would cu ff lilt' buyberries imo
the pan. Whe n the pan W.h nearly lull of be rries.

he would empty the pun into u rwo-bushe! nu rlap bug_
.4. bu_~hd of baybCI"e~ represented long hours of

pIcking \\"hen he hud unou t ten bu,lleh. that I~ 11 \'1'

bu rlap bug" of buybeme<;. he I,'ould dr<11. thr IW:_' OU I

f(J lh e n(' ,:HC-\ / road o r wDod -wild a wu gon cou ld uavet ,
He would hue JIlt' /0 co me with our lIOn.. ,md Wll,I;<I/1 II'

cuI/Cd the I 'd,\(I and d ri ve the IOlld dOWIi to Cl ark!.'
We/ Is. ""'/10 lived on ;\ I<lwllCY .~ treet in Ed_II G reenwich,
to .....hom \\Ill.!" }old the /Jerrie}_Clu rke Well..did nOl
boil dO\\"I1 the berrIes lor \\<1 X; he look tl 'L'm up to hi s
bto/her-In-luw Stuk£ly Spt'nce r, on Rocky H" I. for
hoillll1. down and pressmg uut Ihe wax Then Clark e
Wells would go up to Rocky Hill and bring buck the

wax cLlke .. ro hn smithy on ,\ lam Sueet III &lst
Grcenw/(!J lind burrel up tile wc x cLlke, tot shi pment to

."Jew York Then the pnce 01 "arnetty wax took a
tan tic drop, and It waxnt "rontunlc to rick buyberrles
<lOr mou',

This was puzzling indeed Wh at was the bayberry
tallow's usc in industry , and why had the " bot to m
dropped our oi the market" around 191M? In 1965 there
was no one living in th e Cowescu Road area who could

answer en her question After months 01 questioning,
one man remembered driving a sleigh load oi bayberry
tallow to the mill at Interlaken . A due at last. The

writer di spatched a letter to Arkwnghr-Iruerlaken, lne.,
asking if, perhaps, somebody might remember how
bayberry wax was used in the manufacture of book

cloth . ltack came J nne letter from Mr. W. Edwin
Stevens, manager of quality control, dated 29 July 1965 :

Your leiter of luly 20 tll. wi/II teierence 10 the use uf
b{lyberrie~ In lh e manu fucture of bnokcllJth~, has been
given to me.

Inte rluken ,\lJlk whldl H no w parI of Arkwrigh t­
lnterlaken. lnc., was incorporated m 11'183, Inter laken
at that time made onl y .Hatch -fiIled bookc1olhs_ Th e
ha ybe rry wax was u ~ed In the calendcnng proces... of
/hellarcll -li11ed bookdoth~ .

Back ill the late !BOO.' there was <111 dderly gentlclIwll

down in South County who pick ed l><1ybaries , melted
them down in to WIlX andsold u., the wa x. We 5t111 u sc
some so-called bayberry wax. bUI tile 'luamity is very
small due to the tnocr ... ~ an.J malerial changf.'}_

The pu re naybcrry W<l X was _still used mro the e<lrly
1900... and apP<lICnt/y worked well for the purpose for
wh icll ll Wd" Intended,

Icssc r Dawley, nmcw -one years old in the spring of
1971, states that during hrs boyhood the wooden

second story of the Brayton Suaphouse was inhabited
by a iamily who rented this unused pan of the building
Ho wever, by 1'J04 that second tloor was gone. Drrcctlv
ad ioimng the Soaphouse on rhc south hJJ"been a much

nc .....er wooden bu ilding probably daring from the 18805
which now stand s on the Da ....·ley farm on Spencer 's
Hill. .....here it w as m oved shortly after the turn of
the century.
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In changmg ove r to th e ma nufacture o f bayberry

wax, th e huge iron keltles (I t the Soaphou..e could be
used for borhng down bay berries. The pre ss was
probably installed in th e newer buildmg and has been

described as fullows :

it cons isted of a frame m to which till' hoilcd bay­
berries and liquid were poure d, rhen sbapcd planks
were pU I ewer the berri(>s m the frame, and the wooden
screw wa.s turned to cxcn pressure on the bemes.
Very slmilar to a cider press. A hole m the bo ttom
vi Ih e frame channeled the bayberry raIlvw mm nn
mold-pans, to harden into wax Cl1ke.~. These wax cakes
wh en hard were then removed from the molds and
barreled. the wax cakes bcmg held over lhe open barrel
end and broken with a hammer until the barrel wcs
full. Theil the head was Ilailed on the band and it wa.\
ready for shippmg our.

