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Figure 1.

The first written state constitution offered
to Rhode Island's voters was rejected by the
freemen in October 1824 by a margin of 2 to
1(3,206 to 1.668). Its most significant

from the growing towns in the northeastern
quadrant of the state and opposition from
the static and declining communities in the
south and west. Providence approved the
relatively conservative document by a 653-
to-26 margin; Newport rejected it by the
lopsided tally of 531 to 5. RIHS Collection
(RHi X3 6704).
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No Tempest in a Teapot:
The Dorr Rebellion in National Perspective

@n 5 July 1841, frustrated members of the fifteen-month-old Rhode Island

Suffrage Association irrevocably embraced the doctrine of popular constitu-
ent sovereignty in a mass meeting held at the Dexter Training Grounds in
Providence. This theory held that “the people” in their primary capacity could
call a constitutional convention and draft a new basic law without the authoriza-
tion of the existing government if that government was unresponsive to the
urgent need for political and constitutional reform. The association was driven to
embrace this radical concept because those Rhode Islanders in power, regardless
of party affiliation, had resolutely resisted or deflected constitutional reform for
nearly a quarter century.

Since 1818, when Connecticut drafted a written constitution, Rhode Island had
been the only state to be governed by a royal charter; since 1830, when Virginia
relented, Rhode Island had been the only state to imposea general real estate
requirement for voting and officeholding. The state’s basic law, the colonial
charter of 1663, was unamendable, and it contdined no separation of powers, no
bill of nghts, and no provision for reapportioning seats in the legislature. Under
this archaic document the General Assembly was supreme, and that body was
dominated by conservative, landholding white males who saw no need to share
their power with those less favorably situated.

A reform effort that began in 1817, during a period of national constitutional
ferment, culminated in the call of Rhode Island’s first constitutional convention
in 1824, but even the conservative document drafted by that convention—whose
delegates were chosen according to the same apportionment scheme as the
legislature—was rejected by the state’s freemen. In 1834, after five vears of
reform agitation, the legislature authorized another, similarly composed constitu-
tional convention, but this second gathering adjourned without producing a final
draft for voter approval, and the reform movement, led by Providence attormey
Thomas Wilson Dorr, evaporated during the economic depression of 1837,

The hectic “Log Cabin and Hard Cider” presidential campaign of 1840, which
appealed to the simple values of the common man, resurrected the reform cause
and precipitated the rise of the radical Rhode Island Suffrage Association. With
the previous litany of frustrations in mind, many advocates of suffrage extension
became convinced that only revolutionary measures would achieve their desired
reforms. Emulating the novel political techniques used with such success by
“Tippecanoe and Tyler too”—parades, mass meetings, torchlight processions—
the association launched a vigorous and spirited campaign to eliminate Rhode
Island’s governmental abuses.

Like the movement of the 1830s, this militant suffrage movement was at least
technically nonpartisan. It differed from its predecessor, however, in several
respects: its membership was drawn overwhelmingly from the ranks of the
Democratic party; its rank and file was composed mainly of nonfrecholders; it
advocated universal manhood suffrage and denounced real and personal property
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NO TEMPEST IN THE TEAPOT: THE DORR REBRELLION

FREE SUFFRAGE.

Speech of the Hon. Dutee J. Pearce, on a Consti-

tution and the Extension of Suffrage.
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Mr. Pearre moved in eommitive of the whole,
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Freure 2

In the constitutional convention of 1824.
state attorney general Dutee | Pearce of
Newport proposed to expand the suffrage to
all white males, twenty-one vears of age, who
had one year's residency in the stute,
provided that they paid their taxes, per
formed military duty, on possessed at least
one hundred dollars’ worth of real or per-
sanyl property, Despite Pearce's eloguent
argument (reprinted in this broadside in
1831), ks proposal to expand the electorate
recetved a scant three votes from the land-
holding delegates. RIHS Collection (RHi X3
H6935)
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qualifications for voting on political (but not financial) questions; and it was
willing to utilize extralegal methods to achieve reform by ignoring or intimidat-
ing the legally constituted charter government. The responsibility for the
creation of this revolutionary association rested in part with the landed oligarchy,
irrespective of party affiliation and including propertied Democrats, because of
that oligarchy’s reactionary and obdurate refusal to amend or replace the anti-
quated charter. Its stand demonstrated the peril of unreasonably blocking change.

Once again reformist agitation prompted the General Assembly to authorize a
constitutional convention, this one scheduled for Novemhgr 1841. The agitators
correctly assumed, however, that the Assembly’s act was insincere and opportu-
nistic, designed merely to sap vitality from the association’s cause and no more
intended to be the vehicle of change than the previous “do-nothing” conventions
summoned to appease the disfranchised in 1824 and 1834, As a result of this
assumption, members of the Suffrage Association decided upon an extralegal
course to attain their ends. Drafting Thomas Dorr to lead them, they exhorted
the adult male citizenry to disregard the landholding qualifications and go to the
polls to elect delegates to a “People’s Convention,” which would meet in Octo-
ber 1841. The elections were duly held late in August, and within six weeks the
retormers’ convention presented the fruit of its deliberations to the white male
populace of Rhode Island for ratification. Meanwhile, the legally authorized
Landholders’ Convention met and adjourned without producing a new basic law.

The “People’s Constitution,” of which Dorr was the principal author, remedied
many abuses that had persisted under the charter regime. The most notable and
controversial departure from the charter system was in the area of suffrage: the
statutory $134 frechold requirement was repudiated by a clause that extended
suffrage to adult white male citizens with one year's residence in the state.
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Frgure 3.

Thomas Wilson Dorr ( 1805-1854), patrician
reformer and leader of the fight for equal
rights and free suffrage that culminated in
Rhode Island's Dorr Rebellion, began his
reform efforts in 1834 as a prominent member
of the newly formed Constitutional party and
as the principal author of the progressive
Address to the People of Rhode Island, RIHS
Callection (RHi X3 6753)

PROFESSOR sy CALLED FOR.
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Figure 4.
Elated by the favorable turnout in the
December 1841 referendum on the People's
Constitution, the reformers’ newspaper, the
New Age, rushed into print with preliminary
tabulations showing that the suffragists had
prevailed by an overwhelming margin, In
maocking response to their opponents’ charac-
terization of the 1841 movement as “a tem-
pest i a teapot,” the reformers asserted that
the people—fourteen thousand strong—had
generated not o tempest but “a Revolution,”
RIHS Collection (RH1 X3 6835),

NO TEMPEST IN THE TEAPOT; THE DORR REBELLION

Other significant features of the People’s Constitution were its reapportionment
provision, which increased the representation of Providence and other urbanized
centers in the Assembly’s House of Representatives; a secret-ballot clause; a bill
of rights; and a general diminution of the power of the legislature through the
establishment of clear separation of powers on the principle of three-branch
government. The conservative aspects of the document were its denial of a
number of important public offices, including those of mayor and councilman, to
nontaxed citizens, and its provision whereby no person was allowed to vote on
any financial question in the cities or towns unless he was a taxpayer or the
owner of ratable property (real or personal) of at least $150 in value.

Beginning on 27 December 1841, a three-day popular referendum was held to
decide on this proposed constitution. With no landholding requirements for
participation, the turnout of voters approached 14,000. Only 52 votes were cast
against the People’s Constitution, since charter adherents boycotted the election.
Because 13,944 of the state's estimated 23,142 white adult males had voted to
approve the document, as had 4,960 of the state’s 9,590 freemen, Dorr declared
that the constitution had been duly ratified. The possibility of fraudulent voting
was high (as for any election in that age), and undoubtedly a number of bogus
ballots were cast, but when the results were tabulated and certified on 13 January,
the reformers insisted that the People’s Constitution had supplanted the charter
as the paramount law of the state. Popular constituent sovereignty had tri-
umphed, or so it seemed!

G OGN OGN L)

Ironically, the suffragists relinquished their momentum in January 1842 at the
peak of their campaign. The very orderly and peaceful nature of their revolution
impaired 1ts decisiveness, for they had decreed in the People’s Constitution that
the charter government “shall exercise all the powers with which it is now clothed,
until the said first Tuesday of May 1842, and until their successors, under this
constitution, shall be duly elected and qualified.” This clause (overlooked by most
historians) gave the charterites nearly four months to devise an official counter-
offensive to prevent the People’s Constitution from taking effect. Seldom have
revolutionaries been so obliging or respectful toward an existing government.

Too much was at stake for the long-entrenched establishment to acquiesce
without a fight, but its forceful countereffort was not anticipated by most reform-
ers, especially those who naively believed that the December referendum would
be legally and morally binding on all Rhode Islanders, They were warned of the
impending crisis in January at the height of their success by Henry Dorr,
Thomas's younger but more conservative brother, who challenged the validity of
the People’s Convention and predieted that most people would bow before
“constituted authority.” If the suffragists persisted, he admonished, they “would
be like the Chartists of England with a few leaders, and those not the right men to
head such an enterprise—and no people on which you can depend to support you
at all risks.” The younger Dorr indeed proved to be a prophet.

Many reasons explain the charterites’ resistance towards the People’s Constitu-
tion—its radical doctrine of popular constituent sovereignty, its anticorporate
ideology of equal rights, its impact on the “agrarian interest” through reappor-
tionment, and its enfranchisement of the “low Irish”—but undoubtedly it was
the never-articulated urge for political self-preservation that was the underlying
motive animating leaders of the Law and Order coalition that formed to defend
the existing regime. The proposed changes simply made retention of their power
more imperative.
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Figure 5,

The Constitutional party published its own newspaper, the
Rhode-Island Constitutionalist, but inadequate funding limited
its life 1o two issues, those of 12 March 1834 (shown here) and 7

Apnl 1834, Courtesy of the John Hay Library, Brogdside
Division. Brown University.
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Figure 6.

I this 1840 presidential election cartoon,
Andrew Jackson urges President Martin Van
Buren toward the White House over a path
obstructed by log cabins and hard cider.
Handicapped by unpopular economic
policies, Van Buren looks wistfully toward
his ather home in Kinderhook, New York,
The 1840 campaign is natable for popular-
izing the now-ubiquitous expression QK.
which was first used allusively and humor-
ously for “oll karrect” but was also applied to
Van Buren, who was known as “O1d
Kinderhook.” Matters were not O.K. in
Rhode Island, however, because the interest-
mspiring campaign only heightened the
resentment of those thousands of adult males
wha were dented participation because of the
persistence of the real estate requirement for
voting, Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Figure 7,

The campaign of 1840 greatly popularized
the use of political paraphernaha like
badges, buttons. and banners and such
technigues for mobilizing the electorate as
mass meetings, torchlight processions, oxen
roasts, und bonfires, In the aftermath of that
election, Rhode Island constitutional
reformers reasoned that they could use these
devices to Incite the state’s second-class
citizens to vigorous action, This Ward 2
banner, made by Providence suffragists in
1841 and catrried to numerous rallies,
depicts Iiberty as an American eagle
clasping the nation’s flag in its talons. RIHS
Collection.
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Dort’s opposition—mainly politically dominant urban Whigs associated with the
commercial-business-industrial complex, and rural Democrats from South
County and the western hill towns—had every intention of asserting their legal
authority, and in January 1842 they launched a determined bid to undermine the
revolutionaries’ position. Theirattack on the Dorrites was multifaceted.
The prestigious judiciary spearheaded one thrust; during the winter
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and early spring of 1842, federal district judge John Pitman and state Supreme
Court chiet justice Job Durfee descended from their neutral benches to attack the
People’s Constitution openly on theoretical and legal grounds. Pitman, a former
supporter of suffrage extension, penned a January address To the Members of the
General Assembly of Rhode Island, which attacked the extralegal methods of the
suffragists and urged that their criminal “revolutionary movement” be immedi-
ately suppressed. Pitman also corresponded with United States Supreme Court
justice Joseph Story, then nding the New England circuit. The conservative
Story—who would later preside over several cases arising from the Dorr Rebel-
lion—was equally partisan. “If ever there was a case that called upon a judge to
write and speak openly and publicly, it was the very case then before you,” he
advised Pitman.

According to Story’s Whig view, “the Constitution of Rhodg Island was to be
overturned by a self-created body,” and there was “no duty more sacred in every
citizen than upon such an emergency to come forth and resist, by all the just and
moral means in his power, such proceedings.” Job Durfee agreed with this
extreme judicial activism. In early March his three-judge court (which included
William R. Staples and Levi Haile, a leader of the Constitutional party of the
1830s) issued a public letter asserting the illegality of the People’s Constitution
and contending that any attempt to carry it into effect would be “treason against
this State.”

Justice Durfee—erstwhile poet, former congressman, and formidable orator—was
not content with a single swipe at the “mobocratic” suffragists. On 15 March he
delivered a charge to a Bristol grand jury, which it subsequently published, re-
affirming his belief that support of the People’s Constitution was treasonous and
expounding a persuasive and logical refutation of popular constituent sovereignty.

