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Dexter Asylum, Providence's poarhouse,
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JANE LANCASTER

Jane Lancaster teaches at the Lincoln
School in Providence. She wishes to
dedicate this article to the memory of
Professor Bill McLoughlin, for whose class
it was written.

Encouraging Faithful Domestic Servants:
Race, Deviance, and Social Control
in Providence, 1820-1850

Facksom’an America is said to have “discovered the asylum” as a way to
control vice, deviancy, and dependence. As David Rothman has shown,
the nation, faced with new urban conditions and rapid social change, came to
see the poor and the deviant as products of a faulty environment, and it grew
to believe that reform or improvement was possible only if such people were
removed from the harmful influences of their society. Consequently, asy-
lums—prisons, almshouses, and orphanages—were built to replace such “bar-
baric” colonial punishments as the stocks and such inadequate charitable
measures as boarding orphans with relatives.’

The discovery of the asylum was reflected in Providence in the 1830s and
1840s when wealthy and influential citizens attempted to salve two pressing
problems simultaneously: the problem of limiting the growing independence
of the black community—an independence that they interpreted as devi-
ance—and the problem of satisfying an increasing demand for faithful, defer-
ential, and well-trained domestic servants. With the Providence Society for
the Encouragement of Faithful Domestic Servants, a group of citizens (almost
exclusively male) sought to achieve these ends through financial incentives,
This effort proved ineffective and was short-lived. A few years later another
group (almost exclusively female) took a different, more radical approach:
their Providence Shelter for Colored Orphans “rescued” children from their
unhealthy environment and trained them to be domestic servants. In many
ways a typical asylum of the period, this institution gained a certain measure
of success, as evidenced by its continued existence (although in a very differ-
ent form) more than 150 years after its founding.

Servants have been in short supply in America from the seventeenth century
onward.? Despite nostalgia in certain quarters for the claf?s when servants
“knew their place,” evidence from letters, diaries, and statute books suggests
that there never was such a time. In a letter dated 10 July 1639, John Winter
of Richmond Island, Maine, complained that his indentured servant Priscilla
“is so fatt and soggy she Cann hardly do any worke. Our men do not desire to
haue her boyle the kittle for them she is so sluttish.”? In addition, he criti-
cized her for staying out late, not getting up in the mornings, running away,
and being unable to milk a cow or a goat. Punitive laws for controlling ser-
vants were enacted in all the colonies; under a 1728 Rhode Island law, for
instance, a servant guilty of disobedience or disorder could be punished by up
to ten stripes for each offense.

The “servant problem” looms large in the literature of the nineteenth century.
This problem affected the servers and the served in different ways, but because
of differences in rates of literacy, it was mainly (but not exclusively| described
by the employers.* From their viewpoint there were two elements involved:

first, obtaining domestic servants who were both skillful and obliging; sccond,
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keeping good servants as long as possible. The problem became acute in New
England in the 1820s and 1830s, for textile mills were then competing for
young (white) temale labor. “Perhaps the difficulties of modern housekeepers
did begin with the Lowell factories,” wrote Lucy Larcom, a poet who had
worked in the mills of Lowell as a child. “Country girls were naturally inde-
pendent, and the feeling that at this new work the few hours they had of
every-day leisure was a satisfaction to them. They preferred it to going out as
‘hired help.’ It was like a young man’s pleasure in entering into business for
himself.”" Significantly, blacks were not employed in the mills, so their range
of employment options was more limited, a circumstance that increased their
proportion among potential servants.”

Along with the reduced supply of young white women willing to go into ser-
vice, there came an increased demand for servants. Standards of housekeep-
ing and a desire for leisure were nising among middle-class white women, and
most middle-class families kept at least one servant. Among clite groups ser-
vants became either a form of conspicuous consumption or, if women were
to pursue charitable and benevolent activities, a necessity. With white,
native-born servants in short supply in Providence, employers mcreasingly
recruited from among the free black population. This made the servant prob-
lem very complex, since it now involved social control and racial issues: the
upper and middle classes were seeking reliable servants from a racial group
that was increasingly seen as deviant. This “deviance” took a number of
forms, including the desire of many free blacks to live in their own homes, an
arrangement that limited the hours they were on call to their employers and
made it difficult for employers to supervise their servants’ leisure time.

The demand for domestic servants was spurred by a growing prosperity that
permitted the establishment of “separate spheres” for men and women.
According to this ideology, the home was to be a calm, well-regulated haven,
wherein women—who had hitherto engaged chiefly in household production
[of cheese, cloth, etc.), perhaps with help from a hired girl—were to be
involved with the consumption of goods manufactured elsewhere, and with
the management of domestic servants. Standards of housckeeping rose dra-
matically, inspired and accompanied by a flood of advice manuals explaining
how to do everything from caring for the sick to training servants to clean the
parlor. Catharine Beecher'’s influential Treatise on Domegtic Economy, first
published in 1841, gives a detailed explanation of what weekly cleaning
required. This task included covering all furmiture with dustcloths and using
“a duster of old silk, and a dust-brush” on all the books, and “a painter’s
brush, never used except for this purpose, [to] brush off the dust from all nar-
row cracks and small recesses in the furniture or mouldings.” “It is necessary
to . . . superintend [most domestics] till they form a habit of doing this work
regularly, thoroughly, and carefully,” the author cautions.”

Besides implementing such rigorous standards of cleanliness, a servant was
expected to emulate the kind of wifely behavior that William A. Alcott advo-
cated in The Young Wife:

Above all, does [a wife| perform her angelic task by the reception she gives
[her hushand| at evening. When he comes home, as often happens, after dark,
he finds not only the lighted window and the blazing hearth, but the stll
more cheering light of his wite's countenance, to welecome him.,

He can scarcely feel a want of food, drink or repose, which is not fully
anticipated, and for which provision is not made in the most happy manner



Rules and regulations of the Faithful
Servants' Society. Broadside, 1831. RIHS
Collection (RHi1 X3 7011)
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PROVIDENCE SOCIETY

FOR THE ENCOURAGEMENT OF FAITHFUL DOMESTIC SERVANTS.
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Thus the demands of a servant’s job were too exacting for women to willingly
enter long-term service if they had any reasonable alternatives. Wages were
low (although when combined with board and lodging, they were comparable
to a mill operative’s pay). Mary Troop Dorr Ames, a Providence woman who
kept records of her servants from 1842 to 1860, paid $1.50 per week to her
housemaids throughout the 1840s, though she did raise her cook’s pay from
$1.75 t0 $2.00 in 1843, “on condition of her taking charge of the lower part of
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the house, attending to the furnace, setting tables and doing any other work |
might require of her cheerfully.” (That last word suggests a wealth of impli-
cations about mistress-servant relations.) Living conditions for servants var-
ied. One of Catharine Beecher’s recommendations, that each servant should
have her own bed, suggests that this was not always the case. Compared with
many other occupations, domestic service could be very lonely. Mrs, Ames
sometimes commented disapprovingly on those of her servants she consid-
ered oversociable; e.g., Mary Burns was a “good washer and ironer, tolerable
cook, pleasant temper, careless—everything out of place, always a throng of
company about her,” while Alice Benisher, a chambermaid, “liked to be out a
great deal [and was| not very tidy.””

In addition to its long hours, variable conditions, low wages, and onerous
duties, domestic service was a low-status occupation. In 1837 an English
gentlewoman in reduced circumstances, Georgiana Kirby, arrived in the
United States in need of work. With the help of references from a previous
employer testifying that she was “a young lady of refinement, ability and
character,” she was engaged to take charge of an infant by the Reverend E. S.
G. of Boston at “one dollar a week until my fitness for the undertaking was
proved, when another quarter would be added.” Although Kirby was far from
a typical servant—she eventually left her job in Boston to live at Brook Farm,
became a noted abolitionist, and traveled to California during the Gold
Rush—she needed to earn money, and she stayed with the family for three
years. During that time she read theology in her employer's library until “at
last my mind was at rest on the subject of religion. 1 did not see that any one
person knew any more about it than anyone elsc. It was all surmise.”'"

Her employver’s wife, “the cold, unsmiling Mrs G.,” was extremely status-
conscious, and having a well-educated servant must have been a grear trial to
her. “I had far more¢ quiet self-esteem than the lady members of the family,
who seemed constantly on the alert lest [ should be moved to cross the line
of demarkation,” Kirby remarks. She makes a very telling observation about
her name:

When . ., Mrs G. demanded my given name, | was atraid it would make

appearances worse to say “Georglana.” That would sound ridiculously fine
tor the station; so, to save myself, while blushing at the untruth, [ rephed:

II'ADI‘.H'
I found out later that “domestics” were not limited as to :amt:s in the
United States, but might be Anastasias or Corinnas, if it pleased them. There
was no class of American servants, as only a very few temporanly accepted
service. The majority were either Inish or German.!

Providence was growing rapidly in 1830. During the preceding decade the
population had increased by 43 percent, much of this growth the result of
natural increase or rural-to-urban migration. Of the town’s 1830 population
total of 16,784, only 257, or 1.5 percent, were described as aliens.”