Mr. Carr, who conducted the genera l store on top of
N ooseneck Hill in West Greenwich , was on e of the
primary sources of bayberry supply for th e Brayton

Bayberry Tallow Works. Bartering groceries and other
supplies tor the bayberries, which he in tum sold to the

Braytons for cash , Mr. Carr provided West Greenwich
residents with a source of income desperately needed

in that remote area.
At some point during the manufacture the Braytons

decided that the pumice left over hum pressing the
berries could be ground into catt le feed . Nowadays
Smedley's , Britain'< largest Iruit-canmng firm , cardully

collects hom its operations all plum stones which they
gr ind into cau le feed . For rbeu times the Bray tons
exhibited advanced thmkmg

A ..mall millpond higher on the hill due west of the
Soaphousc provided water which was conveyed in a

large-diameter iron pipe laid on the ground . Where the
ground pitched sharply the pipe was elevated on posts.
A metal over-shot waterwheel eight or ten ieet in
diameter and about on e toot wide had been Installed in

a pit still to he seen on the ea st side. water was directed
on this wheel from the ele vated pipe and w ithin the
Soaphousc a ruo of ve ry sm all millstones, probably for

buckwheat, had been geared to the drive shaft of the

wh eel. Tal es about the Brayton mill sa.,. that this
brilliant idea did not work, but wh ether because the
sm all millstones could not grind the exceedingly hard

baybe rry seed with the limited power of the millpond ,
or because cat tle would not eat the resulting feed,
no one knows. Having inspected the mi llstones and

water-wheel. the writer inclines to the First reason.
Nothing harder than soft buckwheat could have been
grou nd in tha t milL (T he 1:ristmiII where corn and rye
were grou nd for Cowescn Road residents ""' ;)<" located

on Hardig Brook iust west of where the brook cr05SCS
Tollgate Road In th e 1 ~70s it was operated by A. Green
and later owne d and operated by Fred Smith .)

South and .....e..t of the Scaphouse, higher on the hill ,

the Brayton farmly homestead, sim ilar in design to the
other houses mentioned, burned to the ground in 1910.
The Braytons had sold the farm [(J the Daw ley family
and Ladd Dav..-lev was living there at the rime .

Across irom th e Brayton home on the north side of
the road was th e old farmhouse built by the Price
family Some people called Soaphouse Hill " Price Hill"
but by far the commonest name was and is Soaphouse
HilL Tenants by the name of Sanderson and later by the

name of Carr lived in the Price house which burned a
decade before the Brayton homestead . Following the
Fire, the Rcmingtons acqui red that land ,

One mote ancient house is left on the road befo re the
present West Warwick town line, the gambrel-roofed

Remington homestead at the end 01 a Ion!'; lane on the
north side , close to Quaker Lane. H idden today by the
encrusta tio n of modernization, the Remington house
was definitely not Cowescu Road architecture but in
the Quaker Lane style.

We have met among others a poultry medicine

manufacturer, tWO cider mill operators, a blacksmith ­
wheelwright-carpenter. a vegetable pill manufacturer,
a weaver of rag rugs. and mnnu facrurers of soap and
bayberry tallow . We have passed among othe rs a road
district supervisor and town pound keeper.jncn who

picked ba yberries for the tallow folk industry and
gathered alder and red sumac for commercial dyes.
Yet his tory todav passes off Coweseu Road, if indeed it
menrions It, as sim ply a rural farming area of the past.



