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“Discover Beautiful Rhode Island’:
State Promotion of Tourism
from 1927-2015

PATRICIA RAUB

IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA, ONLY A SMALL MINORITY OF
wealthy people traveled for pleasure; in contrast, today
most Americans regularly engage in some form of
leisure-time travel. In the process, tourism has become
a multi-billion dollar industry with a significant impact
upon the national economy as well as the economies of
most U.S. states. Rhode Island is no exception to these
trends. Priding itself as “America’s First Vacationland,”
Rhode Island now counts tourism as one of the state’s
largest private sector employers and a leading generator
of revenue. Over nearly a century, a series of state agen-
cies have promoted Rhode Island to both domestic and
foreign travelers. This article traces the State of Rhode
Island’s efforts to attract visitors, beginning with tourism
marketing undertaken by the Bureau of Information in
1927 and continuing through recent activities of the
Rhode Island Commerce Corporation, established by the
General Assembly in 2014. ¢

Cover of a magazine promoting Rhode Island tourism in the late 1940s. The publication, “Rhode
Island Welcomes You,” was published by the office of the Secretary of State in 1947. Rhode Island
Historical Society Collections, RHi X17 2830.
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“To Promote the Further Development of the
Natural Resources of the State”:
Advertising Rhode Island in the 1930s

The state of Rhode Island did not begin to
actively promote tourism until the 1920s. In 1926
various civic organizations formed the private,
non-profit Rhode Island Conference of Business
Associations to encourage the use of recreational
facilities in the state.? Three years later, the orga-
nization surveyed fifteen Rhode Island towns and
discovered that summer residents were helping
to raise the property tax revenue; furthermore,
a Westerly study found that “thousands of girls
who go to nearby summer resorts each year bring
with them an average of $100 which they spend
in Rhode Island during their stay.”® With height-
ened awareness of the economic benefits derived
from summer visitors, the Rhode Island General
Assembly established a State Bureau of Informa-
tion in 1927 within the office of the Secretary of
State. The Bureau’s purpose was:

to promote the further development of the nat-
ural resources of the state and the collection,
preparation, publication and distribution of
information and statistics relating to its natural,
historical, agricultural and industrial advan-
tages...and to co-operate with any city, town,
organization, corporation or person interested,
for the purpose of devising means to advance

the attractions and resources of the state ... "

Prior to the 1930s, most advertisements and articles designed
to attract tourists were produced by hotels and businesses,
not state agencies. Materials created by the New England
Hotel Association (1920). Private collection.

The state appropriated minimal funds to attract
new businesses and recreational visitors, however,
claiming in 1930 that “the best way to advertise
the State would be to reduce taxes.””* Neverthe-
less, that same year the Bureau of Information
began to churn out informational material. In
conjunction with the Rhode Island Conference
of Business Associations, the Bureau produced its
first tourism booklet, a fourteen-page pamphlet
‘intended to express the spirit of Rhode Island
hospitality.” It was entitled “Rhode Island: A
Little Bit of All Outdoors. The Bureau also
worked with the Conference of Business Asso-
ciations to publish The Book of Rhode Island, a
three-hundred-page compendium of Rhode

3

Island information whose subtitle exhaustively
disclosed its contents: An Illustrated Description
of the Advantages and Opportunities of the State
of Rhode Island and the Progress That Has been
Achieved, with Historical Sketches of Many Leading
Industries and a Biographical Record of Citizens
Who Have Helped to Produce the Superb Structure—
Historical, Commercial, Industrial, Agricultural and
Recreational—Which Comprises the Strength of
This Charming State. While the book as a whole
was directed at businessmen who might relocate
in Rhode Island, one section was clearly aimed at
tourists. Entitled “Pleasures and Pleasure Spots

in Rhode Island,” this part used some of the same
descriptions as the brochure. This whole section
was in turn reproduced in its entirety as a sepa-
rate booklet with the same title, also published in
1930. Later on in the decade, the Bureau produced
Come to Rhode Island for Real Recreation and Hospi-
tality (1936), only partially revising the text and
photographs used in its 1930 publications.*

The Information Bureau did more than
publish print material in the 1930s; it also used
new media to promote the state, producing an
eleven-minute film in 1930 with the same title
as the pamphlet from the previous year. Rhode
Island: Just a Little Bit of All Out-Doors was photo-
graphed by Arthur Rossi, a Providence resident
who was a “newsreel cameraman and a movie
shooter” in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Rossi
later served as a photographer on a full-year
scientific expedition into the Brazilian jungle.’