Among Providence’s residents was a free black population of 1,213, of whom
two-thirds lived in the Olney’s Lane area of the East Side. This group was not
growing at the same pace as the population as a whole, its numbers having
increased by only 12 percent in the 1820s; but important changes had
occurred in the black community’s patterns of employment and residence.
At the beginning of the decade almost all employed blacks worked as domes-
tic servants, living in the homes of their white employers, since there were
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tew other occupations open to them. In the years following, however, blacks
started to work as draymen, grocers, bakers, and confectioners, trades that
enabled them to live independently. By 1830 half the black population lived
in their own homes. This group included numbers of servants, for many of
those who were in domestic service were now “living out” or were casual
workers contracting on a daily basis."

These years also saw the growth of community consciousness and commu-
nity organizing among Providence’s black population. This development was
spurred by a group of white philanthropists, including Moses Brown, who had
encouraged black leaders to set up the all-denominational African Union
Meeting and the Meeting Street School for Negro Children in 1819, There
were, in addition, two black Masonic lodges in Providence, one founded in
1799 and the other in 1826. In 1832 blacks took a classic step toward respect-
ability by organizing the Providence Temperance Society. The forty charter
members took a pledge to renounce liquor, except for medicinal purposes,
and they agreed that if they broke this pledge, “they shall be conversed with
and shewn the error of their ways; if they did not reform . . . they shall be
expelled from this society. "

The movement by blacks toward bourgeois respectability, accompanied by

a relatuvely low birthrate and little inward migration (Providence was not a
destination favored by fugitive slaves), boded ill for those whites who wanted
faithful and deferennial black servants. The demand was there, but the supply
was problematic. The career of Elleanor Eldridge illustrates the unwillingness
of blacks to enter permanent domestic service if they had any reasonable
alternative. Part Narragansett Indian and part black, Ellcanor started work at
ten years of age as a domestic servant. She became a skilled weaver and a
dairywoman, but she preferred to run her own business as a whitewasher and
paperhanger. She also invested in property, and by 1840 she owned real estate
valued at four thousand dollars."” When she did work as a domestic servant,
she did so on her own terms. According to an account of her life written in
1838, she

worked [at her own business| for nine or ten months in the year; but com-

maonly, during the most severe cold of winter, she engaged herself for high

wages, in some private family, hotel or boarding house. Two of these winters

she worked at Mr. Jackson's; and the two following at Governor Taft's; and it

is worthy of remark, and alike creditable to herself and hcfcmployers, that

ELLEANOR HAS ALWAYS LIVED WITH GOOD PEOPLE.'*
Tensions between the black and white communities of Providence had long
simmered, but they were exacerbated by the town’s growth, the emergence of
a property-owning hlack artisan class, and the concentration of unskilled
blacks in or adjacent to areas that also catered to sailors and “lewd women.”
The association of blacks with deviant or vicious behavior is most clearly
scen at this point, although it became clear during the hearings on the 1831
Olney's Lane riot that most of the slum landlords (including Nicholas Brown,
one of the richest men in Providence) were white.'” In the Hard Scrabble riot
of 1824 and the more serious Olney’s Lane riot seven years later, the town's
interracial tensions came to a head.

Hard Scrabble was the name given to the area at present-day Moshassuck
Square, a neighborhood that was home to many of Providence’s black resi-
dents. According to William Brown, a black shoemender who later wrote his
memoirs, blacks were subjected to petty harassment on the town’s strects;
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for instance, local whites would amuse themselves by “knocking off men’s
hats and pulling off ladies’ shawls and often following them as they passed to
and from church.”"* Another favorite pastime was ordering black couples off
the sidewalk into the street. The Hard Scrabble riot of October 1824 seems to
have come about when a series of such incidents led to a fight berween
whites and blacks “in consequence of an attempt of the former to maintain
the inside walk in their peregrinations through the town.” The following
night a white mob assembled, made its way to Hard Scrabble, “and in the
short space of four or five hours, levelled it with the ground.”" Four white
men were tried and two were found guilty, but the verdict was quashed on a
technicality and all were freed.

Far more serious was the disturbance that occurred in Snow Town, a black
neighborhood near where the Providence-Worcester Canal mer Olney’s Lane.
This area contained bars and brothels catering to sailors. In 1826 it was
described as a place where “the scum of the town and the out-scourings of
creation, nightly assemble to riot and debauch, and in the midst of their bac-
chanalian revels the whole neighborhood is kept in a constant state of inqui-
ctude and alarm.”* This alarm was justified in September 1831, when four
days of rioting took place there. Most accounts of the Olney’s Lane riot agree
that it had begun with a confrontation in Snow Town between a party of
white sailors and a group of blacks; that the sailors returned with about a
hundred supporters; that a black householder told them to stay away from his
property, and when they refused, he shot one of the sailors dead. The fight
escalated, with the authorities powerless to stop it until the fourth day, when
a magistrate read the riot act and authorized the militia to shoot. Four mem-
bers of a white mob were killed and tourteen others were injured before the
rioting finally ended. Eighteen houses in Snow Town had been destroyed. Fol-
lowing the disorder the rioters enjoyed considerable sympathy among local
whites. “The mob made but little noise and were expeditious and scientific
in the performance of their arduous duties,” a newspaper editorial sarcasti-
cally claimed. “Not one reputable building was attacked.”*

The Olney’s Lane riot was instrumental in forcing community leaders to face
and deal with the problems of lawlessness and control inherent in explosive
urban growth. If Providence was to be governed more efficiently, it seemed
necessary to replace the town-meeting system with a cit; form of govern-
ment. The movement to create a city charter advanced apace, and a new
charter was approved by the General Assembly and ratified by the voters of
Providence by November 1831. This document (which took effect in June
1832) gave the mayor extensive powers to curb vice and disorder: he could
impose a twenty-four hour jail sentence on “any dissolute person” who was
“fighting, or being otherwise disorderly,” and he could search any building
reasonably suspected to be inhabited by “persons of ill fame, or to which per-
sons of dissolute, idle, or disorderly behavior are suspected to resort.”™

The city charter was proposed, debated, and instituted by a group of men
almost identical to the group that composed the Providence Society for the En-
couragement of Faithful Domestic Servants. This organization was apparently
patterned after one in London. Dr. William Kitchener's The Cook’s Oracle and
Housekeeper's Manual, " Adapted to the American Public by a Medical Gentle-
man” and published in 1829, describes this British group as “a most laudable
SOCIETY for the ENCOURAGEMENT of FEMALE SERVANTS, by a




“The Birth-day Dinner.” Steel engraving
by Illman Brothers from a painting by
Wieschebrink, Peterson’s Magazine 57
(lanuary-June 1870). RIHS Collection
(RHi X3 7012}

ENCOURAGING FAITHFUL DOMESTIC SERVANTS

gratuitous registry, and by rewards, . . . instituted in 1813; plans of which may
be had gratis at the Society’s House, No. 10, Hatton Gardens.”® The first such
society in North America had been set up in New York in 1825, and other
groups followed in Philadelphia, Boston, and Albany within the next decade.
Prospectuses of the various American societies contain similar language and
describe similar aims and rewards, probably reflecting the influence of the
original organization in London. Registries, or servant labor exchanges, and
financial rewards to workers for continuous service were the main features of
these societies.

Apparently speaking for the organizers of the proposed society in Providence,
a anonymous writer in the Providence Advertiser of 27 October 1830 sug-
gested that both servants and employers would benefit from the new organi-
zation. The article explained how the servants would be financially rewarded
tor faithful service (“they will have annual rewards held out to them increas-
ing every year in proportion to the length of continuances of services in any
one family”), how their welfare would be provided for (“when sick and desti-
tute [they] are to have medical advice and assistance furnished to them gratu-
itously”), and how they would be encouraged to be frugal [they “are to have a
premium of one per cent on all balances of money to their credit in the Sav-
ings Bank”). In return for these benefits and kindnesses, the employers would
expect from their servants “faithfulness, attention, obedience, activity and
sobriety in the performance of duties and a general attendance to the rules
and regulations of the family in which they reside.” According to the article,
the benefits to both sides would minimize the effects of class differences, for
it would become an honor to be a servant under such conditions. The article
cited the impact of the society in New York, where such an arrangement,
“instead of making the necessary distinction between master and servant
burdensome, has often softened its character so much as to make it rather a
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privilege than otherwise; while at the same ame a most respectful manner is
preserved.