In attempting to define “the people,” Durfee distinguished between the “natural
people,” or the entire human population regardless of age, sex, color, citizenship,
or legal or mental status, and the “corporate people,” or the legal voters in whom
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Overlooking the Cove and the city, Jefferson
Plain (where the present State House stands)
wus a popular spot for suffrage rallies. On 17
April 1841, for example. the Rhode Island
Suffruge Association conducted a giant parade
i which three thousand people participated.
According to the reform newspaper New Age,
the demonstration culminated on Jefferson
Plain with “a magnificent collation™ of beer,
roasted ox, talf, and hog. RIHS Collection (RHi
X3 6630).
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alone sovereignty resides. For him, sovereignty was not some vague primal right
in the hands of a majority of natural people but a carefully defined, limited
power to be exercised by the people’s representatives under established, legiti-
mate modes. Durfee’s distinction was followed by other Law and Order apolo-
gists, including John Whipple and Daniel Webster when they defended the
charter regime before the United States Supreme Court in the case of Luther v.
Borden (1849). These conservatives, in the tradition of Hamilton, stressed the
primacy of order and authority, while Dorrites argued in Jeffersonian fashion
that order was not possible without liberty and that liberty was possible only when
the people controlled their government.

In another extremely potent maneuver, charter adherents appealed to the class,
sectional, occupational, and ethnoreligious sentiments of Rhode Islanders in an
inconsistent but effective propaganda campaign waged against the People’s
Constitution in broadsides, pamphlets, and the pages of the Providence Journal.
Conservatives warned well-to-do urbanites and farmers that the proposed basic
law would bring the city under the domination of the idle, ignorant, and poorer
class; they alarmed farmers by contending that the document’s reapportionment
plan would place the agrarian interest at the mercy of the industrial and shift the
basis of taxation from business to land; and they excited entrepreneurs by
emphasizing the reformers’ anticorporate philosophy of equal rights. Propagan-
dists—especially Henry Bowen Anthony and Professor William G. Goddard—
played upon the fears of native-born Protestants, warning them that the liberal
suffrage clause of the People’s Constitution would pave the way for the political
ascendancy of those Irish Catholic immigrants who were swarming into the
state in ever-increasing numbers.

Political nativism, a potent weapon in the arsenal of the Law and Order conser-
vatives, was especially evident in the final draft of the Freemen'’s (or Landhold-
ers’] Constitution, produced in February 1842 by the reconvened session of the
Landholders’ Convention. This Law and Order body drafted a compromise
document designed to wean moderates from their adherence to the extralegal
People’s Constitution. The tactic was highly successful. The Freemen'’s Consti-
tution contained no lofty appeals to the doctrine of popular constituent sover-
eignty and no traces of the ideology of equal rights. It reapportioned the legisla-
ture, but less drastically than Dorr’s document, especially in the upper house,
where it gave great security to the farming interest by allocating 60 percent of
the Senate’s nineteen seats to rural areas. Although it slightly reduced the power
of the legislature, it allowed it to retain all its judicial functions and denied the
governor a veto. The freemen’s bill of rights, however, was quite progressive, and
perhaps even modeled upon that of the People’s Constitution.

The most exploitable difference between the two documents appeared in the
area of suffrage. The Freemen’s Constitution gave the franchise to those white,
male, native-born citizens who met age and residency requirements, but it
retained the real estate requirement for naturalized citizens, for whom it
actually lengthened the state residency qualification from one year to three years
after naturalization. By resolution of the General Assembly, all those who would
be enfranchised by the Freemen’s Constitution were allowed to vote upon its
ratification in a three-day referendum scheduled for 21-23 March.

These concessions—especially that of suffrage to the native-born—stole the
thunder from the Dorrite cause and drove a wedge between extreme and moder-
ate reformers. The Providence Journal, the leading organ of the Law and Order
faction, told natives that the freemen’s basic law “extends suffrage for which
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you originally contended,” whereas “foreign elements in the other constitution
would neutralize your power and effectiveness.” As editor Henry Anthony
admonished: “The great difference between the two constitutions lies in the
provision respecting foreigners. Everything else 1s nothing to this.”

Nativistic rhetonic became increasingly inflaimmatory in the March campaign
over ratification. One broadside wamed men of Rhode Island stock that the
People’s Constitution would “place vour government, your civil and political
institutions, your PUBLIC SCHOOLS, and perhaps your RELIGIOUS PRIVI-
LEGES, under the control of the POPE of ROME, through the medium of thou-
sands of NATURALIZED FOREIGN CATHOLICS.” This widely disseminated
leaflet further advised that support of the Freemen'’s Constitution was essential
unless natives were “prepared to see a Catholic Bishop, at the head of a posse of
Catholic Priests, and a band of their servile dependents, take the field to subvert
your institutions, under the sanction of a State Constitution.”

Suffragist Joshua B. Rathbun wrote Dorr from Tiverton that “this right to exclude
naturalized citizens is strongly insisted upon here and has perhaps operated
against us more than anything else. Men were called upon not to vote for a
constitution but to vote against Inshmen.” Providence Brahmin John Carter
Brown privately urged reformer Walter R. Dantorth to accept the Freemen’s
Constitution. “Perhaps you can influence Colonel [Franklin] Cooley to hammer
away on the right side, seeing that suffrage is extended to everybody of native
growth,” Brown told the suffragist leader. “The Colonel would hardly desire to be
governed by the Catholic priesthood.” Contemporary broadsides played upon this
xenophobia; one expressed the exaggerated opinion that “every Roman Catholic
Irishman in Rhode Island is a Dorrite.”

The Journal unlized the acid pens of Henry Anthony and William Goddard on the
eve of the referendum to succinctly state its case:

The balance of power in the Legal [i.e., Freemen's| Constitution resides in the
Senators from those portions of the State engaged in agriculture. . . .

Where is the balance of power left in the instrument manufactured by Messrs.
Dorr, Brown & Co.! Where, but among the twenty-five hundred foreigners, who
are already in the State, and the hundreds more who will be imported? . . These
are the men, leagued together as they are in one band, who will hold the rod of
political power over our native citizens, and usurp the seat of political justice.
Their priests and leaders will say here to a political party, as ghey say in New
York city, give us by law, every opportunity to perpetuate our spiritual despotism
... and we will assist you to a man; we will give vou power. . . . At the feet of
these men, may you lay down your boasted freedom of thought and political
independence.

... Wherever he [the foreigner| wanders, he still sings songs of his early home.
The arms of his mother church embrace him,—he still bows down to her rituals,
worships the host, obeys and craves absolution from his priests. . . . He cannot
associate freely, with the independent sons of our free land, and cannot assimilate
himself to our institutions. . , .

Now is the time to choose between these two systems. Where will you place the

great conservative check in our government? With foreigners responsible only o

their priests, or with intelligent Rhode Island farmers?
Conversely, the American Irish press lined up with Dorr. “It is our own Home Rule
question in Rhode Island,” asserted the Truth Teller (New York] in an article
upholding the Dorrites’ cause. Clearly the Irish-Catholic issue was an essential
aspect of the 1842 controversy, both as a scare tactic and as a genuine apprehension.

Moved more by principle than by a quest for power, Dorr and his leading associ-
ates exhorted “the people” to vote down the handiwork of the Landholders’
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Figure 9.

This badge was worn at a suffrage rally at the
Dexter Training Grounds in Providence on 5
July 1841. At this gathering the reformers
decided to invoke the doctrine of popular
constituent sovereignty by calling a "People’s
Convention,” They were urged on by such
spoakers as the Reverend William Balch, who
asked rhetorically: “Call 1t a revolution that
we say virtue, honor, pattiotism miakes the
mun and not dirt and primogenituret Call 1t
a revolution that we level every false
distinction. every grade not based on talent
or moral worth, and proclaim liberty and
rights to the people!™ RIHS Collection
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Convention. The electorate responded to this appeal, despite the vote-buying
tactics of frecholders, and the Freemen’s Constitution was defeated by the
ominously narrow margin of 8,689 to 8,013 in a turnout that exceeded the record-
breaking December referendum. Ironically, it was the negative stance of the
ultraconservative faction of the Law and Order party, those opposing any reform
whatsoever, that saved the day for the Dorrites; the vote of the reformers alone
{with naturalized Insh excluded from the referendum) would not have been
sufficient to defeat the Freemen’s Constitution. Nonetheless, suffragists hailed
the election as a vindication of the “sovereignty of the people” over the alleged
“sovereignty of corporations.”

GO 06 W D

As the charter government prepared for the annual April elections, it took other
decisive steps to reverse the suffragists’ momentum. One such tactic was the
mobilization of the state militia companies by an executive order commanding
them to be ready to appear armed and equipped at thirty minutes’ notice. On 2
April the Assembly passed its “Algerine Law” (so-called by Dorrites because they
equated its harshness with the arbitrary rule of the dey of Algiers]. This menacing
statute imposed severe penalties against those who participated in the upcoming
“People’s” election and declared that anyone who assumed state office under the
People’s Constitution was guilty of treason against the state and subject to life
imprisonment. On 7 April Judge John Pitman advised Justice Story that “we are
not idie. Full power has been given to the governor to meet the exigency of the
crisis and he 1s doing all he can to put the state in military array.”

The charterites also began to appease Rhode Island’s black community. Although
the Freemen's Constitution had denied the vote to Afro-Americans, some
conservatives were now willing to grant that concession in return for black
assistance against the suffragists.

The apparent “unreliability” of the regular state militia, many of whose members
supported Dorr, prompted Governor Samuel Ward King to apply to President John
Tyler with the request that “such precautionary measures . . . be taken by the
Government of the United States” as might afford the charter government the
protection against domestic violence required by the United States Constitution.
On 4 April, at the instigation of Judge Pitman, King sent a three-man delegation
to confer with Tyler, this delegation consisting of conservative rural Democrats
Elisha Potter, Jr., and John Brown Francis and Whig attorney John Whipple, in
whose office Dorr had clerked. One weck later, after some ambivalence, the states’
rights Virginian president “assured” King that “should the time arrive, when an
insurrection shall exist against the government of Rhode Island, and a requisition
shall be made upon the Executive of the United States to furnish that protection
which is guaranteed to each by the constitution and laws, I shall not be found to
shrink from the performance of a duty.” Tyler then added a provision that gave a
lift to the Law and Order cause: “In such a contingency, the Executive could not
look into real or supposed defects of the existing government”; on the contrary, it
was his duty to continue “to respect the requisitions of that government which has
been recognized as the existing government of the State through all time past”
until such time as he should be “advised in a regular manner that it has been
altered and abolished and another substituted in its place by legal and peaceable
proceedings adopted and pursued by the authorities and people of the state.”

With their counteroffensive in full swing, Law and Order forces looked towards
the regular annual election on 20 April to sustain themselves in power until the
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Figure 1)

After the 5 July rally the state committee of
the Rhode Island Suffrage Associution issued
this formal call for a People’s Convention.
The delegates to the proposed gathering were
to be apportioned according to population
and chosen by universal male suffrage in
town elections on 28 August. The revol
ticnary body was to convene on 4 October
1841, a month prior to the convention auth-
orized by the General Assembly in which
only white male landowners could be
delegates. This appeal for the citizens of
Rhode Island to exercise their popular con-
stituent sovereignty finally brought Dorr into
the public arena again. Contrary to the
general opinfon of historians, Dorr had plaved
no role in the genesis of the Suffrage
Assoctation. but when agitators approached
him in August to serve as a delegate to the
People’s Convention. the once-apprehensive
patnician immediately declared that his
services would "be very cheerfully rendered ™
RIHS Collection (RHi X3 61971
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Dorrites’ challenge was overcome. Though now on the defensive, the suffragists,
tor their part, were not idle. In February and March they held rallies in various
mill villages, and they counteracted the legal challenge to popular constituent
sovereignty posed by Durfee and Pitman by drafting the impressive Nine Lawyers’
Opimion, the most cogent and persuasive statement of suffrage ideology. On 5
April they dispatched reform editor Dr. John A. Brown (who proved to be a naive
emissary) to confer with Tyler and leading Democratic congressmen to forestall
federal mtervention, and on 18 April they fielded a full slate of state officers in
defiance of the Algerine Law. Thomas Dorr was their reluctant but courageous
candidate for governor (after both Democrat Thomas F. Carpenter and Whig
Wager Weeden had declined the nomination), despite a plea from his prestigious
parents to save them “from that shame and disgrace which will attend us if you
persist, and which will hurry us sorrowing to the grave.”