These early promotional efforts focused
upon the shoreline. Rhode Island’s coastal
communities had been the primary attraction

Shoreline destinations like Jamestown, Watch Hill and
Narragansett Pier attracted visitors in the late-nineteenth
century. “Ocean Road and Hotels, Narragansett Pier, R.1.,”
1904. Postcard, Rhode Island Historical Society Collections,
Postcards-Box 4-Narragansett Pier Hotels, RHi X17 2836.

for visitors for a century or more. The stunning
success of waterfront tourist resorts in the
United States in the 1910s and 1920s strongly
reinforced the attraction of the seashore for
middle-class tourists, who flocked in increasing
numbers to beaches up and down the Atlantic
Coast and to inland lakeside locations as well.'
The appeal of these destinations was height-
ened by a widespread belief at this time in the
therapeutic qualities of the sun."” Rhode Island’s
brochures, along with the 1930 film, capitalized
on these attitudes by focusing in text and image
on the state’s “glistening white beaches, the
invigorating tang of the salt sea air, the boom of
the surf, the feeling of the clear, sparkling sea

water and the tonic rays of the sun.”*®
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INTO THE BRIEAKERS

SURF ON RHODE ISLAND SHORES

“Surf and Sun Make Summer Fun.” Early literature produced
by the State of Rhode Island to attract tourists emphasized
the healthful benefits of sun, surf and sea air. From a pro-
motional magazine for Rhode Island tourism published by
the Office of the Secretary of State, 1944, p, 6. Rhode Island
Historical Society Collections, RHi X17 2832.

Rhode Island’s brochures and other promo-
tional material, created in the 1930s, continued
a well-established guidebook tradition of
including historical destinations as well as
natural attractions. “The search for history
joined the quest for nature as a goal of early
American tourists,” historian Cindy S. Aron
writes of early nineteenth-century American
travelers.’ Many tourists at that time combined
trips to historic spots such as Bunker Hill or
Mount Vernon with visits to natural wonders
like Niagara Falls or Kentucky’s Mammoth
Cave.™® A century later, the literature from the
1930s paints a nostalgic picture of the past,
which was common in contemporary history
textbooks and other public history narratives.
At a time when successive waves of new immi-
grants had entered the United States, settling
disproportionately in southern New England
as well as New York and New Jersey, native-
born white Americans often felt threatened by
these newcomers. To reinforce their social and
cultural position, those who could trace their
ancestry back to the early colonists highlighted
the role played by early English settlers in the
formation of the American nation, publicizing
this “patriotic orthodoxy” via history books,
pageants, civic commemorations, highway
markers, and guidebooks.

Those who wrote the text for Rhode Island’s
tourism brochures and the film script for Rhode
Island: Just a Little Bit of All Out-Doors regarded
themselves as protectors of elite notions of
citizenship and nation—and their intended
audience, it seems, was composed of white
middle-class people like themselves. The colo-
nists are presented as “us,” while Native Amer-
icans are “them.” Potential tourists learned
that the state’s history was still traced upon the
state’s geography through the “queer Indian
names” of many of its natural features. The 1930
film includes a reenactment of Rhode Island
founder Roger Williams’s first encounter with
Narragansett Indians, who are wearing feather
headdresses and standing beside a teepee, both
typical of Plains Indians, not Eastern tribes.
In this scene the tomahawk-carrying Native

Americans welcome Williams and offer him
land on which to settle. Unlike Native Ameri-
cans, African Americans are virtually erased
altogether from the 1930s promotional accounts
of Rhode Island’s past, except for a descrip-
tion used in several publications that depicted
“settlers living in genial comfort on large estates
worked by slaves” in colonial South County.**