A series of organizational meetings were held in Providence in the fall of
1830, and by 30 December there were enough subscribers to meet for the
election of officers. Detailed rules and regulations were approved, including
provisions for employing an agent to keep a registry office “in a central pan
of town,” appointing a committee of sixteen women to take turns in check-
ing reterences and visiting the office, and implementing a scale of rewards
that the society would pay to servants whose employers had nominated them
tor good conduct and continued service:

After one vear, a handseme octavo Bible, or in lieu thereol $2,00

At the end of 2 vears 3,00
s 4.00
g3 ' 504
5 |and a certificate of their good service tor that period 10,00

And on the completion of every year thereafter 10,007

Ten dollars was equivalent to a month's wages tor a cook, or six weeks tora

‘Market Square ” Drawing by Edward housemaid, so these were not inconsiderable bonuses.
Lewts Peckham, pen and ik with wash _ 1 : 6 Teadi ) | ) |
on paper, January 1835. RIHS Collection Ninety-eight of Providence’s leading citizens joined the society, all presumably

(RHi X3 955) paying their three-dollar annual subscriptions. Their publicly stated reasons tor
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forming such an organization are set out in a report that was read ar the first
(and last) annual meeting, held on 2 January 1832, Regretting that the com-
plexities of modern life made servants indispensable, the report declares that
the character of houschold servants “is generally conceded to be bad.” A num-
ber of reasons for this unfortunate situation are cited. There is, first, a diffi-
culty in checking references, so that a kind of Gresham's law prevails, bad
character driving out good. Second, employers submit to “gross misbehavior in
their servants, rather than have them leave their employ.” Third, servants are
not properly educated in skills “qualifying them for the stations to which in all
probability they will be called.” Fourth, servants (as well as employers) are
“tickle,” and continuity of service is rare. Finally, the growing practice of hir-
ing servants by the day leads them to “habits of idleness and dissipation” dur-
ing the days when they are not employed, or during the hours when they are
not in their employer’s house.” The report offers an interesting explanation of
this last evil, and one that suggests how the Olney’s Lane riot realized the
warst tears of the sociery’s founders:
It is supposed that there are servants enough in this town, to do the work of
twice its population, and yer it 1s well known thar good servants were never
more wanted. This supposition is founded in part on the late census. As for
instance, it appears that of the colored population, there is rising of twelve
hundred in this town alone; yet only five hundred are returned as being at
service. The seven hundred, except children, if they are at work at all, are
doing “day’s work." It requires but little calculation to shew what this labor
aAmounts tix
Studies of similar societies in New
York and Philadelphia reveal close
similarities in aims, membership,
and methods,™ but the specitic con-
cern with colored servants seems to
be unique to Providence,

/
/ |  What were the members of the
{ Faithful Servants’ Society like?™ On
the whole, they were conservative,
] antiabolitionist, meliorist rather

than reformist, wealthy, and Whig.
A decade later Many of them would
hecome leaders of the Law and Or-
der party during the Dorr Rebellion.
They were, of course, from the ser-
vant-employing classes, people who
needed servants for their domestic
comfort. There were fifteen lawyers,
fitteen merchants, nine shopkeepers,
tive physicians or dentists, five cler-
gymen [three Congregationalists,
one Baptist, and one Episcopalian),
tour manutacturers, four bank cash-
iers or accountants, and two profes-
sors. The nineteen members for
whom there is no occupation listed
in the 1832 Providence Directory
may have been either independently
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wealthy or retired. The society’s membership included the aged Quaker phi-
lanthropist Moses Brown and two women, Mrs. Frances Arnold and Mrs.

H. S. Newcomb. Both female members were widows, the latter of a U.S.
Navy captain who had fought in the War of 1812,

The president of the society, and apparently its driving force, was Samuel
Bridgham, a lawyer who would soon be inaugurated as the first mayor of
Providence. Among the society’s eight managers were Benjamin Cowell, a
tederal law officer; Charles F. Tillinghast, an attorney and relative of the law-
yer who defended the whites arrested during the Hard Scrabble disturbances
in 1824; and Lemuel H. Arnold, the governor of Rhode Island at the time of
the Olney’s Lane riot. William S. Patten, the justice of the peace who read the
riot act during that disorder, was also a society member, as were United
States marshal Burrington Anthony; Justice of the Peace William Aplin;
Henry Bowen, Rhode Island’s secretary of state from 1819 to 1849; Congress-
man Tristram Burges, formerly chief justice of the Rhode Island Supreme
Court; and former governor lames Fenner, who had been chief justice of the
state Supreme Court as well. Seventeen members of the society served at one
time or another in the General Assembly.

Brown University was well represented among the society’s membership.
Founding members included Francis Wayland, Brown’s president; Nathan
Crocker, vice president of the society, rector of St. John’s Episcopal Church,
and secretary of the Brown University corporation; doctor and manufacturer
Samuel Tobey, a Brown trustee; and Brown professor William Goddard.
Bridgham himself was the university’s chancellor. Tristram Burges had been
a professor of oratory and belles lettres at Brown, and most of the other mem-
bers of the society had been educated there.

But despite the eminence of its members, the society was not a success. The
tirst (and only] annual report hints at some of the reasons for the organiza—
tion’s demise. “The Managers have to regret a want of co-operation among
the housekeepers [employers| generally,” said the report. Further, “At first,
the Society met with great opposition from servants themselves. It was
industriously circulated among them that the Society was gotten up with a
view to oppress and degrade them.”* The servants may not have been wrong
in this perception: the scale of rewards, rising significantly after five years to
the equivalent of five week’s pay as a bonus, suggests that the aim was to cre-
ate a permanent servant class. In a time marked by the rise of the common
man and a belief in upward mobility, this cannot have been an attractive idea
to servants.

In addition, there was another, more immediate, problem: the agent that
the Faithful Servants’ Society appointed “proved to be unfaithful.” This—
together with the fact that the women'’s committee was never formed,
because many of those approached declined to serve—greatly hampered the
society’s operations, During the first year the names of fifty-five servants
were on the agent’s books, and ten servants were nominated for rewards; but
during the second year the society ceased to function.

Throughout this period there were also a number of commercial “intelligence
offices,” or labor exchanges, in operation. In the 1824 Providence Directory,
tor example, William Mumford, a justice of the peace, advertised the addition
of an intelligence office to his debt-collecting, money-lending, and legal-
document-writing agency. Mumford offered his services both to servants and
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to employers, his office on Broad Street being a place “where masters or mis-
tresses of families, and others, wanting men or maid servants, tailoresses,
scamstresses, house-keepers or nurses: or any of the above described persons
wanung places . . . may be accommodated, and have all their wants sup-
plied.”" Most such agencies were short-lived, for they were widely distrusted
and suspected of many abuses. Because they charged a fee for cach servant
supplied, it was not in their interests to check references carefully. Reflecting
the public distrust of these agencies, in the 1840s Samuel Wheeler advertised
his business, also on Broad Street, as a “Temperance Groceery and Intelligence
Office” “where the business is conducted in such a manner, as to insure the
confidence of the public”.”

Another method of obtaining servants, also fraught with difficulty, was
through advertising in a local newspaper. Since it was a tedious task for
would-be employers to reply to servants advertising for work, such situation-
wanted advertisements are rare; there was, for instance, only one such adver-
tisement in the Providence Journal during all of 1833, compared to
twenty-three advertisements by employers in search of servants. Two of

the employers’ advertisements that year specified race: one sought a young
or middle-aged white woman to care for three children, the other “a black
woman to do the work in a kitchen.” Two people needed wet nurses, one to
live in the country, the other either to “take a child home and nurse it, or to
live in the advertiser’s family.” Perhaps suggesting the difficulty of finding
respectable servants, seven advertisers said they had small families, and one
promised that the work would be light.

Ten years later Providence’s economy was in recession, and very few domes-
tic servants’ jobs were advertised. Of the eight advertisements that appeared
in the Providence Journal in 1843, threc were for wet nurses; one of these
stipulated that the applicant should be “of good moral character,” two
required almost apologetically that the servant be prepared to go into the
country for a few weeks, and one stated that “an American or English woman
would be preferred.” A preference for Americans was not confined to wet
nurses; an advertisement placed by a soap and candle manufacturer sought “a
steady young man (an American) with a horse and wagon, to collect ashes in
this city and the vicinity.” Such nativism had increased dramatically by
1853, when seven of eighteen advertisements sought Amgrican, English, or
Protestant servants, and six of the ¢leven people secking domestic work
described themselves in those terms. No advertiser stated explicitly that “no
Irish need apply,” but the message was certainly implied.

The binding out of pauper children as indentured servants offered another
possible source of domestic help. The indentures of Lorra Bennett in 1839—
requiring that her master, Henry Mathewson, “cause her to be instructed in
the necessary callings of sewing, knitting and doing housework . . . and also
... to read and write”—were typical.* But the practice of indenturing chil-
dren had largely tallen into disuse, and few were apprenticed for domestic
service, Intelligence offices, newspaper advertisements, and indenture
arrangements all scemed inadequate as measures for ensuring a steady supply
of good and faithful servants for those who needed them. Could some better
method be found?

It remained for the characteristic Jacksonian response to problems of social
control to be applied to the twofold problem of servant supply and perceived
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vice and deviance among the hlack
population. This response came
with the creation of the Providence
Shelter tor Colored Orphans. A com-
hination asylum and benevolent
society, the shelter was tounded in
March 1838 by a group of women of
various relizious denominations
mecting at the home of Mrs, Anna
lenkins, a Quaker and the only
granddaughter of Moses Brown
Many of these women were socially
prominent, but only one was mar
ried to a member of the group that
had tounded the Society for the
Encouragement of Faithful Domes-
tic Servants: Mary Flage, the wite of
surgeon-denust [ F. F. Flage. The
medical othicer of the new organiza
tion was Dr. Samuel Tobev, a
Quaker who had belonged to the
Faithtul Servants’ Society and who
would later be active in the estab-

lishment of Rhode Island Hospital

The shelter began operating in April
1840, when Anna Jenkins lent them
rent-free, a house she owned on
North Main Street. Financial sup
port came from the organization’s
membership and from a number of
interested groups. One of these
groups was the Infant Schoaol Soci-
ety, which had dishanded in January
1839, “desiring their funds still to
he appropriated to indigent chil-
dren,” said a shelter report, “[the society’s members| prefented to us the lib

eral donation of $420.7" Other donors included the Ladies” Anti-Slavers
Socicty, the Juvenile Anti-Slavery Society, the Ladies’ Humane Society of the

Universalist Church, and the Fourth Baptist Church.