The April elections brought the crisis to a head. When the balloting was done on
18 Apnl, Dorr had polled 6,359 votes to become the “People’s governor.” Two
days later incumbent Whig Samuel Ward King defeated Democratic suffragist
Thomas Carpenter by a margin of 4,864 to 2,211. Although Dorr’s election under
the People’s Constitution was unopposed and a fierce storm dampened the
contest, the turnout was still disappointing; Dorr’s total was 2,330 less than the
vote against the Freemen's document
and 7,585 less than the vote in favor
of the People’s Constitution three
and a half months earlier. Further,
the 4,864 votes cast by freecholders for
King in the regular election repre-
sented a majority of the total number
- of freemen (9,590). Dorrites had
E—jf claimed this majority in January
- [ when they tallied the votes on the
ey People’s Constitution, but on 20
April most freecholders allied with the
forces of Law and Order.

Wl E LS U BIGHTS, w0 0E WL TONE TYeM.
e Wy

Suffragist support was clearly on the
wane, especially in southerly rural
arcas, and sevesal prominent Rhode
Islanders had publicly switched sides.
Notable among the defectors were
wealthy industrialist and political
chameleon William Sprague, who
reccived a United States senatorship
in February 1842 for his change of
heart, and Jacob Frieze, a historian of
Rhode Island suffrage reform. Even
state representative Samuel Arwell of
Glocester, the leading suffrage
spokesman in the General Assembly,
wavered after enactment of the
Algerine Law.

Emboldened by reform’s ebbing nide,
the chanerites added new tactics to
their counteroffensive in the after-
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UNDER WHICK THOMAS WILSON DORR WAS ELECTED GOVERNOR.
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Figure 11

The People’s Constitution, with Dorr as 1ts
principal draftsman. was permeated with the
ideology of equal rights, It was therefore
denounced by its critics as “unadulterated
locofocoism™—a reference to the equal-
rights, working-class wing of New York's
Democratic party. That group had influenced

the course of reform in Rhode Island from the

late 1830s onward, and Dorr embraced most
of its principles. This ideology of equal rights
has been described as an amalgam of
Lockean theonies of freedom, laissez-faire
economics, Calvinistic maral scruples, hos
tlity towards “aristocratic” privilege, and o
belief in the negative state. RIHS Collection
(RH: X3 6743)
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math of the April balloting. Governor King called a special session of the Assem-
bly that strengthened governmental prerogatives under the riot act, authorized
armed volunteer “police companies” in Providence, and created a Board of Coun-
cillors “to advise with the Govenor as to the executive measures proper to be taken
in the present emergency of the State.” This “council of war” consisted of six
prominent Whigs and conservative James Fenner, a former Democratic govermnor.
After vigorous debate, a proposition to call a third constitutional convention was
deferred to the next session of the Assembly by a vote of 45 to 12. Shortly after the
special session adjoumed, there came another move fraught with ominous implica-
tions for the suffragists: on 2 May the Tyler administration decided to reinforce
the garrison at Fort Adams in Newport by increasing its regular complement of 119
to a total of 302 officers and enlisted men.

As the rival governments prepared to assume power on 3-4 May under their
respective basic laws, a clash appeared imminent. On 3 May the suffragists
prefaced their accession to office by staging a colorful parade in Providence from
the Hoyle Tavern in the West End to the State House on North Main Street. The
entourage featured the Providence Brass Band, members of the People's govern-
ment, and a strong military contingent that included the sixty-member Dorr
Troop of Horse, the governor’s personal guard. Only the eventual setting for the
People’s legislature diminished the luster and triumph of the occasion. Since the
charterites had locked the State House, which contained the state’s seal, archives,
and other symbols of sovereignty, the suffragists retreated to a preselected alterna-
tive site, an unfinished foundry building on Eddy Street near Dorrance, to conduct
their legislative deliberations.

Dorr unsuccessfully opposed such timid acquiescence. Later he ruefully observed
“that it was here that the cause was defeated, if not lost.” In chiding his more
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Figure 12.

The People’s Constitution repudiated the
$134 statutory frechold requirement in favor
of a clause that extended suffrage to adult
white male citizens with one vear's residence
1n the state The ractal qualification was
inserted over strenuous objections from Dorr
and Benjamin Arnold, Jr., of Providence, both
of whom correctly asserted that this inconsis-
tent restriction violated the principle of equal
rights upon which the People’s movement was
based. The local blacks who penned this peti-
tion agreed, as did such leading abolitionists
as Frederick Douglass. Abby Kellev, and
William Lloyd Garrison, all of whom came to
Rhode Island to demonstrate against the
People’s Constitution. RIHS Collection (RHi
X36719),

“T the Free Suffrage Convention.

CGenruemes: The remonstrance of tie undersigned colored citizens
of Rhode Island, respectfully represent, that, in the constitation that is pro-
to be sent forth by your respected body for adoption, there is oue
measure inserted, upots which we, as an interested party, beg leave, with de-
ference, to wake known our views, and give an expression of pur sentiments.
We have reference to thut proposed article which, in inserting the word
“white,” denies all persons of color the use and exercise of the elective

franchise,

“ Against the sacrifice of an ill-used and unoffending people, we desire to
enter our most solemu and earnest protest.  We are nnwilling that this sore,
grievous, and unwarrantable infliction should be made upon our already
“hout liftin~ == our voi-

bruised he=-
Ll T M
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moderate associates, Dorr contended that “the period for decided action had now
arrived.” A valid government, he said, “was entitled to sit in the usual places of
legislation, to possess and control the public property, and to exercise all the functions
with which it was constitutionally invested. A government without power, appealing
to voluntary support, destitute of the ability or disposition to enforce its lawful
requisitions, was no government at all and was destined to extinction.” Had the
State House been seized, lamented Dorr, “right would have been confirmed by pos-
session, the law and the fact would have been conjoined, and the new order of things
would have been acquiesced in by all but a minority” of powerless reactionaries.

But the Foundry Legislature, intimidated by the Algerine Law and the threat of
federal intervention, preferred ritual to what Dorr termed “the moderate degree of
force which was necessary at this critical point of affairs.” With sixty-six of eighty
representatives and nine of twelve senators present, the gathering met for two
days, chose officers and committees, abrogated the Algerine Law and the Board of
Councillors, passed several statutes regulating elections and the selection of
militia officers, and chartered the Glocester and Burrillville Greene Artillery
Company. Curiously, it did not remove the incumbent and hostile state judiciary,
an omission that Dorr later termed “a remarkable oversight.” Before adjourning,
the legislature passed without dissent an act requiring all persons ro deliver to the
People’s government any public property held by them [e.g., the state armory),
relegating the execution of this mandate, with the other laws and resolutions, 1o
the future attention of the People’s govemor. Then, showing more patriotism than
pragmatism, the assembly adjourned until the Fourth of July, leaving Dorr to
sustain these gquasi-symbolic pronouncements in whatever manner he could.
Even the critical study of the rebellion by Arthur May Mowry asserts that such
“hasty adjournment threw the whole brunt of the battle upon Governor Dorr.”

Apprehensive moderates in the Foundry Legislature authorized dispatch of a
commission to Washington to inform President Tyler that the people of Rhode
Island “have formed a written constitution, elected officers, and peaceably
organized the government now in full operation.” Dorr, a confirmed states’
rightist, was unenthusiastic about
sending a delegation, but when his
allies Burrington Anthony and
Dutee Pearce departed for the
Potomac, he'¥eluctantly followed,
having received resolutions passed
by an informal assemblage of
suffragists urging him to personally
present his case in Washington.
Dorr made the trip pnimarily to avert
federal intervention and to show
moderate suffragists that “the only
hope for success lay in vigorous
action within Rhode Island.” He
left the state convinced that the
suffragists must implement the will of the people by creating a government of fact
as well as right, and he retumned to the state strengthened in that conclusion.

* strong, and der'

Dorr’s sojourn southward left the reform movement leaderless and in disarray, but
it was an interesting and eventful excursion. On 10 May he gained an inconclusive
audience with President Tyler, who was firm yet “pleasant.” In a judgment both
partisan and unfair, Dorr found the president lacking in principle and dominated
by his conservative secretary of state, Daniel Webster. Tyler's dilemma may have
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Figure 13

Fhe charter government's official convention
eventually produced u conservative document
valled the Freemen's Constitution. [ts most
nbjectionable feature was a suffrage clanse
that required naturalized citizens to own land
in order ta vote or hold office. Henry Bowen
Anthony, editor of the Providence Journal
(and later governor and 1.8, senator), made
the preservation of this nativisistic discri-
mination his lifelong passion land he Lived
until 1884)). Engraving by G. E Paine. n.d
RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6686)
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eluded the suspicious Dorr: though the president was a states’ rights Virginian,
his acquiescence in a local majontanan revolt would have been a dangerous
precedent that could menace the southem slave system. According to Elisha Potter, Jr.,
Tyler accepted the premise, suggested to him by the chartenites, that the federal
government must uphold “legitimate” state governments “to prevent Negroes
[from]| revolutionizing the South.” According to Senator Sprague, the president
told Dorr, Pearce, and Burnington Anthony that “their proceedings were treason-
able against the state and if they committed an overt act and resisted the force of
the United States, they would commuit treason against the United States” as well.

A movement to bring the alleged validity of the People’s Constitution before the
United States Senate, initiated by Dr. John Brown durning his Washington trip in early
April, was also checked by mid-May. In response to an appeal from the suffragists, five
prominent northern Democratic senators—Perry Smith (Connecticut), Levi
Woodbury (New Hampshire), William Allen (Ohio), Thomas Hart Benton (Missouri),
and Silas Wright, Jr. (New York}—wrote letters of encouragement but counseled
caution and moderation. Benton assured Dorr that “the Democracy i.e., Democratic
party| fully admit the validity of the constitutional movement of the people in
Rhode Island,” but he urged that violence be avoided because “this is not the age,
nor the country, in which to settle political guestions by the sword.”

Senator Allen, an ardent Ohio expansionist, was sufficiently inspired by principle
and partisanship to try to impede possible intervention by Tyler in the Rhode
Island imbroglio. On 18 April, the day of Dorr’s election, Allen introduced a
Senate resolution which in substance demanded that the president reveal all the
information upon which he was acting in the Rhode Island situation and all the
orders and instructions that he had issued to such subordinates as the secretary of
war. The resolution was read, printed, taken up again two days later, and passed
over informally. On 22 April it was tabled by a vote of 24 to 13.

Five additional attempts were made by Allen and his associates to gain consider-
ation of the resolution, but all these efforts failed. William Sprague informed John
Brown Francis that many senators were “indignant” over Allen’s action and that
a Virginia senator remarked that the Rhode Island rebels “ought to be hung!”
Despite such opposition the persistent Allen (nicknamed “the Ohio foghom”)
presented new resolutions against interference by the president and urged their
passage in a long speech on 17 May, declaring that there WegE two governments
in operation in Rhode Island and that Tyler should not assume to himself the
power to decide between them, Whig James Fowler Simmons, Rhode Island’s
other senator, answered Allen by upholding the position of the charter government.
On the following day the resolutions were tabled, never to be reintroduced. With
the issue squarely before it, the Senate, by inaction, thus retused to accept the
view that the president had no authority to act, or that in acting he was doing so
unwisely. In the same session the upper house also refused to receive a letter
from Dorr in which he claimed to be the governor of Rhode Island.

The successful senatonal opposition to Allen and Dorr was led by an incongruous
coalition that included northern Whigs such as Simmons of Rhode Island and Jabez
Huntington of Connecticut; Nathaniel Tallmadge of New York, a conservative
agranian Democrat who often aligned himself with the Whigs; and southern
nullifiers, especially William C. Preston and John C. Calhoun of South Carolina.
By their action the Whigs gave partisan endorsement to the regime of Samuel
Ward King, Tallmadge continued his war against the Locofoco or equal-rights
wing of the New York Democratic party, and Preston and Calhoun sought to
repudiate the majoritarian right of revolution and to provide support for incum-
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NATIVE ATIERICAN CITIZENS ]

READ AND TAKE WARNING!

A BHORT SERMON.
LEr BVERY soUL BE SUBJECT TO THE MIGHER
rowkRs. Romans, 13, 1.

Christians, like all other men, have the right to
protect themselves ngainst oppression. They
bave also the right to aidin the protection of
others, butl oor SBavior said, “ My xisenoum 18 sor
oF Tis woRLp," and thus (sught his followers
that it was inconsistent with their duty to him,
and with their respect for his doctrines, to mingle
in the strife for power. Paul,in the above quoted
text, did not inteud to teach his brethren that they
should submit, with degrading servility, to1yran-
ny, cruelty, and oppression, when they could res
move the evil without producing another equally
great.  But his frequent exhortations, ns well as
those of his DIVINE MASTER, fully show that
they considered it the indispensable duly of
CHRISTIANS 1o submit 10 existing govern-
wents for the sake of peace, unbl oppression be-
camne too eruel to Le borne, or until the evil could
be remedied withoul unnecessary violence; and
that, in Ay cases, for the HONOR of the
CHURCH, the SUCCESS of the GOSPEL,
and the PEACE of the COMMUNITY, CHRIS-
TIANS should “be subject to the HIGHER
POWERS," as long as forbearance would bea
virtue.