Most references to Rhode Island’s history in
state tourist brochures focus upon early leaders,
such as founder Roger Williams; “merchant
prince” John Brown; Stephen Hopkins, signer
of the Declaration of Independence; Revolu-
tionary War general Nathanael Greene; and
Oliver Hazard Perry, celebrated hero of the War
of 1812. The sections on Providence include a
list of the “palatial mansions” of prominent
residents constructed in the Colonial and Early
Federal periods as well as the “less pretentious
homes,” built for other eighteenth-century civic
leaders on the “‘home lots’ of the original propri-
etors” of the settlement,?

These promotional brochures produced
by the state, and the film, also use history as
a marker against which to measure technolog-
ical progress: viewers of the 1930 film learned
that, instead of trudging along the forest paths
of Roger Williams’s time, present-day residents
and visitors alike could drive along “smooth
beautiful roads” and “miles of surfaced high-
ways.” Likewise, the film and the brochures of
the decade comment upon the convenience
of the “great new Mount Hope Bridge which
replaces the centuries old ferry” that had
connected the Rhode Island mainland with
Aquidneck Island. The state also promoted its
new airport. The movie shows planes taking off
at Pawtucket’s What Cheer Airport, illustrating
that “[w]here Roger Williams walked, [now] we
shall fly” Photographs of the airport are also
prominently displayed in the print material >+

Allusions to modern attractions in the
Information Bureau’s brochures and film
chart contemporary developments in Rhode
Island. The state’s new Mount Hope Bridge was
completed in 1929, just as the Great Depres-
sion hit industrial Rhode Island hard. It proved

“Even the Hurricane of
38, ‘the worst disaster in

Rhode Island history,
had no lasting impact

on the state’s tourism.”

a godsend to Aquidneck Island’s burgeoning
summer visitor industry as thirties travelers
tended to limit themselves to vacations at
nearby locations that they could reach within an
hour or two. Rhode Island’s beaches on Aquid-
neck Island were ideally situated for this more
constricted form of tourism, as they were easily
accessible to urban dwellers in Providence, Fall
River, and even Worcester following the opening
of the bridge. Thus, as Daniel Snydacker points
out in his account of 1930s Newport, “the tourist
trade ... continued to flourish, right through
the 1930s.” He attributes this to the opening of
the new bridge, “which brought a new kind of
tourist to Newport for a day or the weekend in
the family automobile.””s

Despite the hardships of the Great Depres-
sion, during the 1930s more and more Ameri-
cans who had jobs began to take vacations, as
vacation with pay had been extended to the
majority of U.S. industrial workers by the end
of the decade. “For a significant proportion of
the American populace,” Aron writes, “vaca-
tioning had by the 1930s become an important
component of an acceptable standard of living,
The widespread ownership of cars no doubt
allowed many of these Depression-era families

to continue to enjoy vacations—hard times or
not.”*® Even the Hurricane of 1938, the “worst
disaster in Rhode Island’s history,”” had no
lasting impact on the state’s tourism. The storm
hit New England on September 21, the end ofthe
summer tourist season. Although the proprietor
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The completion of the Mount Hope Bridge in 1929 linked the
mainland to Aquidneck Island, providing easier access to
beaches for tourists. This image is taken from Pleasure and
| Pleasure Spots in Rhode Island, a publication of the Rhode

Island State Bureau of Information. (Providence, R.l.: Office
| of the Secretary of State, 1930), p. 26.