The Providence Shelter for Colored Orphans set out its aims in its constitu
tion and its annual reports. A preamble to the first annual report declared
that many among the city’s black population “are destitute of every physical
comtort, and among this class are to be found the most ignorant and
degraded.” The shelter's members were particularly concerned about the
children who were “subjected to the blighting influence of evil example, su
rounded by the effects of intemperance and vice, taught and encouraged in
the practice of wickedness by those whose duty it is to train them to habits
ot usetul industry.” This description echoes the kind of remarks that were
made after the Hard Scrabble and Olney’s Lane riots, as well as the paragraph
in the Faithful Servants’ Society report describing the idleness and dissipation
of black servants when they were away from their work. But whereas the
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practical men of the Faithful Servants’ Society had relied on financial induce-
ments to counteract these conditions (even the one-year bonus of “a hand-
some octavo Bible” could be replaced by money), the benevolent ladies of the
Colored Orphan’s Shelter took a more radical approach: they attempted to
retorm black children by removing them from an unwholesome environment
to one more conducive to virtue and to socially aceeptable habits and aspira
tions. According to the shelter's organizers,

It was our desire to provide a surtable home where the children might be

placed and taught habits of industry, improved in their morals, and

instructed in such branches of knowledge as would enable them to procure

respectable maintenance, as domestics in families, or to acquire trades

adapted to their capacities or inclination
The tounders soon realized that it was not only orphans who required atten-
tion; there were also children who needed to be separated from their
‘vicious” parents, and there were children who had to be cared for because
their otherwise responsible parents were in domestic service and could not
provide such care themselves, The shelter received the latter children as

boarders for fifty cents a week, about a third of a female servant's wages

Fire-side Mteel engraving

1ond in Graham's Lady's and
Gentleman’s Magazine 19 (1841) RIHS

Collection (RHi X3 7010
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Although the first design of this Association was to benefit orphans, vet
finding a much larger class in the community inhaling an atmosphere rife
with impurity and vice whose parents exerted only an evil influence upon
their children, it was thought that the object in view could not be fully
accomplished but by rescuing those little immortals from the scenes of
iniquity, and placing them within the salutary influence of virtue and
religion. .. . There are still a number in our midst who have families, and
whose circumstances oblige them to be at domestic service, [whao| must
necessarily place their children under the care of others. The difficulty which
this class encounter in procuring homes for their little ones, where they wall
be uncontaminated, has induced us to receive such children as boarders. ™

Article 7 of the shelter’s original constitution, in the manuscript collection of

the Rhode Island Historical Society,” insisted that “no relative shall interfere

in the management of children in the Shelter, nor visit them, except in the

presence of the Instructress, nor at any time when such visits are disapproved
by the Board.” By the time the constitution was printed
in the shelter’s second annual report, however, it had

Poem published in the annual report of the
Providence Shelter for Colored Children.
1850. RIHS Collecuion (RHi X3 7014).
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THE CHILDREN'S SONG, ¢

been made clear that this restriction applied particularly
to those parents “yielding to the destructive effects of
intemperance and immoral conduct.” *

WEITTEN FYOR THR

TWELFTH ANNIVERSARY OF
PR DULRDPRE

Notwithstanding the occupational training provided by
the shelter, of the sixty-four children it received during
its first four years of operation, only eight had been sent
out to work by the end of that time, all as domestics, Of
the others, twenty-six were still at the shelter (which
took children as young as three years of age and kept boys
until they were ten, girls until they were twelve); twenty-
one had been returned to their parents; and nine had
died." According to the reports, all but one of the latter
were already ill when they came to the shelter. Several of
the reports contain long and sentimental accounts of the
death of a child. The first to die was a young boy who had
entered the shelter just six weeks earlier. His death was
followed by that of his sister, aged seven:

©

TSP

Guannraxs and friends, this day,
With grateful hearts we come,
Our debt of thanks to pay,
For this our peaceful Home.

To breathe our fervent prayer,
That God will ever Liloss
Ye, whose protecting care,
Sheltered the shelterless. Through a protracted illness . . . scarcely an expression of
impatience escaped her lips, Once, after her attentive
physician had visited her, she said “1 wish the doctor could
make me well.” Her kind teacher told her that she feared
the doctor did not know of anything that could do that—
she looked at her a few moments in silence, and then
bursting into tears said—"Will you pray for me?"”¥

Amid life's deserts wild,

Once we were left to roam ;
But ye upon us smiled,

And found for us « Home,
Shortly before her death the girl gave all her playthings to
her teacher and asked her to keep them, “thus evincing to
the utmost of her power, her affection and gratitude and
evidently bidding farewell to the things of this earth.”
The report adds that this child and her brother were taken
from “the most abject poverty and wickedness, their par-
ents being slaves of intemperance and vice.”

The records of the Shelter for Colored Children (the name
was officially changed in 1847) show a continuing effort
to “rescue” children from environments perceived as un-
healthy. The matron’s admission book contains accounts
of what would now be called dysfunctional families, in

=

And as ye sheltered us
With kind parental care,

May God, our Father, thus,
A home for you prepare,

That when earth’s scenes are past,
And life to death is giv'n,

We all may meet at last,
At Home, with Him in heay'n.

PO
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which children were not receiving the kind of care normally expected from
parents. In one such case a Mr. Sampson brought his three children to the
shelter’s board in 1839. Their mother was in prison, and the children were “in
a most miserable condition.” After “giving some encouragement” about pay-
ing their board, the father disappeared, probably on “a vessel to New York.”
Faced with few alternatives, the board “consented to [the children’s| remain-
ing for the present.”*!

The shelter continued to house needy black children until 1952. Since then it
has operated as a grant-giving agency to help African-American children
through such institutions as the Urban League, the Mount Hope Day Care
Center, and the John Hope Settlement House

David Rothman’s description of the Jacksonian response to crime, deviancy,
and dependency seems clearly applicable to events in Providence. From the
1820s to the 1840s, members of the city's elite came to believe that these
conditions prevailed among the black population because of faulty environ-
mental factors, particularly the lack of proper discipline in black families.
Whereas the founders of the Providence Society for the Encouragement of
Faithful Domestic Servants were meliorist and conservative in emphasizing
law and order and economic incentives, the organizers of the Providence
Shelter for Colored Orphans were millennial, emphasizing the possibility of
character reform through firm but gentle discipline, administered in a whole-
some environment removed from the evils of society. The Faithful Servants’
Society may be seen as backward-looking—an attempt by an old elite to stem
what appeared to be an alarming tide of lawlessness—or as very modemn, in
that it eschewed moral suasion in favor of economic incentives. The Colored
Orphans group, on the other hand, was exactly in step with the benevolent
spirit of the 1830s and 1840s; it had indeed “discovered the asylum” in its
search for order and comfort in Jacksonian Providence.




86

Notes

ENCOURAGING FAITHFUL DOMESTIC SERVANTS

(e

David Rothman, The Discovery of the
Asylam: Social Order and Disorder in
the New Republic (Boston: Little,
Brown, 19711, 57-59, 76-78, 155-79.

- Modern scholarship on domestic ser-

vice started with Lucy Maynard
Salmon's Domestic Service |1897; Ind
ed., New York: Macmillan, 1901},
Salmon, a Vassar professor and Progres-
sive, was anxious to document abuses
in order o effect retorm. Her book has
three useful chapters on the history of
domestic service in America, but apart
trom footnotes on Negro servants in
the South, she has little to say on the
topic of black servants. Daniel Suther-
land provides useful information on
servant reform movements in the ante-
bellum period in Americans and Their
Servants: Doméstic Service mn the
United States from 1800 to 1920 (Ba-
ton Rouge: Lowsiana State University
Press, 19811, esp. chap. 8, but the Provi-
dence expentience does not support
some of his conclusions. Faye
Dudden’s Serving Women: Household
Service in Nineteenth-Century
America (Middletown, Conn.:
Wesleyan University Press, 1983 is
uscful on intelligence ottices [servam
labor exchanges! and on contemporary
responses to the “servant problem.” An
cconomic analysis of domestic service
1s provided by Gearge |. Stigler, Domes.
tic Service in the United States.

1900- 1940 [Cambridge, Mass.: National
Bureau of Economic Rescarch, 1946).
Stigler also includes a most unschol-
arly dig at Beatrice Webb, who claimed
that the domestic servant had all the
advantages in bargaining because the
mistress’s “own ease of hody and mind
is at the mercy of the servant’s hundred
and one ways of making herselt dis-
agrecable.” According to Stgler, Webh
made it clear that she wrote with an
authority that "the untutored male
cannot challenge” (p. 131

Quoted from Trelawny Papers, 3:166-
68, Maine Histoncal Society, in
Salman, Domestic Service, 33, 45.