CHRISTIAN PROFESSORS OF RHODE
ISLAND, I put to youn plain question—Will
you answer it as on the aLtan of GOD, 1o HIM
AND YOUR ows coxsciescms? Does it nppear
that the Constitution to be voted on for adoption
or rejection, en the 2lat, 224, and 23d, inst, is of
such a charaeter as to threaten danger to your
rights nnd privileges, or those of othera? g it
oppressive in its provisions or bearings? Would
you be justified in rejecting ity and in adoptiong
another which will place your government, your
civil and politienl institotions, vour PUBLIC
SCHOOLS, and perhaps your RELIGIOUS
PRIVILEGES, under the control of the POPE
of ROMLE, through the medium of Thovsaxns of
NATURALIZED FORELGN CATHOLICS ?
Does the honor and prosperity of the church re-
quire it? Do the pence, welfare, and prosperity,
ol the State require it?  Yel, reject the Conctito.
tion now presented to you, and you show your
preference for another, which, should it rver ia_
adopted, WILL PLACE THE BALLANCE OF
POWER IN THE STATE, IN THE HANDS
OF THOSE PEUPLE. The event can readily
be predicted.  Would you defend yourselves and
your church against the operations and prodomi.
nunce of sweh a power, and preserve the Siate

Figure 14.

The Law and Order advocates of the Freemen's Constitution
attempted to gain support for the document in the March 1842
referendum by uppealing to anti-Irish Catholic prefudice, as they
did in this broadside. They warned that the People’s Constitution
placed the naturalized vitizen on an equal footing with the native-
born, thus paving the way for an Irish-Catholic political

from anarchy and ruin? Would you preserve
pence, and thereby avoid violence snd bloodshed ?
Would you pay that respeet to the CONSTITU-
TED AUTHORITIES WHICH THE GOS.
PEL DEMANDS? Would you Leep & con-
scienye pure and undefiled, by pursuing a couirse
on which you can hereafler Jook with approbation,
and for the correctness of which, you can CON-
FIDENTLY APPEAL TO HEAVEN IN THE
HOUR OF DEATH, AND AT THE DREAD
TRIBUNAL HEREAFTER: 'Then, and 1
must suppose such to be your wish, array your-
elves on the side of the “HIGHER POWERS,”
in u quiet and peaceable manner, GIVE YOUR
VOTES FOR THE CONSTITUTION ON
MONDAY NEXT. Show those who nctn the
opposition only to carry out their will, that you
value too highly your crigisTiax Provissios, your
CHRISTIAN CHARACTES, and your cHRISTI AR PRIN-
GIPLE, lo countenance sedition, and to endanger
the peace of an eatire eominunity, only to defeat
the benevolent ubject of the vxisting government,
und to give encouragement and support to a spirit
of violence and disorder. Tell those who would
allure you to aid them in the work of sirife.

‘WE HAVE NOT 80O LEARNED CHRIST.

REV. WILLIAM 8. BALCH.

The nbove gentleman, late Pastor of the Firat
Universalist Church in this cily, and who, while
here, did much for the party which have made
and voted for the * People's Constitution,” was
requested by that party to lecture during bis visit
here this week from New York. He very proper-
v refused to do so ; and smd he wonld not wers
fie now a rewident lere 5 Tor the reasen, that the
pairty huve curried the thing too fur, and are now
waking a political affair of it, and he would lave
nothiny to donwith i,  This in valuable testimony
trom one of the ablest and fustest friends of the
suffrage cause.

AN EXAMPLE.

In a “Ehort Sermon” puplished in our exlra
sheet, the writer alluded to the possibility that,
shoeld a constitution Like that called the & Peo.
ple's Constitution " be adopted, the naturalized
foreign Chatholics might exercise a pornicious
inflnence on our political, eivil, and rur;ﬂ ious. in-
stitutions, and on our public schools. We have a
cate in point.  The CATHOLIC BISHOP
HUGHES, of New York, at the last clection in
thit ci'y, ARRAYED UNDER HIS CONTROL, S0me
THREE THOUSAND ponsoy Cationic vo.
vris, alter an effort of a fow davy, to sustnin at
the narror nox his own views on the question of
pubilie schools, for the prrpese of diverting to the
vee of the CATHOLIC CHURCH, a. phrtion of
the conunon echool fund of the Slate. Wiha

(RHi X3 4353),

longer period for the purposs, it is probable a
body of foreign naturalized Catholics inight have
been organized, and will hereafior be organized,
in that city and Stale, under paral. ECCLESIAB.
TICAL INFLUERCE, (0 carry oul their views. The
excitement on the question still continues. The
Bishop and hia party are determined to succeed in '
their efforts. The native citizens have becomo
alarmed, And medtings have been held 1o pre-
vent the abhorred attempt from becoming sue.
cosaful. i

On Wadnesday last, amneeting was held in the
Park, New York city, on the question. Aund
during the proccedidgs, a band of foreigners broke
in upen the nssemblage, and by means of violence,
broke up the meeting. A New York paper says,

“Our cheeks aresufTused with sliame and indig.
dation as we write about this matter ; forso gross
an ingult to our rights as Americans, we have
pever seen or heard of before, Bands of filthy
wretehes, whose overy touch was offeneive o a
decont man, drunken foafers ; seoundrels who the
police and eriminal eourts would be ashamed to
receive in their walls; eoarse, blustering rowdies;
blear eved and bloated offscourings froin the stews,
blind alleys and year lanes ; disgusting objects
bearing the form humai, bul whem the sow in the
mire might almost ohject to us companions—thaze
were they who broke inte the midst of a peace’nl
bady of American citizens—struck and insultyd
the chosen officcrs of the assemblage, and with
shricks, loud blaspbemy, and howling m their hil-
eous native tongue, prevented the eontinuance of
the customary routine. We saw Irish priests
there—sly, false, deceitful villaine—looking on
and evideotly encouraging the gang who ereated
the tumult.  We noticed Lwo or thres tavern bul-
lies siriko on the head a presiding officer—one of
the most aged and respectable men of our eity.
We heheld the whale body of those efficers foreed,
at length, from their scats, and deiviin, with jibes
and blows, from the stage. And these officers
ware native Americans—men with grey heads—
men known for long years amang us, as gentle
men of repatation, philanthropy and exalted worth !

And is New York 16 utter no load veiee of ab-
horrence towords this trdnsactivn 1 Lsthis hype-
eritical scoundrel Huoglies, and his minions, to
drill ranks of ipnorant aud viadictive followers—
and send Lthein furth to act as those wretehes act-
ed—and shall no note betaken of it7 1t is ablot
and an insolent violationdef our dearest and most
glorious privileges, The whole eity—the whole
slate—ought to rise up as oneman, and lot these
jesuitical knaves, and their apt satellities, know
what it is to feel the blast from an injured and
outraged country.”

Ruope-lstaxpers—Read this. Ponder seri.
ously on it. Say—are you preparcd to witness
anch scencs enacted in yourlittle, and hitherto
peaceful and prosperous Siate? Are you pre-
pared to seo a Catholic Bishop, at the head of a
posse of Catholic Priests, and a band of their
servile dependents, tako the field to subvert your
institutions, under the sanction of a State Con.
slitution. Ifnot, vote for the Canstitution now
presented to you, which is well ealeulated to pro-
teet you from such abuses. Rocer WiLnians.

ascendancy in Rhiode Island. If the real estate requirement for
naturalized citizens was not maintained, the Providence Journal
later exclaimed, Rhode Island “will become a province of Ireland.
St. Patrick will take the place of Roger Williams, and the
shamrock will supersede the unchor and Hope!™ RIHS Collection
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bent state governments. Dorr acknowledged that most southerners rejected
suffragist principles because “they might be construed to take in the southern
blacks and to aid the abolitionists.”

A year after the controversy had subsided, Calhoun justified his vote in an impor-
tant public letter wherein he expressed sympathy for the suffrage party’s quest to
enlarge the franchise and denied the propriety of federal intervention so long as
the controversy was contined to discussion and agitation. But after an incisive
survey of constitutional precedents, this zealous defender of minority rights declared
that it would be the “death-blow of constitutional democracy to admit the right of
the numerical majority to alter or abolish constitutions at pleasure” by resort to
extraconstitutional means. He also asserted that if the federal government possessed
“the right to establish its own abstract standard” of what constitutes a republican
form of government, “it would be made absolute master of the States.”

R S Anic L SNt L San

Back in Rhode Island, the Law and Order response to the maneuvers of the
People’s government was accelerated mobilization and increasingly strong
opposition. The charter Assembly, convened on 4 May for a two-day session at
Newport, declared that there existed “an insurrection against the laws and
constituted authorities” of Rhode Island and made a requisition upon Tyler “to
interpose the authority and power of the United States to suppress such insurrec-
tionary and lawless assemblages, to support the existing government and laws,
and protect the State from domestic violence.” Governor King immediately
dispatched Democratic state senator Elisha R. Potter, Jr., and state representative
Richard K. Randolph to carry the resolution and a personal letter to Tyler.
Randolph was an appropnate emissary, being speaker of the House and a former
Virginia Whig who had made the resort town of Newport his permanent home.

Figure 15

This comparisan of the two constitutions
{Freemen's and People’s), prepared by the
Law and Order party, minimuzes the great
ideological divergence between the two
documents while emphasizing their differ:
ences in the controversial areas of suffrage
and apportionment. RIHS Collection (RHi
X3 aT705).

King’s request for federal troops, received by the president on 6 May, annoyed
Webster and placed Tyler in a precarious situation. If the president acceded to
King's plea, he would have to deny the legality of the popular movement in Rhode
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Figure 16

The "Algerine Law™ was a potént weapon in
the conservative counterattack launched by
the forces of Law and Order to reverse the

momentum of the reform movement. Passed

by the General Assembly in April 1842 on
the eve of the annual state elections, the
statute declared 1t treason 1o assume office
under the People’s Constitution, This law

8l

became the legal justification for the arrest of

Darrites by the charter government in the

several manths following its passage. Because

of the act's harsh penalties, reformers gave it

the name “Algerine” in allusion to the deyv of

Algiers, a North African potentate known for

the cruelty with which he treated sailors
seized by his Barbary pirates. RIHS
Collection (RHI X3 6829,
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Island; if he refused assistance, he would be vulnerable to charges of timidly
acquiescing in rebellion. Tyler replied to the Law and Order governor in a fair and
prudent manner, expressing great reluctance to employ the military power of the
tederal government. Assistance could be given not to prevent but only to suppress
an insurrection, and it could not be rendered until actual violence had been
committed by the suffragists. But “if resistance is made to the execution of the
laws of Rhode Island by such force as the civil power shall be unable to overcome,
it will be the duty of this government to enforce the constitutional guaranty”
against domestic violence, asserted Tyler.

Two days later, on 9 May, Tyler proposed “measures of conciliation” to the desperate
King: “I am well advised, if the General Assembly would authonze you to announce
a general amnesty and pardon for the past, without makinglany exception, upon
the condition of a return to allegiance, and follow it up by a call for a new convention
upon somewhat liberal principles, that all difficulty would at once cease. ... A
resort to force, on the contrary, will engender for years to come feclings of animosity.”

After the regular General Assembly reconvened on 11 May, Potter informed the
president that “the subject of calling a convention immediately, and upon a liberal
hasis was seriously agitated amongst us,” and “the only objection made was that
they did not wish to concede while the people’s party continued their threats.”
Potter's solution to this impasse was for Dorr to “allow himself to be arrested
peaceably and give bail.” On 12 May, King promised pardon to those “engaged in
treasonable or revolutionary designs against the state .. . on the condition only
that they withdraw themsclves from such enterprise and signify their retumn to their
allegiance to the government.” In essence, both the moderate Potter and the hard-
nosed King were requesting that Dorr and the People’s government capitulate.

A last-ditch attempt to avent forceful confrontation was made on 14 May at a secret
New York City conference, at which Danicl Webster presided. Burrington Anthony,
Dutee Pearce, and John S. Harris represented the suffragists, and John Whipple

-—




82 NO TEMPEST IN THE TEAPOT: THE DORR REBELLION

attended as an unothicial spokesman tor Law and Order, though he thought
Governor King's conduct too inflexible. Dorr participated reluctantly hecause he
believed, like King, thar disbanding the opposition government was the only

acceprable solution

Whipple proposed that the United States Cireuit Court promptly decide the
validity of the People’s Constitution, with the "facts to be first aseertained by a
suitable commuttee, to be chosen by agreement of the parties.” The Algenne Law

would be suspended in the interim, but the charter government would “remain in
the full exercise of their authority and the persons claiming to exercise authority
under the People’s Constutunion |would] omit such exercise altogether.” For Dorr
to accept any such proposals tor judicial determination of the dispute would have
been tantamount to surrender; Dorr and his opponents were well aware of the
verdict to be expected from Job Durfee or John Pitman or from Justice Joseph

Story, who would preside in cireuit court if Whipple's compromise was accepted.