69

Director's Newsletter

With the opening oi the David Patt en Manuscr ipt
Readi ng Room un April 25th at our library , the Society
took another step toward realizing our goals of quality

and excellence in the collection, preservation , and
interpretation 01 Rhode Island 's historical m at erial s.
First o f all the room ....<ill honor a distin guished
Rhode Isla nd wr iter and contain h is collectio n of
writings about the sta te. Second ly it prov ides a well
lighted, comfortable , and pleasant setting whe re all of
our manuscripts can be studied . The presence of our
manuscript curator, Mr. Shipton, in the room along
with the manuscript catalog means that all activities
conce rning manuscripts arc now centralized, .1f1ording

both better service to ou r readers and a h igher dC,I!;I CC o f
sec urity for the collections , The introdu ct ion of air

condit ion ing an d h umid ity co n tro l to th e en ti re library
is also a m ajor step in the direction of protection and
prcscrvanon of materials. A balance remain.. to be pa id
on the air conditioning and we hope the members will

help us out,
Memorial gifts have been received in mem ory of

Herbert E, Easton 01 Barr ington who di ed Febru ary 2.1,
1971, Mr. Easto n was a member (If the Soc iety for

tw enty yea rs. He was former President of th e Easton
and Burnham Company 01Central Fall s and th e
Paw tucket M an u factu rin g Co mpany. T he Rifts have

been added to our Library book fund and have been

used 10 purchase earl~· Rhode Island manufacturing
papers, notably the records o f the firm Harr is, G reene

and Com pany , one of the ea rly co non textile firms o f
the Paw tuxct valley. Th e Socie ty and fut ur e hi storian s
are ind ebted to Mr , Easton's family and friends lor
enabling us to ad d this im port an t collec t ion.

Interest and activity con tinue to grow ....-uh the
Society's pioneering venture 10 motion picture film
archives. The Society is grateful for the contributions of
Rhode Island film subjects from collectors Russell S.

Searles, Wallace E. Tillinghast, lr., and George

Da VId Pall en . dlH lO)(ll l \h ed Rh".fe hland wnter. in whos e
honor Ihe l ibrarY'!i h<lndlome new m<lnll ,ICtlpl room
j, named.

Richardson . Early film s of national importance were

among one hu ndr ed and seventy reel s give n by
;'\oI l. Henry O we ns of Cranston. Mr. O wens also gave
the archives tWO movie protectors made in Providence.

Other support in this area has been recei ved fro m
l eon ard Panaggio who suppl ied us with gcneral R.I.

foo tage and M r. an d M rs. C lifton N .lovenbcrg who
have adde d grea tl y to our kn owledge of the Rh ode
Island vaudeville stage and ca. rly picture industry.

Sesquicentennial plans for th e Society are under way
wit h tc n ta uve ar rangement s for a high-powe r sy m po­
sium on Rhode Island history , a la wn festiva l for th e

general public.and a ball fu r members and their frie nds.
In shon , we th ink the next twel ve month s will be a

m a jor mil esto ne in th e his to ry of the Soc iety ,



Om' Hundred dnd forty-ninrh Annual fdatin,1:

Th e one hundred an d Io rt v-mnth An nu al Jl,ketin~ 01
The Rh",k h l.m d Hrvnnical Societv W.l~ held Sunday ,
lan uarv 17, 1971. at.' 'CJ p.m.. In the libra ry,
II I Hope Street Providence. Rhode Island 01906.

President Bradford F Swan ca lled the meeting to order.
T he mmutcs 01 t he r reVIIlUS An nu al :-'\eelin~ were
.1rrroved Mr s Phi neas Srral(ue presented the list 01 o Rice rs
ami comrmnee members 10 serve un trl th e next an nu al
meeli n/.:. U ron mut iun dulv made and seconded. it was
unammuusiv voted that 5.lId sla te ul officers. co mm ittee
chanm ...n and members be dulv elected

.\\1 Slo.an m hrs preodcnnsl add ress. too k note 01 the
rfO~tt'l;S in au conduiorung the Librarv and adding a
manuscnpr teadmli: room In honor of Da vid Patten , He
c.. lled upon the members to hel l' pav th e ba lance on th e
an condumnmg He also reported th..t a n ew pla teau had
been reached III the rcsto rauon of lohn flro wn House. wit h
rhe roo ms ha\-inli: been recenuv pamted and fur n ish ed

Mr. SW.1n ccnnnued. "'II Joh n Brown House looks so fin e
rodav, grcat credu iOI th at should 1(0 to a ma n wh ose
,l:ene rOSIl'; to thi S Soct...t~ over the pasr three ';....ars has been
re.1lh extraordmarv I refer to No rman Herresh orl , w hose
,lI:IItS and loans 01 loh n Brown mar enal and furniture are
alm os t beyond behet. O thers have been inspired {Q donate
Brown matenal, an d we arc well on th e way to bein.l: able
(Q restore lo hn Brown Hou se ttl its or igma l ma gni ficen ce
and a good ap proxrmanon 01 what ie mu sr h ave been like
in lohn Brown's ume."