. Employers' records consulted include

those of Mary Troop Dorr Ames |Tho-
mas Wilson Dorr’s sister] in “House-
hold Servant Records, 1842-1860," MS
codex 6751, John Hay Library; of the
Beecher family in Jeanne Boydston,
Mary Kelley, and Anne Margohis, The
Limits of Sisterhood: The Beecher Sis-
ters on Women's Rights and Woman's
Sphere |Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1988}, and of a
non-¢lite woman in Clauda L

Bushman's “A Good Poor Man's Wife™
Being a Chronicle of Horriet Hanson
Robmson and Her Family in
Nineteenth-Century New England
{Hanover, N.H.: University Press of
New England, 1951). Servants’ mem-
otrs include Georglana Bruce Kirby's
Years of Experience: An Autobio.
graphical Narrative [1887; repning,
New York: AMS Press, 19711 and Will-
1am Brown's Life of Willlam | Brown
of Providence, Rhode Islund, with Per-
sonal Recollegtions of Incidents in
Rhode Island (Providence, 1883), a
valuable source about hlack servants in
Providence, as is Frances McDougall's
biography of a hlack entrepreneur,
Memoirs of Elleanor Eldridge (Provi-
ence, 18381,

. Luey Larcom, A New England Girl-

hood [Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1889),
199,

. The exclusion of blacks from manufac-

turing occupations, even as laborers, is
documented in Robert James Cottrol,
The Afro-Yankees: Providence’s Black
Community in the Ante-Bellum Era
|Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
19831

. Cathanine Beecher, Treatsse on Domes-

tie Economy for the Use of Young
Ladies at Home and at School (Boston:
1841], 345-46. The “separate spheres”
literature 1s large. Usetul works in rela-
tion to domesticity and domestic ser-
vice include Ruth Schwartz Cowan,
More Waork for Maother: The Tranies of
Household Technology from the QOpen
Hearth to the Microwave (New York:
Basic Books, 1983), chap. 2, Susan
Strasser, Never Done: A History of
American Housewark |New York: Pan-
theon Books, 1982}, and Kathryn Kish
Sklar, Catharme Beecher: A Study in
American Domesticity (New York:
Norton, 1976). Glenna Matthews
describes many of the advice manuals
in Just a Housewife: The Rise and Fall
of Domesticity (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1987], 35-65,
Cathanine Beecher was one of the best-
known writers of such manuals; her
Treatise on Domestic Economy was
reprinted nearly every year between
1841 and 1856 and was reissued as The
American Woman's Home in 1869,

. William A_Alcon, The Young Wife, or

Duties of Woman in the Marriage Rela-
ton (1837; 9th ed., Boston: 1844), 47,
Aleotr was umque among domestic-
advice writers of the time in that he
proposed solving the servant problem

14,
15,

with 4 retum to republican simplicity
that would do without servants alto.
gether, He was also an advocate of raw
food.

. The servant account book kept by Mrs.

Ames also records why servants left jor
were dismissed). Though most of her
servants had Insh names and are thus
outside the scope of this discussion,
some of her exasperated comments are
worth noting; ¢.g., “May 15th 1851,
Came Ann Daily. Six foot high, knew
nothing, staid four days, went away ar
hall an hour’s notice to be married,
Glad Lam to be rid of her.”

. Kirby, Years of Experience, 77, 83,
- Ihid., 78-79.

. These population figures were taken

from the 1830 Providence Directory.,
Edwin M. Snow, Census of the City of
Providence Tuken in 1855 |Providence,
18364, 1s also usetul, since 1t gives his
torical population data as well as tabu-
lating the servant population by ward
and employer’s family size. This type
of statistical analysis was a mid-
nineteenth-century development that
had not been attempted for carlier
population counts.

. Jultan Rammelkamp, “The Providence

Negro Community, 1820-42." Rhode
Island History 7 |1948): 22.23,
Rammelkamp’s artcle is the first
scholarly treatment ot this topic and
the tirst to use William Brown's mem-
OIS 48 @ source.

Liberator, 13 Oct 1832,

Her real estare holdings are listed in
the Providence tax books.

. McDougall, Mc‘mufrs. 64-65, Frances

McDougall wrote two short books
about Eldridge in order to arouse sym-
pathy and financial support for her
after she was swindled out of some of
her property. Eldridge succeeded in
recovering the property by taking her
cise to court.,

. History of the Providence Riots from

September 21 1o Seprember 24, 1831
(Providence 1831), 18, This repont
names eleven property owners whose
buildings were destroyed or badly dam-
aged; of these, only one, Rosanna Jones,
appears in the 1831 Providence tax list
as a “Person of Color.”

. Quoted from Brown, Life. in Irving H.

Bartlewt, From Slave to Citizen (Provi-
dence, 1954), 27.




87

ENCOURAGING FAITHFUL DOMESTIC SERVANTS

20.
1.
. 5¢¢ Howard P. Chudacoff and Theodore

. Quoted from Hard-Scrabble Calendar

(Providence, 1824) in Bartlett, From
Slave to Citizen, 17,

Bartlett, From Slave to Citizen, 30-31.
Ihd., 33

C. Hirr, "Social Turmoil and Govern-
mental Reform in Providence,
1820-1832, " Rhode Island History 31
{1972): 21, 29-30. Sec also John
Shanklin Gilkeson, Ir., A City of Join-
ers: Voluntary Associations and the
Formation of the Middle Class in Provi-
dence, 1830-1860" [Ph.D. dissertation,
Brown University, 19811,

- William Kitchener, The Cook’s Oracle

and Housekeeper's Manuaal (1829, 2nd
ed., New York, 1831), 25,

. Providence Advertiser, 27 Oct. 1831.

- Providence Society for the Encourage-

ment of Fuithful Domestic Servants,
First Annual Report (Providence, 18312),
15.

. Ihid,, 3-6.

27 Iud., 6.

a7.

- See M. [. Heale, “From Ciry Fathers to

Social Critics: Humanitarianism and
Government in New York, 1790-1860),”
fournal of American History 63 (June
1976): 26-27,

- Much of the following information was

obtained from The Biographical Cyelo-
pedia of Representative Men of Rhode
Island (Providence, 1881), Thirty of the
founders were sufficiently prominent to
he included. Other sources were the
1830 and 1832 Providence Directory
and William Staples’s Annals of the
Town of Providence [Providence, 1843),
403-91.

. Faithful Domestic Servants, 8,

- Providence Directory, 1824, p. 9

- Providence Directory, 1847, n.p.

. Indentures of Lorra Bennett, Peck Col-

lection, 14:98-99, RIHS.

- Second Annual Report of the Provi-

dence Association for the Renefit of
Colored Orphans (Providence, 1841), 6.

. First Annual Report of the Providence

Association for the Benefit of Colored
Orphans [Providence, 1840], 2.

- Second Annual Report, 6,

Colored Orphans’ Shelter Record Book,
March 1838-Apnil 1844, n.p,, RIHS.

38. Second Annuul Report, 3.

39. Fifth Annual Report of the Providence
Association for the Benefit of Colored
Children (Providence, 1844), {ii.

40. Second Annual Report, 89,

41. Colored Orphans’ Shelter Admissions
Book, 14 Sept 1839, RIHS.

41 See Pamela K. Dahlberg ¢t al., A Short
History of the Providence Shelter for
Colored Children, 1839-1989 [n.p.:
North Star Express, 1990), written for
the organization’s 150th anniversary.




—

. DAILYJOURNA|

—




RONALD P. FORMISANO

Ronald Formisano is a professor of history
at the University of Florida. He would
like to thank Cindy Bendroth, Patrick T.
Conley, Deborah VanBrockhoven, and
Elizabeth Varon for their help with this
essay, which was presented as a lecture at
the Rhode Island Historical Society on 27
May 1993.

The Role of Women in the Dorr Rebellion

Umil recently women'’s history in the United States had been understood
principally through the concept of “separate spheres.” Women's place
was in the home, not in public; even when women participated in reform
movements, as they did throughout most of the nineteenth century before
getting the vote, their social concerns were expressed in terms relating to the
family, morality, and private life. While the notion of separate spheres as an
ideal or ideology still dominates scholarly treatments of nineteenth-century
gender relations, historians have come to recognize that women's social
action did not always conform to the neat divisions of public and private that
gender 1deology prescribed. Recent scholarship has shown that while gender
imposed many restrictions on women'’s freedom of action, women frequently
crossed the lines dividing the public and private spheres.

Yet historians still see women as largely peripheral to the main show, Over
three decades ago a “new political history,” armed with computers and
informed by a desire to analyze the social fabric of communities more inten-
sively than ever before, launched detailed studies of voting, participation, and
power in localities across mid-nineteenth-century America. But in following
the “law of available data”—only men could vote—the new political history
(perhaps now better labeled the “middle-aged political history”) began by
largely ignoring women, and only recently has it begun to make amends. Yet
in their consideration of women in public before the Civil War, both political
and women’s historians (occasionally the same persons| have relegated them
to the sidelines, or, at best, to a role as auxiliaries: as banner makers, picnic
fixers and attenders, trinket producers and consumers, and monitors—from a
safe distance—of public morality.

Historians have noticed that women became particularlyavisible in the presi-
dential election of 1840. The Whigs’ exuberant Log Cabin and Hard Cider
campaign of that year utilized innovative techniques of mass mobilization
and drew families and communities into political activities in extraordinary
fashion. In her 1990 general history of mid-nineteenth-century women in
public, Mary P. Ryan notes the striking presence of women in the Whig cam-
paign but finds that they functioned symbolically “as emblems of feminin-
ity”: “The Whigs introduced women into politics as passive and respectable
representatives of femininity. . . . [The Whigs| dwelt upon sexual difference,
not commonality.”