As the New York peace parley collapsed, chiettains of New York’s Democratic
machine, Tammany Hall, called councils of war. Tammany leaders warmly
received the People’s governor during his three-day sojourn in the metropolis
William Cullen Bryant's intluential Evening Post supported his cause, and the
New York Democracy staged a huge mass meeting and a colorful parade in his
honor, attended by Democratic Review cditor John L. O'Sullivan, New Era editor
Levi Slamm, and such prominent politicians as Samuel I Tilden, Elijah F. Purdy,
and Ely Moore,

The enthusiasm shown for the reform cause by Tammany, the promise of armed
Fieure 17 assistance trom several units of New York militia, the urging of wellantentioned
Figure | ; :
Samue! Ward King { 1786-1851) of Johnston zealots, and the support ot such Irish-Amencan militants as Big Mike Walsh's

¢ Island on the “Spartan Band" torutied Dorr tor the task ahead. He had recommended modest
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torce at the State House on 3 May; en route to Washmgton on 8 May he had wntten

that “it may be expedient to strike a blow as soon as | return”; and upon his armival
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uttered his famous injunction, "Don’t giveups arvest under the Algerine Law."” His New York reception convinced Dorr that his
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[t is most important to note that Dorr spoke of military action mainly in defen-
sive terms. He sought outside aid only in response to outside intervention by

tederal troops, and he spoke of using his local militia pnimanly to protect himsell

and his associates from what he regarded as the unauthonzed and mvalid aggres-
sion of the detunct charter government operating under the Algerine Law, which
had been repealed by the Foundry Legislature

Specitically, Dorr was reacting to a series of arrests perpetrated by charter officials
against members of his government. The first vicum was Daniel Brown, a
People’s representative from Newport, who was served a warrant for treason under
the Algerine act on 4 May and then released under a $5,000 bail bond restraining
him from further illegal acts. On two succeeding days Dutee Pearce and Burmington
Anthony suffered an idenucal fate, giving even greater urgency to their Washington
mission. Others charged under the Algerine act included People’s Attorney
General Jonah Titus, General Treasurer Joseph Joslin, and House Speaker Wel-
come B. Sayles. A warrant was issued for Dorr himself, but Sheriff Roger Potter
was unable to serve the People's govemnor prior to Dorr’s departure tor Washingron.
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Figure 18

President John Tvler had been a states” rights
Demovzat, but he broke with the party after
opposing Andrew Jauckson’s coercion of South
Curoling during that stare’s mullification
affort. He then became o Whig, was elected
vice president in 1840, and succeeded 1o the
presidency when William Henrv Harrison
died after only one month in office. A
stineh Virginan, Tyler had to reconcile his
states” rights view with the typical southern
slaveholder's fear of invarrection. Though his
response to the Rhode Island contlict dissat
istied both Governor King and Governor
Dorr. Tvler's policy of moderation, restraint
and watchful waiting was. for him and for
the federal government. the most prudent
course. Such antithencal personal advisers as
Daniel Webster and lohn C. Calhoun helped
the president navigate safely through Rhode
Istand’s turbulent political waters. Courtesy
of the Library of Congress
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Such bold and vigorous prosecution of the Algerine Law by the charterites during
Dorr's absence caused many moderate or timid suffragists to abandon the cause
and resign their offices. Dorr was kept informed of these developments, and he
knew that forceful countermeasures were essennal upon his retum if his government
was to survive. Sincerely convinced beyond doubt that he was the legitimate
governor, Dorr decided that a good offense was the best defense against the
stubbom charter regime.

After a rousing Tammany send-off, and with promises ot armed support ninging in
his ears, Thomas Dorr traveled by boat to Stomington, Connecticut, and then
proceeded overland by special train to Providence. Amving at 10:00 a.m. Monday,
16 May, he entered a waiting coach-and-four and rode triumphantly in a proces-
sion of twelve hundred cheering men, one-fifth of them armed, to the home of
Burrington Anthony on a rise of land called Federal Hill in the west side of the aity,
Here, “fatigued and covered with dust,” as one account reported, Dorr addressed
the crowd. Brandishing a sword in the course of his speech, he wamed against the
consequences of federal interference with his government and vowed that he was
willing to die with his sword in hand if need be to sustain the People’s Constitu-
tion. Then, having established a headquarters at the Anthony house, he began to
formulate plans to ensure the supremacy of his government. In a proclamation, he
promised his followers massive outside support 1n the event of federal intervention;
“they who have been first 1o ask assistance from abroad,” 1t declared, “can have no
reason to complain of any consequences which may ensue.” Vowing that “no further
arrests under the law of pains and penalties [the Algerine Law| will be permitted,”
he directed his militia to prevent enforcement of this “detestable” measure.

Foes of Dorr were greatly alarmed by his determination and bravado; “he looked
more like a fiend than a man,” said one apprehensive observer. Excitement and
tension reached a tever pitch on the following day when more than sixty armed
Dorntes raided the Providence armory of the United Train of Arnllery and seized
with no resistance two Revolutionary War cannons that had been confiscated
from Burgoyne at Saratoga. The fieldpicces (minus their ammunition) were
transported to Federal Hill, where Dorr and his most radical adherents were
formulating plans to caprure the state arsenal on Cranston Streer adjacent to the
Dexter Training Grounds, Despite strenuous objections from more moderate and
genteel suffragist professionals and tradesmen, many of the lower-class members
of the suffrage party—farmers, housewrights, shoemakers, Whacksmiths, stone-
masons, and factory hands—were now ready to fight tor the equal political rights
that they had loudly demanded. Dorr later justified his violent course by explain-
ing that “to submit to an arrest, and to the breakup of the government, without
an effort in its behalf . . . would have been in the general opinion and in fact a
dishonorable abandonment of the means apparently place at my disposal, to
maintain my own, and the rights entrusted to my keeping.”

Early on the evening of 17 May a council of war presided over by Dorr decided to
attack the arsenal, despite the admonitons of several insurgents. At two o'clock
the tollowing morming the rebels amived with the two cannons at the Cranston
Street Armory, which they found gamsoned by two hundred men. Colonel John
Wheeler, the Dorrites’ field commander (whose force had dwindled 1o 234 by the
zero hour), demanded the surrender of the armory in the name of the People’s
governor. When Colonel Blodget of the charter militia issued an adamant refusal,
Dorr audaciously ordered his cannons to be discharged. Fortunately the fog-dampened
powder caused the old relies to misfire, When the cannons failed, the besiegers
quickly dispersed, and Dorr, with a mere handful of staunch adherents, retreated
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to Federal Hill. Amiving at his headgquarters, he recerved an addinonal jolt: eleven of
his legislators had resigned because of his resort to violence. Shortly thereatter,
with charter forces in close pursuit, Dorr fled across the state line into exile.

The arsenal fiasco was the death knell of the Dorrite cause, but Dorr refused to
accept the inevitable. From New York he wrote that the People’s Constitution,
“heing founded in right and justice, cannot be overthrown by a failure of arms, or
by the resignation of those elected to office under . . . the duty to maintain 1t.”
Less than a week after the arsenal raid, former president Andrew Jackson sided
with Dorr: “The people are the sovereign power and agreeable to our system,
they have a right to alter and amend their system of Government when a
majority wills it, as a majority have a right to rule.”

On 25 May, Dorr's close associate Aaron White conveyed to the stubborn
People’s governor a more realistic message: “Your idea of using force must be
abandoned entirely; there is no hope in that remedy now. I verily believe that if
you were to come on with 1,000 men to aid the Suffrage Party just now, you
would have to fight suffrage men, just so completely have the minds of many

been turned by recent misfortunes. . . . I can hardly find a suffrage man in the

Figure 19 city with whom to advise or consult, so completely have we been defeated.”
This Law and Order caricature shows Dorr’s - 2 '
cer e Providenca an Monday. 16 Mav Governor King and his advisers now felt that they must exercise constant
1842, after his trip to Washington and New vigilance to preclude another Dorrite challenge to the Law and Order govern-
York. Enr :ned by offers of r _ _

k. Emboldened by offers of military: ment. Moderates on both sides firmly believed that timely concessions in the
support from Tammany Hall, the People's L 2 : .
governor had becowe uncharacteristically form of a new constitution could defuse the Rhode Island powder keg: “We must
militant. Foes of Dorr were greatly alarmed have free suffrage or civil war,” John Brown Francis observed, and John Whipple,

by his determination and bravado; "He

looked more like a fiend than a man,” seid
ane apprehensive observer. RIHS Collection
(RHi X3 1) sions to reform became the strategy of King's administration. Arrests of defiant

Richard Randolph, William Sprague, and other leading politicians agreed. During
late May and June 1842, vigorous suppression of radicalism and modest conces-
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suffragists under the Algerine Law continued; appeals were made to neighboring
govemors for Dorr’s apprehension and rendition, and a reward of one thousand
dollars was offered for his capture; new militia companies were chartered and
drilled, many loyal units were given generous funding, and suspect companies
were purged or disarmed (two had their charters vacated). Meanwhile, several
further appeals were made to President Tyler for protection.

The repeated requests for tederal intervention were prompted by overreaction to
the bluster of local radicals and King’s acceptance of exaggerated rumors about
Dorr’s plans and movements. On 27 May, Senator Sprague erroneously reported
from Washington that “Dorr is organizing an army to . . . pillage Providence.”
Ten days later he mistakenly contended that “there is an effort by Dorr and by a
large number of desperate men out of the state to invade it and to take posses-
sion of it at all hazards.”

On 28 May, Tyler confessed he was “slow to helieve” the imminence of armed
invasion in Rhode Island, but he directed Fort Adams commandant Colonel
James Bankhead, Secretary of War John C. Spencer, and Daniel Webster to
investigate the situation. An anonymous emissary sent by Webster to Rhode
Island reported on 3 June that “Govemnor King and his council alone of all
intelligent persons with whom I consulted, tear an eruption upon them of an
armed force to be collected in other states. . . . The supposition that Rhode Island
is to be invaded by a foreign force, when that force would neither be led nor
followed by any considerable number of the people of the State, does not seem, 1o
say the least, a very reasonable one.” This report prevented issuance of a prepared
presidential proclamation commanding “all insurgents, and all persons connected
with such insurrection to disperse,” and it led to a reduction in the garrison at
Fort Adams from 302 to 190 on 17 June. Nevertheless, fear and apprehension
persisted throughout the month of June, for Dorr had indeed determined to
return—not to fight, but to reconvene the People’s legislature on 4 July.

DY 0D

For his assembly session Dorr chose Chepachet, a village in the northwestern
town of Glocester, handy to the Connecticut border and accessible to the
friendly mill villages of Smithfield and Cumberland, where working-class
supporters of reform could still be relied upon to defend the People’s government.
The basis of rebel power had shifted northward by June, and the remaining
suffragist leadership was more plebeian in character.

Dorr moved with ease through adjacent Connecticut in the days preceding his
return, freely visiting Norwich, Killingly, and other towns, since Democratic
governor Chauncey Cleveland was sympathetic to the rebel cause. In the eyes of

Law and Order men, Cleveland had made Connecticut “the Texas of New England.”

In anticipation of the arrival of the People’s governor on 25 June, pro-Dorr rallies
were held at various points in northern Rhode Island from Chepachet 1o
Woonsocket to Diamond Hill. New militia units formed, bearing names that
often reflected the mentality of their organizers—Dorr’s Invincibles, Johnston
Savages, Pascoag Ripguts, Glocester Volunteers, Pawtucket Invincibles, Dia-
mond Hill Volunteers, and Harmonious Reptiles. Suffragists held military drills
and stockpiled supplies. Armed night patrols roamed the northemn highways,
attempted raids on charter munition depots in Warren and Providence, and
threatened another confrontation.