M r. SIo.J n the n spoke ot the work done on the Society's
vanous collecuons bv Mr . Shipton. M rs, Tilley, M rs. Karl
and Mr Coodvea e.

The drr ...c to e. Mr. Klyhcrli: . called the members" at tention
10 va rious secuons oi the Annua l Report which had been
dis tributed .It th e mt:c tinl:

The aftern oon program feat ur ed Mr . Georg ... L. Ho we
who read hom hi"l(urhicaltrihutes to his father,
Wallis Eastb urn HOWl;, In AmcrJClI1l Hl.'1 itd ~t' , June 1962,
and gave J warm and cntt:ruinln/.: ghmpse o f Bristol life in
the List ccm urv.

The mceon" adiournl'd at .'i' 15 pm .
Respect/ully suhmitled,
f RAr-i K l. HINCKLEY, lR
Srn<'lary

,""cafll()~y 197(J

MI. Darnel e Aldr ich
,\ \1 T"rre~' Allen
Ear k R Arnold. Esquire
.\1 r~ Philip ,\ t R.1rker. [r
.\lr Gl,(lr~e l Brad v
:-" 1.Curnv It Brooks
CuI. " m .l lt D . flrn"" "
:-'1rs Frcd M Burton
Mr s Ceorge E. Comerv
.\ tr. R\l/.:e r Williams Cooke
M rs Esth er T Dane
Mr . C:lrl S l)are!lus
e ...n Herbert R Dea n
.\\ls Hir am W Em... ry
M r IrVin,,;: 1:1\ Earn
.\tr Joseph F Hvnn
.\h~ Ela rke Freeman
Mr. Huvey T Freema n
J\-\ I S~ Katharme C. Greene
.\-\ls Chffurd D. Hea thcote
Hon Felix Hebe rt
Mr.famcs D. Herbert
.... If. Elmer S Hunon
,\ irs Har old W ln gram
,\ lrs C. O liver Iselin
.\ 11.Sunley Brown Iotdan
.\ 1Is. Fran cis P. Kent
Mr. C. Prescott KniRht ,lr.
.'\1r. Milt on R. Ma cint osh
.\\ rs Kennet h B Macleod
Mr lcscpb F. Malmsread
M r. K...1lI F. Manesun
Mr Howard L. Merrill
Mr , r Frank MOlli sscy
Mr s. Edward A. Mownra )"
Mrs . Neva O 'N eil
Mr s. Bradway S Philhps
Mr . Harold Min"t Pitman
M f. Luuis M , Ream
Mrs. Ethelbert A. Rusden, Ir.
M rs. Carl Sch ruvssucn
M r. CLiyton D. Sheldon
Mr . Hamid D. Stone
M r. J_ll'lllil(,m Sullivan
M r. lanl es A. Tyson
Arthur V. Vaul(nn , r-l.D.
M r. Rohert D . Wood
Mr. "rdney L. Wri" h t
r-.lr , Lalo.' r...nce C. Wro lh
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62,500,72.
9,.H I -17
1,97065

9,17.70
1,906.:;0
1.236.26

29S.-l9
1,820.70
,l,-138..13

82.3.00
-I,9! 9 -11
3,-123,97
7,">117.00

-1 ,<;7928
-1 ,:'W3 .-l6
';,655.66
2,999.71

500.00

1,775.80
1,00100
2,267.96
-1.100.00
1~157.08

1,.l6l.ill

£XI'lNllITUIl£\

S.Il" ri.',
l' l' nMo n
\ot:la l "-.'t:UIIl\' I.IM"
Duecrorv JI-.:lelinlurv fund
Surrhcs
Telephone
Prn mnl lu n
....\cmht:lsh ir
Ltbrarv
Quaker maten.al purcha...·,
.\' u' eum
Lectu res
Pubhc.anuns
Heal, h~ht. and

housekeeping
Grounds
BuildinJ:s
Insurance
Group insurance an d

Blue CnlSs
Microfilm
Outside services
Prot essio nal fees
Mlo;cdlanrous
Equrpmenr
Prov ision lor