Although Ryan is undoubtedly correct about the Whig party leaders’ sym-
bolic and representational uses of women, she (and Ryan is hardly alone in
this) may be overlooking the full scope of women's activities in 1840 and
after In the aftermath of Rhode Island’s Dorr Rebellion, as we shall see,
women crossed lines of gender differentiation, and in politics they did almost

everything except vote.
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It was no coincidence that radical women had breached walls of gender con-
finement during the tumultuous years of the 1830s, immediately before the
apparent debut of women in politics in the hoopla of 1840. The “notorious”
Fanny Wright had shocked respectable New Yorkers with her free-thinking
public speeches as early as 1829; and after Wright was silenced by conserva-
tive reaction in the mid-1830s, the challenge to the taboo against public
speaking by women to “promiscuous audiences” of women and men was car-
ried on by abolitionist women in New England, most notably the Grimke sis-
ters. The issue of women'’s rights flared up among the country’s minority of
abolitionists in 1837 and 1838, contributing to factional divisions in the anti-
slavery movement. Angelina and Sarah Grimke carried the public activity of
abolitionist women into new territory, and in 1838 Angelina even testified
before 2 committee of the Massachusetts legislature. Replying to an invita-
tion to speak to a Providence women'’s group that same year, Sarah declared
that she and her sister would come only if it was a public meeting open to
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men and women.' Women's rights quickly receded as an issue, however, and
remained dormant until revived by radical feminists in the late 1840s. Yet
perhaps because of too narrow a focus on abolitionists, historians have
missed the subsequent entrance of women, most of them not particularly
radical, into the political mainstream during and after the 1840 campaign.

Electioneering in 1840 did not attain the heights of enthusiasm and mass
frenzy in Rhode Island that it reached elsewhere. With voting limited to free-
holders (and their eldest sons) with $134 worth of real property, and contin-
ued resistance by the state’s elite to constitutional reform, campaign display
and fervor were naturally reduced. Disfranchisement was greatest in the most
populous northern towns, where there were many adult white males who
owned no real property but who nonetheless could have voted if they lived in
other states. Yet the 1840 Whig campaign sparked unusual partisan excite-
ment even in Rhode Island, and it drew women into the campaign’s vortex.
In Providence, Whig organizers of speeches and debates reserved the front
rows of seats at Tippecanoe Club meetings for ladies; the presence of the
fairer sex was considered “a guarantee or order and decorum,” and it may also
have stimulated greater attendance of young male Whigs.*

The 1840 campaign played an important part in bringing on the Dorr Rebel-
lion. Efforts to reform the suffrage, to redress legislative malapportionment,
and to correct a variety of unrepublican features of Rhode Island’s unamend-
able seventeenth-century royal charter had occurred sporadically during the
early nincteenth century. In the 1830s constitutional change had been called
for first by mechanics, artisans, and small businessmen and then by young
lawyers and dissident gentry, including Thomas Wilson Dorr of Providence.
The movement had faded by 1840, but then a bumbling General Assembly
needlessly antagonized nonfrecholders and revived the agitation, and the
political revivalism of “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too” added fuel to the fire.
According to one observer, the “hundreds and even thousands” of men and
women who “swelled the meetings and participated in the excitement” of
the 1840 election included many who were denied the vote. “People who
could not vote,” recalled a journalist, “more than ever envied those who
could.”” It was under these circumstances that the Rhode Island Suffrage
Association came into being, and sentiment for constitutional reform became
more widespread and respectable than ever hefore, cspcci’iily in the populous
industrial towns in the northern part of the state.

Although female voting was not an overt issue, women were enlisted on both
sides of the conflict as it intensified in 1841 and carly 1842, for there were
few Rhode Islanders who could remain neutral in what was surely the state’s
most compelling public episode since the American Revolution. Towns,
churches, neighborhoods, and families were arrayed on one side as charterite
supporters of law and order or on the other as Dorrite suffragists. Some fami-
lies, churches, and towns were in fact torn apart by the rebellion.®

After Dorr’s abortive attack on the state arsenal in May 1842, one charterite
woman of Providence, Anna Francis Herreshoff, wrote to her relatives in the
strongly anti-Dorr town of Bristol that the “electrifying” news of the incident
brought “even ladies . . . out in the streets.” She reflected the views of
charterite households in believing that “the lower classes are not looking for
suffrage alone” and that Dorr and his followers were threatening a major
social upheaval. On that same occasion a young charterite man in Westerly
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boasted that he and his comrades were ready to fight, regretted that his Provi-
dence brethren had not shot forty or fifty of Dorr’s men, and reported that
“even the Ladies scold because Dorr was suffered to escape.””

The tension in one houschold was revealed by a Providence suffrage leader
who was imprisoned briefly after the arsenal fiasco and then returned home
to find his son and a friend hiring guns about his house to celebrate the
charterites’ success, “deporting themselves toward me as insolently as ban-
dits, while the female part of my family treated me as an aider and abetter in
a war which would probably be the death of my son. Even our coloured girl
Kate was taught to speak disrespecttully of suffrage folks and to talk saucy to
me. The only friendly face in the house was that of an Irish girl, a sincere
friend of liberty."*

During the tense days after the assault on the arsenal, rumors flew about the
state regarding Dorr’s intentions, The chief rumor, encouraged by charterite
authorities, was that Dorr intended to sack Providence and put it to the
torch. Conservatives also charged that Dorr planned an “agrarian despotism”
and a confiscation of property, which would be redistributed among the poor.
Making light of the latter rumor, some Providence wits walked around the
city pointing to fine dwellings and remarking that if Dorr triumphed, “1 guess
1 will have that house.” A woman correspondent of the exiled Dorr sought to
cheer him up later on with a story about a washerwoman and her employer.
“One |charterite] woman, who was in her kitchen, washing day, began to
dilate upon the subject |of Dorrism|, abusing the poor, and classing them
‘scurrilous washer-women,” until the [washer|woman, thoroughly provoked,
turns round and says, ‘Well do you know 1 expect to have your house, and as
it won’t be long—I1 will even leave off washing and be ready,’ so saying she
quitted the house.” The husband of the lady of the house later cajoled the
washerwoman into returning, but “The Lady . . . still persists, that “if Mr.
Dorr had taken the city, her washerwoman was to have had that house.'””

Less amusing were the real fears of armed conflict, fears that remained strong
during May and June 1842. Although in reality there was little or no chance
of serious military conflict, appearances certainly encouraged alarm. Law and
Order militia patrolled the streets of Providence every night, and new militia
companies were continually forming.'" A loyalist wife expressed extreme bit-
terness toward the People’s governor: “that door (Dorr) tgumisery has shut out
from us our dear husbands and fathers and brothers and compelled them to
spend their evenings in laborious military exercises . . . while we poor help-
less women are penned up at home deprived of their society and in constant
fear lest the knowledge they are acquiring may be called into exercise and
they be lost to us forever.”"

On 25 June 1842 Dorr returned to Rhode Island, hoping to rally the People’s
legislature and a large force of defenders at rural Chepachet in Glocester. Two
days later, with an army of three thousand charterite militiamen on its way,
and with only a few score supporters of his own at Chepachet, Dorr ordered
his followers to break camp, and he himself fled the state once again. The
charterite army nonetheless “stormed” the Dorrites’ vacated camp on

Acote’s Hill, an incident well known in Rhode Island history. Less well
known, however, was the state government’s dispatch of militia to many of
the northern mill villages where citizens—men and women—favorable to
Dorr were becoming unruly. In some rural villages all the men had gone into
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“Suffrage Meeting on lefferson Plain.”
17 April 1841. Engraving by Thayer and
Company, Boston. RIHS Callection
(RHI X3 2173).

hiding for fear of retribution, and travelers and charterite patrols encountered
only women peering at them from behind curtains and locked doors. !

The fears of these villagers were well justified. After finding that Dorr’s group
at Chepachet had dishanded and that no military resistance would be forth-
coming, charterite militiamen scoured the countryside fér Dorrite sympathiz-
ers, breaking into houses and taverns, rounding up prisoners, brutally
mistreating many, and marching more than a hundred tightly bound captives
back to Providence. As the charterite procession marched into the city with
its prisoners, loyalist crowds cheered and women waved handkerchiefs from
windows and greeted the returning militiamen with “a shower of flowers, "

Word spread quickly through neighborhoods of Dorrites that charterite “press
gangs” were on a rampage, and consequently many women were left behind
to deal with the often malicious and vengeful patrols as best they could. One
such woman was Warren resident Rachel Luther. On 29 June a party of
charterite milinamen burst into her home, looking for her son, shoemaker
Martin Luther, who had served as a local official under the People’s govern-
ment. Martin had fled to nearby Massachusetts, but the militia party
harassed and threatened the aged Rachel and her hired man. Later in 1842
both Martin and Rachel Luther filed suits in federal court, charging that the
charterites had committed an illegal trespass; by virtue of the overwhelming
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approval gained by the People’s Constitution in the referendum of December
1841, they argued, the charter government had been superseded by the
People’s government, and thus the militiamen had acted without legal
authority. Rachel’s suit was dismissed at the state level, but Martin’s eventu-
ally reached the United States Supreme Court as Luther v. Borden, being
finally resolved against the Dorrites in 1849.'