The charter government had prepared well for Dorr’s return, politically and
militarily, In response to several town petitions and town meeting resolves, on
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23 June the General Assembly debated, amended, and approved a resolution,
presented two days earlier by David Daniels, calling for a new constitutional
= convention to convene at Newport on the second Monday of September 1842
Voters would choose delegates in a ratio stmilar to that which the Assembly had
Figure 200 : ) o
S - e ,conceded in May 1841 for apportionment of the Landholders” Convention—a
This engraving depicts utie of Dorr's purloined _
cunnon that fortunately misfired during the procedure much more equitable than the charter’s allocation but far short of the

assault on the state arsenal. The cannon were  “ope man, one vote" standard. Providence and expanding towns would still be
1 i Burgavne's

underrepresented. But unlike the Landholders’ Convention, which was limited to
g treemen, this convention would allow participation by most adult males: all

w A those who were qualitied to vote for general officers under existing laws, plus “all
native male citizens of the United States of the age of twenty-one vears and
upwards” who had lived in Rhode Island for three yvears, could vote for delegates

Excluded were naturalized citizens lacking the frechold and Narragansett Indians;
included—as a reward for their military alliance with the forees of Law and Order
were blacks. Although some opposed this concession, “there 1s not so much
scolding about letting the blacks vote as was expected,” observed the percepuive
Elisha Potter; “they would rather have the negroes vote than the d——d Insh

This convention call was a conciliatory maneuver that appeased most sutfragists
especially those middie-class retormers whom Dorr derisively called “no-force
constitunonalists.” Quite understandably, few would go to the barricades for
abstract issues of equal nghts or popular constituent sovereignty, and fewer still
would hight for the political rights of naturalized but landless Insh Catholics

Even Dorr's close friend and confidant Walter S. Burges copublished a broadside
in support of the proposed convention. “Law and Order, justice and political
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equality are no longer enemies,” exclaimed Burges and other suffragists. “Who
will fight tor any form, when the substance can be gained by peace?” was their
rhetorical query. Although it proved naive, this expectation of justice and genuine
reform from King and his councillors dashed any chance for reconvening the
People’s legislature in the inauspicious setting of Chepachet

The charter government’s military preparations were equally effective. As Dornite
activity increased during mid-June, the Providence Journal spread the unfounded

rumor that the rebels intended to attack Providence, r 1,.1 its banks and stores, and

loot its homes. The paranmac Governor King fell victim to this propaga
Alluding to recent Dormite maneuvers—the thett of armaments, the establishment
of “a kind of marnal law” in Chepachet and Woonsocket, the seizure and detention
t four charter scouts “under pretense of being spies,” and the imminent .IIll\.'.i| of
Dorr—King, in a letter hand-carnied to Tyler by Senator Sprague, contended that such
“open violence” made federal military aid “imperatively required.” Despite
cormoboration of these assertions by Providence mayor Thomas Burgess and
Colonel Bankhead of Fort Adams, Tyler deftly sidestepped the appeal on 25 June
using a technical excuse. Citing a 1795 federal statute, he informed King that the

legislature if in session” rather than by the

request for aid must “be made by the
governor. This evasion prompted an additional plea on 27 June from Senators
Sprague and Simmons and Rhode Island cq mgressman Je !\‘_‘I'!h L. Tillinghast. By
the time Tyler finally dispatched Secretary of War John Spencer to Rhode Island
on 29 June with discrenionary power to promulgate the suspended cease-and-
desist proclamartion, summon militia from Massachusetts and Connecticut. and

employ federal troops to defend Providence, the crisis had passed
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Figure 22

Though historians of the Dorr Rebellion have
ignored or slighted the importance of anti-
Irish Catholic sentiment throughout the
controversy, the evidence is m-cnt'he!mmg
that nativism was a decisive aspect of the
constitutional drama. The connection be-
tween Dorr and the small but rapidly growing
Irish Catholic community is satirized i this
poem. Nationally the Irish-American press
Iined up with Dorr; “It is our own Home Rule
question in Rhode Island.” asserted the Truth
Teller (New York City) in an article
upholding the reform cause. Courtesy of the
John Hay Library, Broadside Division
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Alr—Widow Malons.

'WAS that swate little lump of Tom Dorr,
That so nately could break through the law,
And could raise such a row
By the wag of his pow,
And such crowds at his heels he could draw
With his jaw,
Och a swate chap was Governor Dorr.

He knew how to govern a state
In a way that was new and first-rate,
And the votes in his day
Were all our own way,
And the way we did hrag was so great,
Och t'was swate,
When we and Tom Dorr ruled the state.

And to please the dear people—that’s us—
He kicked up a beautiful fuss,
Och we'd plenty of mobs
And some swate little jobs
To rob Algerines in the muss,
And no worse,
Though for law we did not care a curse.

Then he mustered us all in his ranks,
And promised us “ beauty and banks.”
But Algerines came
With guns, swords and flame,
And our hero he took to his shanks,—

Small thank:
Did we get 'stead of * beauty and banks."

>

Still Tom is a hero full grown,
And dear to the Learts of his own,
He's been true as steel,
As we all of us feel,
For when he was balked of his fun—
Why he run.
Just as any of us would have done.

Shure Tom is a broth of a boy,
The Spartans and Buttenders joy
And we'll flog him gentailly
With fist or shillala,
Who finds in his doings a flaw,
Then hurrah '
For our jewel is Governor Dorr.
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King and his military advisers were in fact equal to their task, for the threat from
Dorr was greatly exaggerated. On 23 June the charter governor issued orders for
military mobilization that directed the state’s southern militia companies and
selected independent commands to assemble at Providence. West Pointer William
Gibbs McNeill (an army engineer and a builder of the Providence and Stonington
Railroad) arrived from his home in Stonington to assume command of this force,
which was specially formed to do battle with Dorr. In creating the new army, King
and his council disregarded the existing state militia division, much of which was
poorly organized and whose largest component—the second brigade of Providence
County—contained many Dorr sympathizers. Major General McNeill's force
consisted of loyal militia units from the southern counties, several efficient
chartered commands, and some newly created volunteer companies. Elisha Dyer
was its adjutant general and Dorr’s brother-in-law, Samuel Ames, its quartermas-
ter. By Saturday, 25 June, when the General Assembly proclaimed martial law
throughout the state, between 2,500 and 3,000 troops had assembled in Providence.

While this rapid and efficient mobilization was transpiring in Providence, the
suffragists, commanded by Colonel Henry D'Wolf, hastened to defend Chepachet
by fortifying Acote’s Hill, an eighty-foot rise of land at the southeastern end of the
village overlooking the road from Providence. At 2:00 a.m. on 25 June, Dorr
appeared with Big Mike Walsh of New York and approximately a dozen members
of Walsh's “Spartan Band,” a political gang of militants and rowdies from New
York’s notorious Five Points ghetto. The People’s governor soon established
headquarters at Sprague’s Hotel, reviewed the troops, conducted an inventory of
supplies (some of which had come from New York, Connecticut, and Massachu-
setts), and issued a call for reconvening his General Assembly on 4 July.

Estimates of the size of the force that greeted Dorr at Chepachet vary, ranging as
high as 1,000 men. Of this number many were merely spectators, villagers, or
unarmed sympathizers, Others who came with arms dispersed when news of
King's massive mobilization filtered into Chepachet. By Monday, 27 June, only
225 courageous dichards remained, and no legislators had heeded Dorr's call. At
this juncture, urged by such visitors as his father and Dutee Pearce, Dorr decided
to disband his small, underprovisioned military guard, and at 4:00 p.m. he sent a
copy of the dispersal order to Walter S. Burges with instructions to print it in the
Providence Express, the suffrage daily. Early that evening Dorr bade good-bye to
his supporters and went into exile for the second and final ime. He spent that
night in nearhy Thompson, Connecticut, at the Vernon Stiles Inn. Ultimately,
with the price on his head raised to five thousand dollars, he found refuge in New
Hampshire under the protective care of Democratic governor Henry Hubbard and
Congressman Edmund Burke.

By the time of Dorr’s departure, General McNeill had organized and equipped his
force, now totaling over 3,500. Several advance units marched toward the enemy
with plans to confront Dorr at Chepachet, occupy Woonsocket, and cut off any retreat
into Massachusetts or Connecticut. To prevent Dorr's Massachusetts sympathizers
from reenforcing his Chepachet garrison, the Kentish Guards of Warwick and East
Greenwich deployed at the Pawtucket Bridge over the Blackstone River, where they
joined the Pawtucket and Central Falls Volunteers, and some City Guards defended
the India Point Bridge over the Seekonk. To deter potential Connecticut interlopers,
the Westerly Infantry patrolled the state’s southwestern border along the
Pawcatuck River.

Colonel William Brown's main strike force had encamped at Greenville in
Smithfield, midway between Providence and Chepachet, when a charter patrol
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After Chief Justice Job Durfee sentenced
Darr to life imprisonment “at hard labor
in separate confinement” for high treason
against the state, a liberation effort sprang
up bath within Rhode Island and in
neighboring states. In 1844 Dorr's cause
became so popular that a Democratic
campaign slogan extolled the virtues of
“Polk, Dallas, and Dorr,” Because of the
great national outery against the harsh-
ness of his sentence, Dorr was freed in
Tune 1845, but he continued his quest for
vindication in the federal courts. Money
was raised for this litigation by such
means as the sale of this "Darr Liberation
Stock. " This issue defrayed the cost of
filing Thomas W. Dorr v. Rhode Island,
Dorr’s own appeal for a writ of error on his
treason conviction and a parallel case to
Luther v, Borden. Courtesy of the John
Hay Library, Manusecript Division.
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BORE BIRFRATION
CHBAY,

This Society is persevering in their efforts to earry the case of this State
against Gov. Dorr, by writ of Error, to the Supreme Court of the United
States. The Society have issued a Scrip called the ‘Dorz Liberation Stock,’
being Certificates for defraying the expenses of the defence of the suit of
Gov. Dorr. The Serip bears an impress from a Dagaereotype likeness of
Gov. Dorr, and is offered in sums of ten cents, and one dollar, and may be
had of the officers of the Society. The friends of that persecuted and suffer-
ing man are respectfully invited to buy the Stock iu such sums as they may
choose,—pay for it as they take it, and become venders of it on their own
account, for the benefit of innocence and adversity struggling with arbitrary
power,

Mrs. A. H. LORD, President,

Mrs. J. C. DAVIS, Vice President,

L. J. FOLLETT. Recording NSecretary.
M. J. DINSMORE, Corresponding de.

WILBER WHEATON, Treasurer.
STEPHEN C. KENYON, Surety.

apprehended the messenger carrying Dorr's order to disband and the accompanying
letter to Walter Burges. Colonel Edwin Hazard brought them to Burges, who read
his friend’s parting missive: “Believing that a majority of the people who voted for
the constitution are opposed to its further support by military means,” Dorr had
written, “1 have directed that the military here assembled be dismissed”; hope-
fully, he had added, “no impediments will be thrown in the way of the return of
our men to their homes.” Hazard then carried the order—meant for publication in
the Express—to General McNeill, who conferred with King, his councillors,
Mayor Burgess, and Colonel Bankhead. These men decided to delay publication
until Colonel Brown's force could “capture” Dorr’s fort and apprechend as many
“combatants” as possible. Such a daring victory, they reasoned, would discourage
any future forceful effort against the charter government. They ordered Brown to
advance swiftly the same evening, but a severe rainstorm delayed him until 6:00
a.m. on 28 June, when he moved out in company with some federal officials and
other dignitaries, including Whig potentate Thurlow Weed, an adviser to New
York governor Williams Seward.

Several suffragists heading back to Providence, North Providence, or Johnston
were seized by the Law and Order army en route to Chepachet. Then, according to
Colonel Brown's report, charter troops “stormed the insurgent fortification” on
Acote’s Hill at 7:45 a.m., sustaining no casualties. Jubilant and rowdy militiamen
searched and looted homes and stores in and around the village, ransacked
Sprague’s Hotel, forayed through the adjacent countryside, and took a total of a
hundred prisoners, whom they suspected of disloyalty. These captives and others
seized elsewhere were harshly treated, harassed, incarcerated in crowded, unsani-
tary, and poorly ventilated cells, and denied their civil rights.
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By 2 July all of McNeill’s troops had retumed home and resumed civilian pursuits.
On 4 July—the date scheduled for reconvening the extinct People’s legislature—
Providence militiamen turned out in a massive parade to celebrate their victory.
On the following day General Winfield Scott, the nation’s highest-ranking military
officer, congratulated General McNeill for such “admirable success, without
federal aid, in the suppression of domestic violence. Rhode Island has covered
herself with glory, and may well be termed the great conservatrix of law and order.”
Though martial law continued until 8 August and over three hundred indiscriminate
arrests and irregular interrogations occurred during its operation, the Dorr War
had ended; the freemen had prevailed.

In late 1842, after Dorr’s second flight, the triumphant Law and Order party
convened another constitutional convention. This was the gathering that framed
the present state constitution. To a degree the demands of reformers were met; the
new document contained a bill of rights, paved the way for eventual establishment
of an independent judiciary, slightly diminished the power of the Assembly, and
provided for a fairly equitable apportionment of its House of Representatives.