John Brow n House
fence pa inunJ: and
reran

:;2000

58,156,81 \ 11.3,500.18

2 1,lXXl.00
2,lXXl.00

210.00
921.20

2JJnnl
1,88:;.00

:w6-l

\26,(.80.:;0

UJ49-1

'>4.91 !JL7

\ HOm
200.00

."ilull'lnl'llI ui G"l1nal Fund - ReaJpt' ,inti Expl'ndJlurr.,
¥eil/ t'neit'd 11I1H' 'Ill, 1970

RECfII'T'

Dues
Con tribunons

General
Corporate

SU le oi Rhode leland
Ctrv of Providence
l'atrjonc socreues
AJm i ~~ lnn income
OUI~IJe ~e'VH;C'S

Sre(:lallec lufC'S
Miscellaneous
Tranvters 110m other

funds ior CUTTen!

operanons
Consohd.ned endow­

men! mcomc
Restricted fund

Income

TOTAL u rE....DlTUR£S

LXCLSS O f
EHLNDlTUR£S
OVER

RfV ENU LS

131,-1 7-1 .20

jS 17,97·W1)
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Th e Rhode leland Hislorical SOci~I)'

Otlicer.. and Cc m miuee .'\\ r m br no

el ected at thr 1491h Annual "'r rlin .!: 10 "ern
unnl rhe Annual .'\l eN in .!: in 1972

I""erh K. On,l'fl'\rdrnr
Bava rd Ewi n g, vi ( r 1'T! 'IHft'/H

Mr, George E, D own ing,
VIet' president

Frank L. Hinckley. Jr , Ucrt' I,Jry
Mrs Norma n T Rolles,
,"'I,fdn r <ecre llln'

Tnwnes M . Hams. lr.. Irt'<I .lurer
Duncan Hunter .'>huran .
a .'1' I<l n t Irea <luer

Fl:-':':"O

R,l\'ard Ewm~, Ch<llfm a n
F""u'r B, Davis, h
Michael A, Gammino, lr
John Srm men
Charles C. Hort on

CROUNDS AND 8UIlnlNGS

WIlliam N . Davis, ,hilllnJall
H Cushman Anthony
Chflord S. Gustafson
Harold In gram , Jr.
Thomas ,",. Sneddon

I OH~ BROWN HOUSf

Mrs . Ceorge E. Downing. chairman
Wmslow Ames
,trs lohn A. Cwvnne
~urman Herreshotf
Frank 'huran, III
I..hn ~icholas Brown , ell: oiiicio

U CTURE

Mr, Phineas Spr ague. chairman
Dr M;\r..:uerHe Ap r lelUn
RIChard R. Ha rnmnon
"'>hs Clifford P. Mona hon
l eonard l . Pan a.l:.l: iu

\\f\\IlfRSHIP

p.nnck T. Con Icy, d1<1Umllll
Hcnr v A L Brown
Mr' S, Bradford T ingley
Walter R. Martin
I,,' cr h Mcr-:ultv

\I USEUM

,..trs Charles Robinson . Ir.. ,hmrmll n
' .... mvlow Ames
Bavard Ewing
xormm Heneshotl
loseph K. Ott
,"' rs Peter I. wesrervelt

rUftLlCAnONS

Swan C. Sherman , cboumo n
Henr v L P. Beckwith. lr .
Mrs. Phi lip Dav is
wendell G arret!
Norman W. Smith
Jocl A. Co hen, ex ofilCIfl

llHRAI\Y

Malcolm G , Chace, III, chllu mlln
Charles W. Farnham
Alhen E. lownes
Mrs. Rohen W. Hathaw Ol Y
Ma llhew I· Sm ith

AUDIT

John If. Drury , ch<l i rman
Seth B. Gi fford
Robert H. Goff

The Executive Board IScom posed of
the officers; ch air men of the stand­
mg comrnutees, members at lar ge ;
Norman T, Bolles, George C. Davis,
Walter R. Mart in , lIrad ford F, Swan;
th e director ; an d Ellio tt E, Andrew s,
~t ate librar ian, ex u/fido.
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los~ph K. Du , n~wly ~1~c(aI prrJjd~llt, Irstens !O the
COU11$d 01 his predecessor, Bradford F. Swan.

Dcsi/:11t'lf by M alcol m Grear De'l/:11"1>, Inc .
T YPI' .' 1' 1 by Typn<'!nn,l; Service Co.
Primed by ForemoH Lithogw ph Co.
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