In April 1842 the charter legislature had passed the so-called Algerine Law,
which leveled stiff penalties—including life imprisonment—against those
who would seek to implement the People’s Constitution. With this measure
in effect, some forty Dorrites remained in various state jails after 4 July 1842.
It was at this point, during a period of repression known among the suffrage
party as the Algerine Reign of Terror, that suffrage women really began o
play a major role in the political turmoil of the state.

With many of the most ardent reformers and Dorr’s most loyal male friends
in exile, in prison, or intimidated by the victorious and repressive charter
government, Dorrite women—some of whose spouses or kin had been
detained or harassed—stepped forward to carry on the fight. In early August
1842 Dorr was informed by a group of his associates that the Democratic
newspaper would show him that he had “many friends among the ladies of
R.1.” The activity of suffrage women
was such that by September a Provi-
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engaged to an extraordinary degree
in this critical public affair.

During the summer women tormed
suffrage associations in Providence,
Pawtucket, Woonsocket, and other
mill villages and towns. These orga-
nizations called themselves by such
names as Ladies’ Free Suffrage Asso-
ciation, Benevolent Association of
Suffrage Ladies, Young Ladies’ Sut-
frage Association, or, simply, Suf-
frage Ladies. The members began by
raising money for the legal fees of
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suffragists and for the relief of those in prison. Then they visited the prison-
ers. A suffragist woman reported to Dorr that on a 3 September visit to six
prisoners in the Bristol jail, “we carmed all that the chaise would hold,”
including food, tobacco, and “daily papers and all others for a week past
{about 100 . . . from vanous places).” Seth Luther, the radical democrat and
workingmen’s advocate jailed in Newpaort tor standing by Dorr at the
arsenal and Chepachet, received ilannel socks, tobacco, and small sums of
money. Providence women sent the exiled Dorr a hundred dollars for his
needs, but Dorr graciously returned the money and asked them to use it for
“our brethren, who are confined in prison.”'®

Suffrage women also played an important role by joining men as couriers to
transmit letters between Rhode Island and the New Hampshire exile whom
they regarded as their rightful governor. Dorr's closest associates in Rhode
Island and in hiding in other states sent letters to him in this fashion.
Women themselves also wrote to Dorr, including some who had never met
him. One of these was Mary Jane Campbell of Providence, who, hearing that
Dorr was suffering from rheumatism, sent him an ointment along with the
assurance that “1 have not ben [sic| a silent or uninterested observer” in the
fight for the people’s liberties against Algerine tyranny.'”

Most conspicuously, suffrage women took the lead in arranging a series of
clambakes throughout the summer and fall. These festive social affairs drew
from several hundred to several thousand attendees and served a number of
political functions. One of the first clambakes was held in late August to
coincide with the clection of delegates to the charterite constitutional con-
vention scheduled for that fall, an election that the suffragists had decided o
boycott. The clambakes also raised money for “needy Suffrage families,” for
the prisoners, for suffrage newspapers and printing, and for legal costs. They
also “wondrously” lifted the spirits of the suffrage community at a time
when reformers did not see much to cheer about. On 28 September an esti-
mated five to cight thousand Dorrites from Rhode Island and Massachusetts
assembled for a bake at Acote’s Hill in Chepachet—a spot symbolizing
suffragist tailure to the Algerines, but hallowed ground to the Dorrites.
Although some exiled Dorrites attended, Dorr himselt did not, and so the
organizers sent him “a box . . . containing one prime codfish weighing 15 Ibs.,
2 mackerell [sic], 1 peck of clams, and a few fine oysters. §*

Women not only organized the clambakes but sometimes spoke at them as well,
although extant descriptions suggest that these speeches were not planned. Ann
Parlin, an ardent suffragist and the wife of a Providence doctor who had been
briefly imprisoned in June as a Dorrite, told Dorr that “on impulse” she “gave a
brief speech at the mass clambake” in August.'” Similatrly, Catherine R. Wil-
liams was pressed into speaking at a Millville clambake of some fifteen hundred
persons in late October. An accomplished writer, Williams had published poetry,
stories, anovel, and a history of a sensational murder and trial; now in her carly
fifties, she was a confidante of Dorr.

Some one mentioned there was a Lady present who had lately seen Gov

Dorr [she wrote] and 1o my confusion she was called for by so many voices at

once, she was obliged 1o show herself. Literally torced to the stump. Thank

heaven, women never are at a loss for words, and finding herself thus

compelled, the Lady in question, threw off her cloak and stepped forward to

the front of the Stand and gave a brief and 1 trust intelligible history of her

visit to our exiled Governor; vou might have heard a leaf move in the forest,

so protound was the attention given.™

]
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It is difficult to know whether women spoke frequently at Dorrite meetings,
but in Pawtucket in March 1843 it did seem routine for the Friends of Free
Suffrage to call a meeting for “both male and female” suffragists.”

The political activity of suffrage women seems to have reached its height
during the period of “Algerine persecutions,” when the Dorrites and Demo-
crats boycotted both the August 1842 clection of delegates to the constitu-
tional convention and the November ratification vote on the proposed
constitution. The latter boycott was so effective that the constitution was
approved by a vote of 7,054 to 51, whereas the previous spring the suffragists
had managed to defeat the Landholders’ Constitution by a vote of 8,689 to
8,013. After the ratification boycott, however, the suffragists changed their
tactics and joined with the Democratic party to contest the spring 1843 state
election, the first held under the new constitution.

With the return to more traditional political channels, women's activity
receded; but it did not end. The new constitution angered reformers with sev-
eral of its provisions, including its retention of the real estate qualification
for naturalized citizens. It also required natives without property to pay a
one-dollar poll tax, thus creating a class of “registry voters” susceptible to
the pressure of men of wealth and influence who would pay the tax for them.
In the fiercely fought election of 1843, with both sides working to get out the
vote, suffrage women helped raise and distribute money to pay the poll taxes
of poor voters who could be counted upon to cast their ballots for the Demo-
cratic-Equal Rights party.* Suffrage women also participated in the “libera-
tion” campaign of 1845, raising funds and agitating for Dorr’s freedom, and
thus they helped win Don’s release from prison that vear.

In 1842 abolitionist William Goodell published The Rights and Wrongs of
Rhode Island. the first of the two major contemporary accounts of the consti-
tutional controversy from the suffragist point of view. Two years later
appeared the other such work, Might and Right. by Frances Harriet Whipple.
In her late thirties at the time of the Dorr Rebellion, Whipple was descended
trom an old Rhode Island family. Since 1830 she had been publishing poems
in newspapers and advocating various causes, including temperance, aboli-
tion, and labor. Her novel The Mechanic appeared in 1841, and during 1842-
43 she was editing and publishing the Fall River Wampagoag and Operatives
Journal in the interest of improving the lives of factory workers, especially
females.*' In Might and Right Whipple contemptuously dismissed the Law
and Order elite as a false aristocracy, parvenus risen from the dregs, who
swaggered and talked about “the ‘lower orders,’ and ‘the rabble,’ and [their|
‘operatives.”” Whipple condemned the concentration of political power in the
hands of a few, and the social condition, “restrictive and Aristocratical,” that
had grown out of that concentration.™

Whatever their ancestries, most of Rhode Island’s commercial and landed elite
seemed to favor the Law and Order party, while suffrage reform attracted many
artisans, factory workers, farmers, and small shopkeepers, as well as a few mav-
erick members of the clite like Whipple and Dorr. The leading suftrage women
came mostly from the same ranks of middle-class respectability, or would-be
respectability, from which abolitionist women came, and men and women
active in the abolitionist cause tended to support the cause of suffrage. Some of
these, like Whipple, were also advocates of better conditions for factory workers
and mechanics.
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SiIk satin badge for a suffrage clambake,

30 August 1842 RIMS Collection

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE DORR REBELLION

Like abolitionist women, suffrage women (and girls) sold handicrafts and
other items at fund-raising fairs in halls rented for the day.®® But the similar-
ity between abolitionist and suffrage women was more than a martter of simi-
lar activities or social background; there were also strong resemblances in
mentality. Both groups shared a similar language of benevolence and social
commitment. Typical sentiments were expressed in a letter to Dorr by
Almira Howard of Pawtucket, a woman writer who sent anonymous pro-Dorr
letters to newspapers in Boston and New York: although “it was not my for-
tune to be nursed in the lap of wealth or pampered with the luxuries of a rich
man'’s table,” she wrote, “I have heart to sympathize with the sons and

daughters of affliction.”**

Dorrite women [and men) exhibited a passion for their cause much like that
of the abolitionists. “You will please to excuse my warmth,” wrote Ann
Parlin (later active in the abolitionist cause) to Dorr, “for my whole soul is
wrapt in this glorious cause, and come life or death I am willing and I will go
on, until [ am victorious.” Acutely conscious of “Algerine persecution,”
Parlin assured Dorr that she and her associates “bear our suffrage badges at
all times in open daylight, we are doing all that women can do, we meet
every Monday night and pass resolutions to keep it |the suffrage issue| before
the men of our unfortunate state.”*” E. Taylor of Providence, who signed her-
self “A firm and true Suffrage woman,” told Dorr that he

cannot fail to have impressed in the breast of weak woman as [ am the

highest teelings of gratitude and admiration. Although I have not the

pleasure of knowing, or even beholding you, yet let me tell you through this

struggle, you have had a place, day by day, in my thoughts and feelings;

feelings that any daughter of America would not blush to own; feelings that

my mother felt, and have been handed down to us |[from| the noble Washing-

ton and others who struggled for liberty ™
A letter from Dorr in reply to a suffrage woman in Providence occasioned
“more than a dozen meetings of ladies . . . for the purpose of hearing it read.”"