Arthur May Mowry, the first major histonan of the Dorr War, calls this instrument
“liberal and well-adapted to the needs of the state,” but his appraisal neglects one
important item: the 1842 constitution established a $134 frechold suffrage
qualification for naturalized citizens, and this restriction, not removed until 1888,
was the most blatant instance of political nativism found in any state constitution
in the land. This fact cannot be overemphasized. It furnishes the central theme in
Rhode Island political history from 1842 until the passage of the twentieth amend-
ment to the state constitution in 1928. The stranglehold on the state Senate (one
senator from each town regardless of its population) that the 1842 document gave
to the rural towns is also a fact of paramount importance, and it remained so at
least until the “Bloodless Revolution” in 1935,

The new constitution was overwhelmingly ratified in November 1842 by a tally
of 7,024 to 51, and it became effective in May 1843, Despite the margin of
victory, the turnout was meager, for there were more than 23,000 adult male
citizens in the state. That the opposition, in mute protest, refrained from ballot-
ing explains in part the constitution’s apathetic reception and the lopsided vote.

His spirit crushed by the adoption of the nativistic suffrage clause and the
gubernatorial triumph of James Fenner, his archrival and agonservative old-line
Democrat, Dorr returned to Providence in October 1843 to surrender. Immedi-
ately arrested and jailed until February 1844, he was prosccuted under the
Algerine Law for treason against the state. In a trial of less than two weeks he
was found guilty by a jury composed entirely of political opponents. Denied a
new trial, he was sentenced to hard labor in solitary confinement for life. Dorr
served one year of this sentence before Governor Charles Jackson—elected on a
“liberation” platform-—authorized his release.

A DG DA

The verdict and, especially, the sentence against Thomas Dorr outraged his supporters
and troubled his more moderate opponents, some of whom were motivated by
humane feelings and others by fear of political repercussions. As early as 22 May
1842 John Brown Francis had asked rhetorically, “Why make a martyr of this
patricide?” The wisdom of that question would soon become painfully evident to
the forces of law and order.

The reaction to Dorr’s imprisonment was quite predictable, for during the
rebellion itself the national press had distorted the nature of the conflict for partisan
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gain, Whig papers throughout the country had praised Governor King’s administration
for its courageous stand against radicalism and anarchy, while the northemn
Democratic organs simplistically depicted the struggle as one between progressive,
enlightened Democrats led by Dorr and reactionary Whigs. The substantial
Democratic contribution to the cause of law and order, which had been supported
by extremists such as those of the Arthur Fenner-William Gibbs clique and by
moderates like Sprague, Francis, and Potter, was ignored. As Francis remarked in
1842, “The course of all the papers has been infamous—coining political capital
out of our blood.” Most notable and enduring of these national fulminations was
the epic debate on political theory waged in the pages of the Democratic Review
during 1842-43 between former suffrage agitator Orestes Brownson, who defended
the minoritarian principles of law and order, and the Review’s editor, John L.
O’Sullivan, a longtime friend of Dorr who supported the majoritarian doctrine of
popular constituent sovereignty.

In 1844, a presidential election year, Dorr’s plight again became grist for the
political mill under the banner of “Polk, Dallas, and Dorr.” Even before Dorr’s
trial the propaganda value of the episode became apparent to Democrats in Rhode
Island and elsewhere. On 1 February 1844 the General Assembly’s twenty-six-
member Democratic minority—seven senators and eighteen representatives from
seven towns in Providence County and the senator from Jamestown—sent a
memorial to the United States House of Representatives requesting Congress to
inquire into the “interference” by Tyler in Rhode Island affairs from April through
June 1842. Local Dorrites also challenged the nght of Representatives Henry Cranston
and Elisha Potter, [r., to their seats in Congress and requested that the House
apply the federal guarantee clause relating to a “republican form of government”
(Article IV, Section 4] in favor of the legitimacy of the People’s Constitution.

On 19 February, Dorr's New Hampshire protector, Congressman Edmund Burke,
presented the Rhode Island memorial to the Democratic-controlled House, where
it was debated at length and then printed and referred to a five-man committee
chaired by Burke himself. After seventeen sessions a majority report was prepared
and adopted by the three Democrats on the panel, Burke, George Rathbun (New
York) and John A. McClernand (Illinois). Slave-state Whigs Jacob Preston and John
Causin, both of Maryland, subsequently compiled a minority report vindicating Tyler
and the Law and Order party, a course of action recommended by William
Goddard even before the Burke committee had begun its ifvestigation, because
Goddard knew that the sponsors of the memorial hoped “to make the Rhode
Island Question one of the main issues in the approaching presidential election.”

Burke's Report, as the majority brief was called, was far from neutral; its first
printed page, the frontispiece, displayed an engraved daguerreotype of “T. W.
Dorr, Inaugurated Governor of Rhode Island, May 3, 1842."” From that point
onward, through eighty-six pages of formal conclusions and nearly a thousand
more of documents, depositions, court records, and voting lists, the report upheld
the philosophy of Dormsm, censured Whig president John Tyler for “interfering,”
and criticized Rhode Island “Algerines” for their forceful resistance to popular
constituent sovereignty. Dorr and his associates fumished Burke with his docu-
mentary evidence, and former Rhode Island suffragist editor Benjamin F. Hallett
obtained depositions from witnesses to the events of 1841-42. Devorees of law
and order, alleging unfounded congressional intermeddling, were uncooperative.,
Law and Order governor James Fenner caustically observed that “a more villain-
ous business never was entertained by the House.”
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Figure 24

The bitterness of the liberation issue was graphically depicted in
this election broadside as Law and Order regulars branded Dorr’s
temporary Whig allies “four traitors " because of the way they

engineered his freedom. Charles Jackson. a lawyer and prominent

industrialist, was the grandson of Stephen Jackson (1700-1765)
an Irish tutor who immgrated from Kilkenny in the early
eighteenth century. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 5683}
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Burke unquestionably made a sincere attempt to vindicate the philosophy of
equal rights, which he himself espoused; just as surely, both Burke and Dorr in-
tended and timed the report—five thousand copies were printed in June 1844—to
discredit Whiggery and holster the Democratic cause in the presidential election

An Act of General Amnesty, and for the liberation of

certain persons therein named.

WHEREAS, from the altered cirenmstances of this State, all further pros-
veutions under the Act entitled “An Act in relation to offences azainst e So
vereign power of the State,™ passed Apeil 2, 1542, and also under the first fr
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of 1844. Burke's Report is still the most
valuable published source on the Dorr
Rebellion, but it was also a political campaign
document. Once the election had passed, the
report became of interest primarily to his-
torians, and apart from printing a second
edition in early 1845 and engaging in brief
desultory debate, the House took no action
on Burke’s findings.

While the House conducted its investigation,
affairs in Rhode Island continued tranquil,
except for a petition circulated by Irish leader
Henry |. Duff and other naturalized Rhode
Islanders and sent to Congress in April 1844,
This petition alleged that the state’s new
suffrage law deprived the petitioners of their
proper privileges as citizens of the United
States because it required that naturalized
citizens own real estate in order to vote but
imposed no such standard on the native-born.

Describing Duff as a “rabid Dorrite,” Samuel
Ames thought the petition might gain the
support of southerners appalled that “a white
foreigner is required by our constitution to
have a higher qualification to vote than a
native Negro.” Ames’s apprehensions proved
unfounded. Duff got no relief from Congress,
and when he tumed to the General Assembly
in May 1846, his petition was referred to
committee, studied, then flatly denied in a

Figure 25

Shortly after lackson secured election on a
liberation platform in April 1845, the
General Assembly passed an amnesty act
freeing those political prisaners sentenced
under the Algerine Law. When Dorr left state
prisen an 27 June. he had spent nearly
twenty months in ail, including the time he
was incarcerated awaiting trial. His ordeal
in a damp, vermin-infested cell shattered his
fragile health and contributed to his political
and phystcal demise. RIHS Collection (RHi
X3 6671)

report that defended the voting discrimina-

tion, lectured Duff's Irish signatories that

“they must not expect to be placed on a
perfect equality with nanve citizens,” and asserted that the request would “lead to
acrimonious debate and serve to increase the ill feeling and prejudice which the
petitioners complain now exist between them and native citizens.”

R0 SNt Sanine d 2

Despite Dorr’s observation in February 1843 that appeals to Congress or the Supreme
Court are “delusive and frail,” he eventually grasped at both these remaining
straws to vindicate his cause. While Burke investigated and liberationists agitated,
Dorr, Burges, Atwell, George Tumer, and Benjamin Hallett moved to place the
People’s Constitution before the United States Supreme Court for a test of its
validity and for the ultimate vindication of the People’s cause. The agent for this
appeal to the nation'’s highest tribunal was Martin Luther, one of approximately
three dozen suffragists formally indicated and jailed for violation of the Algerine
Law. Instead of accepting this fate passively, Luther and his mother, Rachel,
waged a legal counterattack in the form of suits for trespass. His $3,000 damage
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claim arose from the invasion of his Warren home by a group of nine armed
charter militiamen acting under their government’s declaration of marnal law.

On 29 June 1842 this charter force, led by Luther M. Borden, had broken into
Martin Luther’s private dwelling, roused and rousted his elderly mother, and
conducted a search for Luther, a Warren town moderator serving under the
People’s Constitution. The search was fruitless; Luther had fled to the adjacent
town of Swansea, Massachusetts, and there he established residence and eventu-
ally filed suit against Borden and the other militiamen in United States Circuit
Court, using diversity of citizenship to secure federal junisdiction in the case.

This claim was a routine trespass action in form, but in reality it raised profound
issues relating to the guarantee clause of the federal Constitution, the doctrine of
political questions, and the exercise of martial law. Luther’s case was potentially
a vehicle whereby the Supreme Court would be called upon to decide between
the legal claims of the People’s government and the charter government,

According to the Dorrites, the People’s Constitution had replaced the charter on 3
May 1842, If this assertion was legally valid, then Luther had acted properly as an
official in the new regime and Borden had committed actionable trespass, having
taken orders from a defunct government that had no power to proclaim martial
law: it was Borden, not Luther, who was the insurrectionist.

When Luther finally retumed to Rhode Island, he was tried, fined, and imprisoned
for six months for violating the Algerine Law. From jail he wrote to Dorr, who
was also incarcerated awaiting trial. By late 1844 the People’s governor had
become convinced that “the great question of sovereignty” could not be devel-
oped clearly in his treason case {State v. Dorr], but it could be “fully and perfectly
presented in the case of Luther”; “for God's sake,” Dorr pleaded to his legal
colleague Walter Burges, “do not let that case fall through.”

While he was writing to Burges, the issue was being docketed with the Supreme
Court, having been expeditiously disposed of in the lower federal court during its
November 1843 term by those twin legal nemeses of Dorrism, John Pitman and
Joseph Story. Their strategy, agreed to by Dorr’s attorney, Benjamin Hallett, was
to use a pro forma decision to construct grounds for an appeal to the high court
because of the momentous issues at stake. Rachel Luther's action for personal
trespass, raising questions posed by Aaron White and others concerning the
validity of the charter government’s declaration and use of martial law, also went
to the high court as a companion suit. In addition, Dorr’s own appeal for a writ of
error on his treason conviction {Thomas W. Dorr v. Rhode Island) was filed on 7
February 1845 as a parallel case.

Dorr’s letters and memoranda indicate that he stage-managed the Luther litiga-
tion to its bitter conclusion in 1849. He was assisted by two nationally known
attomeys, both members of the Democratic administration of James Knox Polk—
crafty Robert |. Walker, secretary of the treasury, and learned Nathan Clifford of
Maine, attorney general and future Supreme Court justice [1858-1881). With such
top-level assistance before a high court composed mainly of Jacksonian jurists,
Dorr entertained strong expectations for a retroactive vindication of his cause.
Aaron White and Benjamin Hallett were pessimistic, however, especially atter
Daniel Webster agreed to join John Whipple in defending law and order.

After several exasperating delays, oral arguments were presented in the Luther
litigation for six days in early 1848. Hallett and Clifford eloquently sought judicial
approval for the doctrine of popular constituent sovereignty, upon which, according
to Dorr, there were only two federal constitutional limitations: the consttution
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Figure 26

In Jackson’s 1846 bid for reelection. suffrage
for the foreign-borm became a maijor issue
Hard-line Law and Order men accused
Jackson of favoring this reform n order to
tetain the suppart of Dorr Democrats: simce
blucks had received the vote in the Law and
Order constitution of 1843, Jackson was
accused of attempting “to offset the
Irishmen against the mggers ° Nutivist
Byron Diman narrowly prevailed after a
bitter campaign. In one of the ironies of
Khode 1sland’s political istory. Governor
Diman's grandson, John Diman, converted
to Catholicism, became a priest, and
founded the exclusive Catholic preparatory
school Portsmouth Priory. RIHS Collection
[RH1 X3 6694).

drafted by the people must be republican, and the people must proceed without
domestic violence. The People’s Constitution was pnima facie evidence that the
first requirement had been met, and events up to 3 May 1842 were certainly

nonviolent. Thereafter, asserted the plaintiffs, the charter adherents became the
insurrectionaries by refusing to acquiesce peacefully in the will of the majority.