In an influential essay, Thomas L. Haskell ascribed a “humanitarian sensibil-
ity” to the abolitionists. That Dorr was regarded as a martyr by many suffrage
men and women suggests that a similar sensibility might be ascribed o the
Dorrites as well. Dorr himself bore much resemblance to Haskell’s ““man of
principle,” the moral paragon of a promise-keeping, market-centered form of
life,” whose defining characteristic is “his willingness to’act on principle no
matter how inconvenient it might be.” " Dorr acted that way throughourt the
rebellion, and he continued to act that way in returning to Rhode Island to
stand trial before his enemies and 1o accept the consequences of that trial.
His admirers, men and women, especially appreciated his dedication and
courage. So too did some of his enemies: former Democratic governor James
Fenner, a charterite stalwart who headed the Law and Order ticket and was
reclected governor in 1843, reportedly said that “whatever Mr. Dorr does, he
does from principle.”"

Although men could be effusive in their attachment to Dorr—a male friend
exhorted him to take comfort in knowing that “He who was the personifica-
tion of all moral truth and light was |also| unsuccessful in teaching . . . and the
‘Rulers’ caused him to be murdered”“—suffrage women may have identified
with him even more because of the costs they risked paying for their public
political action. Ann Parlin provides a case in point here. A suffrage man in
Providence wrote confidentially to Dorr of the delicate matter of Mrs. Parlin:
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ENCOURAGING FAITHFUL DOMESTIC SERVANTS

What Mrs. Parlin or her associates were accused of is not clear, but the writer
added almost as an afterthought that a forthcoming young women's fair
“seems to excite much interest, and were it not for the trouble hinted at
above, would be a splendid affair. Mrs. P. is determined to do the controling
part or destroy all. She takes up collections and says its no body’s business
how much or what she does with them.”

This letter was written on 12 October 1842, Shortly before, in a 26 September
letter to Col. William Simons himself, Dorr had referred to “my good friend
Mrs. Parlin”;: but the attacks on Parlin took effect. Dorr, who saved his corre-
spondence and later went back to it and made notations, sometime afterward
noted on the draft of his letter to Simons that the woman became “notori-
ous” at New York and elsewhere, and that “she had the reputation of talent
and spirit. I will add that | knew her mostly by repute as an active politician,
and never saw her but once—viz, when she called . . . with her husband, Dr.
Parlin, and with another lady.” Clearly there are innuendoes of sexual impro-
priety lurking here, despite the gentlemanly reserve with which the matter
was discussed.

Other evidence, however, calls into question the attacks on Parlin and raises
the possibility that the reformers were unduly influenced by the assumptions
of patriarchy and the ideology of separate spheres, which allowed no role for
women in public life. Parlin’s real sins may have been her public speaking
and her decision making independent of male leaders. This possibility is cer-
tainly suggested in one of Catherine Williams's letters to Dorr, in which Wil-
liams described her unscheduled clambake speech and then went on to refer
to Algerine descriptions of suffrage women as Dorr’s “masculine followers.”
“The Algerines have torn Mrs. Parlin’s character in fragments,” she contin-
ued, “and several others so they boast, & [ expect every moment they will
take hold of mine, as yet they have only reported I ‘am subject to fits of
insanity’ (considerate creatures] & ‘that as to talents, 1 never wrote one of my
books in my life,”” her work allegedly having been written by a man who had
helped proofread her first book for the printer. Williams further told Dorr of
state and city authorities punishing her for her suffrage views by levying
additional taxes on her house and on a thousand dollars in bank shares that
she did not even own. "

Williams also explained that the Parlins intended to mgye from Providence
to Boston or New York hecause

his business is utterly down, as the Algerines were his principal customers.
The Suffrage being generally a hard working set are seldom on the Doctor's
hands so poor man he has nothing to do. He 18 a man of real science and a
fine mind . . . modest and retrning. . . . Mrs. P. is in New York, she cares not
for their censure feeling her motives pure, but her sensitive husband, though
he despises the source from whence it comes, feels it too deeply. She is too
careless.
Williams promised that she would advise Parlin as a triend “to overlook the
freedom of speech, in consideration of the motives.”

Parlin herself wrote to Dorr shortly afterward from New York, telling him
that the people there were still interested in Rhode Island affairs and that “it
has stimulated them considerably by secing a female take so much interest in
state affairs as I have, and a meeting was called on Friday evening for me to
address.”*" Parlin’s public speaking and hobnobbing with male polincians
may have been the extent of the grounds for her reputation as “notorious,”




THE LAST CONSTITUTION.

e
Come, listen now, you Sulfrage men,
And hewr what 1 shll say
About thoss savage Algerines
Thu(g:mnd the victory.
dear! you Algernes ;
You now must soon give o'er;
b you r.armnd Acol’s hill,
You bt T W. Diar.

And next they close they; Jelogules
To frame n Constuution
Bul there woie tnn thet Jid it all—
The mesnest of ereation
Oh dear! do bead him, Jim |
For that will uecer do
For 3 demesratic Suffrage man
Ta take the legd from you

8o when our worthy Newport man
A liberal move did make,
“ Do bewd lum, Jim,” savs Unela Sam,
“ e 'l rawn onr estate ™
Oh dear! do beaad S, Jim, &e

Whnen waliing Newpori streets, one night,
IMeluring bis intentuons— :
That be and Jin would uever make >

A liberal Comstiruiion

Ohb dear, &¢ ,
i They say they vever will invem :
')T' A liberal Constrjution, |

E;:
To let the people biave the power : ‘\>'
They feur cur vesnlutions. %
Ol dear, Le.
Anistocrars! we have one now ?p'
W ae'er will ask lor more
The Ineful Governor we Hare chose |
HeisT W Pur A
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Wha gave thesr meh the pomer (o act
At Newpori, m Convention ¥
Assembled there—tur what ! 10 wake
A Mangrel Constilnign
Oh dear, &¢

The people  No, | 'm sure they ‘ve not
They need no Coustitntion .
From two such men a8 Jim aod Sam,
Wihio met i that Conveution.
Oh dear, &e.
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4 To pass such laws as they think best
o adopt this Constivtion ;
Tl}!;:‘u m_lpgmd umym high,
in State pr -
. li,‘:dﬂ.r. &c.

Bot 1 do say : * Keep from the polls,
And let them pass their law :
Siay thon st home ; devote your time
‘o Thos. Wilson Dorr.
Oh dear, &c

The nation pow is wide awake ;
Fear uot, my boys, their law,
For you shall soon your Gavernor see
T is T homas Wilson Dore.
Ohb dear, &o

Oh ves! 1t s Thomas Wilson Dare
T people will maiutam
As loog as Jrie winh riein caists,
He Hi always be the same
Oh dear! that Thosns Dogr !
Rbade Tsdand's beightest star’
We il give you now three lusty cheers,
Huomak ! burrah ' huarali !
A DORRITE LADY
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“The Last Constitution.” by A Dorrite though she may also have provoked suffrage men with her ardent temper. She

Lady. Broadside. 1843. RIHS Collection alone among Dorr’s correspondents wished
(RHI X3 6684

our people would commence another action, and fight it out, if they would—
or if they do, I will pledge myself to lead the army to death or victory,

There will be a movement on the part of the women, which will necessanly
move the men 1o action, for the present state of affairs cannot much longer
be tolerated, and if T remain in R.L 1 may yet have the honour or disgrace of
striking the first blow. I shall not be a silent spectator, one half of our valiant
men, in peace are cowards in war, and they often tell me, that I judge them
too hard, but [ am sure, had they shown as much courage last spring and
summer as they did at the roasting of the ox [at a suttrage rally in 1841], they
would not have been imprisoned "

Although Dorr himself had been disappointed with the timidity of both the
People’s legislature and the hundreds of potential People’s militiamen who
did not rally to Chepachet, he never put it quite so bluntly.

It appears that suffrage women played a far greater role in the Dorr Rebellion
than the historical construct of separate spheres would lead one to expect.
Why did this happen? What was the historical significance of this participa-
tion? Definitive conclusions would be unwarranted here, for this aspect of
the rebellion needs to be explored much more fully; but some speculation
might be in order.

Is it possible that for sutfragist women there were issues involved bevond the
overt issues of the conflict? Might the beleaguered suffrage movement have
offered these women the opportunity to challenge their male-dominated soci-
cty, at least indirectly? There is reason for believing that this was the case,
tor their criticism of the Law and Order elite suggests a rejection of the
Algerines as a false patriarchy, an unjustified claimant to the authority that,
along with church and God, stood behind the authority of the family and the
community. For more ardent spirits such as Ann Parlin, this sociopolitical
patriarchy may even have served as a surrogate target for the actual patriar-
chy. Moreover, and even more obviously, the efforts of these Dorrite women
might well be seen as part of a struggle that culminated with the Nineteenth
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, for it is hard to see how the Dorr
Rebellion could not have provoked women in Rhode Island and ¢lsewhere

to think about acquiring the vote for themselves. "




Caricature of a Dorrite lady. Detail from
Trouble in the Spartan Ranks, Old

Durham in the Field,” a Law and Order

broadside. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6742).
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