The appellants’ basic claim was that the People’s Constitution superseded the
charter, since it had been adopted by a majority of the state’s adult male voters.
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Figure 27

Benjamin F. Hullett (1797-1862), a native of
Cape Cod, became a newspaper editor in
Providence during the 1820s and wus an early
advocare of suffrage expansion. He helped to
compile Burke’s Report for the House of
Representatives in 1844 and defended the
Darrite cause before the U.S. Supreme Court
int the case of Lather v, Borden. His argument,
un eloquent defense of popular constituent
sovereignty, was published as The Right of the
People to Establish Forms of Government
Lithograph by Fabronius in History of Cape
Cod. by Frederick Freeman (Roston. 1869),
RIHS Collection (RHi X3 586),

NO TEMPEST IN THE TEAPOT: THE DORR REBELLION

They refrained, however, from demanding that the Court issue a decision that
would retroactively install the People’s government, realizing that such a
request would doom their appeal and produce political chaos. They thercfore
contended that the people of Rhode Island had “permitted” the establishment of
a valid government in May 1843 under a new written state constitution that
superseded the Dorrite document.

Webster and Whipple countered with an impressive defense of King and the
charter government. In accord with the judicial and extrajudicial opinions of
Pitman and Durfee, the eloquent Webster admitted that the people were indeed
sovereign, but he persuasively argued that this sovereignty had to assert itselt
through the forms of law and the mechanics of representation. The foremost
prerequisite for change was consent of the existing government. He further
argued that federal authorities had recognized the legitimacy of the charter
regime: Tyler had promised it support in the event of insurrection, and Congress
had continued to seat its senators and representatives with no serious challenge
from the Dorrites. Further, the Supreme Court of Rhode Island, in the tnials of
Dorr and his leading associates, had confirmed the illegitimacy of the People’s
Constitution. The United States Supreme Court was not the proper authority to
conduct a detailed retroactive investigation of the rival claims to sovereignty,
Webster concluded. That determination belonged to the political branches of the
government—Congress and the president—and by their actions they had decided
in favor of law and order.

In a 5-to-1 opinion handed down in January 1849, when the national election
fever of 1848 had subsided, Chief Justice Roger Taney accepted the main points
of Webster's argument. The Luthers had presented “a political question” that
was not justiciable, said Taney in a conclusion influenced by expedience and
practicality. Responsibility for deciding questions of disputed sovereignty was
vested not with the Court but rather with the political branches—Congress and
the president, state legislatures, and governors. In response to the Dorrite
request that Taney apply the guarantee clause to the Rhode Island situation, the
Maryland jurist insisted that

Congress must necessarily decide what government 15 established in the State

hefore it can determine whether it is republican or not, And when the senators

and representatives of a state are admitted into the councils of the Union, the

authority of the govemment under which they are appointed as well as its

republican character, is recognized by the proper constitutional authority, And

1ts decision 1s binding on every other department of the government, and could

not be questioned in a judicial tnbunal.
Congressional acceptance of the charter delegation and Dorr's failure to send
nival congressmen could be construed as implicit recognition of the Law and
Order government. Further, Tyler's mere promise of federal support to King
under the power delegated to the president by Congress to protect states from
domestic violence or invasion was “as effectual as if the militia had been
assembled under his orders” to suppress the Dorrites. The high court would
abide by the implicit and explicit actions of the political branches and by the
determination of Judge Durfee’s court, said Taney.,

Levi Woodbury of New Hampshire, a Dorr sympathizer in 1842, filed the lone
dissent, but he confined his objection to a learned discussion of martial law. His
detailed and well-researched opinion that the charter forces used this power
arbitrarily, extravagantly, and unconstitutionally failed to dissuade the majonity
from its belief that “the established government resorted to the rights and usages
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of war to maintain itself and to overcome unlawful opposition.” With such a
rude dismissal, the Dorr Rebellion ceased to vex the federal government.

The Dorr Rebellion was no tempest in a teapot; it had national repercussions
and enduring significance. The most important and controversial domestic event
of the Tyler administration, it eventually involved the president, both houses of
Congress, the U.S. Supreme Court, and the lower federal judiciary. Of even
greater significance, the Rhode Island controversy inspired substantial contribu-
tions to theories of suffrage, majority rule, minority rights, and constitutional
government by John C. Calhoun, Henry Clay, John L. O'Sullivan, Orestes
Brownson, John Quincy Adams, Daniel Webster, Horace Greeley, Benjamin F.
Hallett, George Bancroft, and others of similar stature.

The underlying political philosophy of the insurgents—their doctrine of popular
constituent sovereignty—was to them a reaffirmation of the principles of 1776.
This theory asserted the preeminent right of the people at large to draft constitu-
tions. Conventions for such a purpose, Dorr and his associates claimed, were
expressions of public will and did not depend on prior legislative authorization;
“the doctrine of a necessary permission, authority, or request from the General
Assembly to the People before they can rightfully proceed to form a constitution
.. . has no application in this country, where the sovereignty resides in the
people.” According to Dorr, “the people” were entitled to draft constitutions not
only in Rhode Island, where the charter provided no established mode of consti-
tutional change or amendment; they could “rightfully proceed in the mode and
manner which they deem most proper” even where such provisions existed.

In 1841 the Rhode Island Suffrage Association insisted that a state constitution
be drafted “by the people in their primary capacity,” not by the secondary power
of the General Assembly. The association was asserting what one historian has
termed a “domesticated” right of revolution—a natural right, exercisable in an
orderly way within society, to act outside the law. Its demand seemed consis-
tent with the theory of “the people as constituent power,” which Professor
Robert R. Palmer has called America’s unique contribution to the eighteenth-
century “Democratic Revolution.” When Dorrites applied this doctrine, hal-
lowed by the American Revolutionary experience, the conclusion seemed
inescapable: the framing and the adoption of the People’s Constitution were
completely consistent with America's revolutionary past. The reformers failed
to recognize, however, that this cherished principle of popular constituent
sovereignty was a minority position held only by extreme democrats of the
Revolutionary generation.

Dorr’s conservative opponents, led by Chief Justice Job Durfee and federal
district judge John Pitman, dismissed as “preposterous” the idea that in 1776
there had been a lapse into a state of nature, a dissolution of the social contract,
that had transferred sovereignty directly to the people, allowing them to create
new constitutions and new political communities by whim and will. Conserva-
tives like Durfee contended that the state was a continuous entity and that the
American Revolution was so great an achievement, and the society it fostered so
excellent, that no further need for revolutionary measures existed. America’s
revolution was finished! Durfee further asserted that there was no grievance
great enough in Rhode Island to justify Dorr's course of action, and he chal-
lenged the reformers where their ideology was most ambiguous and vulner-
able—on the question of whether force would be necessary to achieve their ends,
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IN GENERAL ASSEMBLY, JANUARY SIFSSION, A, D, 1854

Ax Act to reversaand annul the Judgment of the Supreme Court ol Rliode Island for Treason, rendered against

THOMAS . DORR,
Jane 25th, A. D 1844

Whereus, the General Ameimbly of this State hath from time to time exercised the powers conferred opon
it by the Clarter of King Charles the Sccond, * 1o alter, reverse. annul or pardon, under their common seal or
otberwise, such fines, mulets, imprisconments, sentences, judgments sml condemnations as shall be thought fit =~

And wherens, the mmo powers were contlused to the General Amembly under the existing Constitotion
of this State by the terms thereof, which provide = that the General Amcuibly shall continue to cxercise the
powers they have herstolore excreised, nnles pichibited by this Constitution 7 and by the provision that * the
Supreme Court establishod by this Constitution eall have the sswe jurisdiction s the Supreme Judicial Court™
theretofore existing :

And whereas, an alloged politieal offunce, for which a judgment hutl been rendered in favor of the State,
may in certain easos fumish a proper ocension for the exercise of mch high powers:

And whereas, upon the teial of Taouss Woees Dorn S the wlleged enime of treqson there was an im-
proper and illegal roturn of juror in this, that ene Lundeed and peven Jurors from one political party were de-
signedly seleeted by the Sheriff, in part with the sl and padstance of personr acting in behalf of the State, and
only one juror from the other politionl party, amd the aveused was tried inoo counts other than that in which the
alleged offence was committed aml in which he sosided, and he was sllowed but two days with any, and but a | °
few hours with some of the pusel of juroes in which to inquire us to theie disqualifieations or obisin proof
thereol, and was not allowed altor the peremptory ehinllenge, of several such jurors, aml ufter obtaining proof |
of such disqualifications, te witlilraw said peremptory challenges, and to clullenge sail jurors for cause, or to |
have a new trial in consequence thercol !
And whereas, the court denied the jury the right to pas upon questions of law, though sid court bhad pre- |
'9’ viously, in aceordunce with the common law, held hat the jury might in eriminal eases = take upon themselves

Creacs il

the responsibility ef deciding gquestions of law “—and the accused was not allowed (o show in justification or in
esplanation of his molives or lutent, thist he seted under a Constitution wluch had been adopted by a large ma-
jority of the people of the State. nnd sn eloction under the sune as Governor of the State, and in accordanee
with what he devmed to be his right and duty in consequence thereof :

And whereaz, the said Tavess Wisow Doga was thereby wronglully conyvieted

And whereas, it is desirnblo for the best interosts of this State, that the wrongs therehy inflicted upon said
Dosr, and npen the people of the State, should be redressed, and thut (he animusitios created by the civil com-
motions which proceded and accompanied said trinl, should cense sl detormine :

And wheieas, it hins boen the custom of our English forelathers (but for whioh there hath beon happily
110 oconsion heretofore in the history of this eountry) whenever judgments fur treason have been thus illegally
and wrangfully obtained, to roverse by aet of Parliament such judigments, and to direct, to the end that justice
be done 1o those who have been thos convieted, that the records thercof be cancelled or destroyed : é
It s emacied by the GCenvral Ansewmbly as follows :

Section 1. The judgment of the Supreme Court, whereby Tuosas Witsos Doaz, of Providence, on the
twenty-ifth day of June, A. D. 1844, was sentenced to imprisoment for life, at bard labor, in separate con-
finement, is hereby repealed, reversed, annuled and declared in all respects to be as if it had never been ren-
derod.

Sec. 2 To the end that right be dane to the mid Tuosnas Wisox Doun, the clerk of the Supreme Coart
for the county of Newport, in hervby directed to write across the face of the record of mid judgment, the
words, “ Heversed and Aunnulled by order of the General Assembly, at their January Session, A D. 18547

Bec. 3. The Secretary of State is hereby directed 1o transmit a copy of this act to each of the Governors
of the several States, and to the Congress of the United States
Bec. 4. This act shall take efect from and afler its

A true copy : Abtesl— ASA POTTER, Secretary of State.
e
Figure 28.
In 1854, during the administration of Dorr’s supportive  powerful legislature In a further twist of fate, the
uncle Governor Philip Allen, a Democratic-controlled conservative state Supreme Court vindicated Dorr’s view

General Assembly reversed and annulled Dorr's treason by issuing an opinion to the legislature that the resolution
conviction. A tinge of rony marked this act, since Dorr was unconstitutional and ~a mutilation of the record ™
had fought to free the judiciary from the control of the RIHS Caollection (RH1 X3 6688)
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Ironically, this Law and Order position was ultimately sustained not only by
logic and the weight of tradition but by supenor force, causing one of Dorr's
detenders to depict the struggle in terms of “might versus right.”

Despite his defeat and the repudiation of his revolutionary doctrine of popular
constituent sovereignty, Thomas Wilson Dorr, the rebellion’s central figure,
must be ranked among the greatest American reformers. He was a man of
integrity, intelligence, and lofty ideals. His rash act at the arsenal should not
obscure his many positive contributions to his fellow men: he was a champion
of educational reform, an outspoken foe of slavery, and an initiator of notable
banking reforms, and he made the cause of the immigrant his own. He was a
lawyer, an influential political theorist, and a keen student of politics. The list of
those men with whom he corresponded is like a who's who of the Jacksonian
cra. His letters reveal that he had a working knowledge of several foreign
languages and a searching and inquiring mind that ranged with facility through
the fields of theology, literature, economics, science, and, of course, history.

By his action Dorr revived and reaffirmed some of the revolutionary principles
upon which his nation and his state were founded, and he came to personify for
his own and future generations the cause of equal rights. Thomas Wilson Dorr,
the much-maligned and misunderstood rebel who devoted his life to the unprof-
itable and thankless task of human betterment, was one of the most remarkable
Rhode Islanders of his or any century.
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