of Rocky Point amusement park predicted dole-
fully, ““T'll never get over this,” in fact, by the
following May the New York Times could report
that “New England’s shores and resorts... are,
for the most part, rehabilitated now in antici-
pation of another large influx of Summer visi-
tors.” And a year later, the Times predicted that
“[r]ecreational Newport is ready for one of the
liveliest Summers it has had in years.”®
Throughout the 1930s Rhode Island distrib-
uted its promotional materials in a number of
ways. Copies of the state’s information book-
lets were mailed to hotels and travel agen-
cies “across the country,” and also distributed
at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, where the
state highlighted its Gilbert Stuart portrait of
George Washington in the Rhode Island section
of the New England Combined Exhibit.*
Additionally, the state purchased advertising
space in a handful of regional newspapers and
some national magazines touting the state as
a “summer paradise for children and grownups
alike,” and assuring prospective tourists that a
Rhode Island vacation “suits your budget.”® It
is unclear how state officials distributed copies
of its 1930 film, Rhode Island: Just a Little Bit
of All Out-Doors. However, one assumes it was
screened for convention planners considering

Rhode Island for upcoming meetings, as was an
earlier film promoting Providence sponsored by
a local booster group called the Town Criers.>

According to National Park Service esti-
mates reported in the Providence Journal, the
vacation industry in the state was “growing year
by year” and had become a “$30,000,000 enter-
prise” by 1939. However, the Journal warned,
“Rhode Island cannot sit back in its easy chair”:
the state’s tourism promotion appropriations
weren’t keeping pace with budgets allocated by
other states—and Rhode Island’s share of New
England’s total vacation dollars was low. With
visitors “showering” $500,000,000 on the six
states in the region, Rhode Island’s share was
only six percent of the total 3

Manufacturing had long been the bedrock
of Rhode Island’s economy, and it seems that
Rhode Island officials were understandably
reluctant to embrace tourism as an alterna-
tive source of significant revenue even though
factory jobs were already moving South, and
Rhode Island had begun to experience an
economic decline that would last for decades.
By the end of the thirties Rhode Island had cut
its tourism budget in half. While this may have
been partly a belt-tightening measure as the
Great Depression wore on, it may also have been
the result of a general lack of interest among
Rhode Islanders in fostering tourism develop-
ment. A Providence Bulletin columnist observed
in 1937 that the “three northern New England
states have been in the advertising game for

years and are thoroughly convinced that it’s
worth while,” allocating considerably more
funds for tourism promotion than did Rhode
Island, on a proportional basis. Four years later,
the Providence Journal returned to this theme in
an article entitled “R.1. Bids Tourists, but in a
Weak Voice: All Other States Except Two Spend
More to Advertise Their Attractions.” Secretary
of State Armand H. Cote lamented, “It probably
is unfortunate that we don’t have more money
to spend ... because one idea I have is that we
should make more of an effort to have visitors
stop here.”s

“Rhode Island for your Wartime Vacation™:
State Tourism Promotion in the 1940s

Like most states, Rhode Island did not stop
promoting tourism during World War I1.3* The
state of Rhode Island managed to expand its
efforts to attract visitors in the 1940s despite
lagging behind the rest of New England in terms
of state financial support for tourism promotion.
In addition to placing advertisements in news-
papers as far west as Cincinnati, Rhode Island’s
Bureau of Information purchased air time for
radio commercials on a dozen stations in the
East.® The state also published a number of
tourist brochures during the decade, including
Rhode Island: For a Real Vacation (1940), Rhode
Island for Relaxation (1942), Rhode Island for Your
Wartime Vacation (1944), and Rhode Island Vaca-
tion (1948). As it had in the previous decade, the
Bureau of Information distributed its promo-
tional pamphlets and other literature to hotels
and travel agencies and mailed materials to
newspaper readers who requested information.

One of the most striking features of the
tourism booklets from the 1940s is the degree
to which they accentuate vacationers’ presumed
gender differences. In his study of post-World
War II popular magazine narratives focusing
upon tourist travel, Richard K. Popp notes that
those articles featuring young women’s travels
often included “what at the time was called
‘cheesecake, or photographs of pretty young
women in revealing outfits™® This trend is

Gilbert Stuart birthplace (top), Slater Mill (middle), and
Stephen Hopkins House (bottom). Beginning in the 1930s,
Rhode Island began to stress certain aspects of its history
as a means of attracting tourists. Rhode Island Historical
Society Collections, “Rich in Historical Lore,” promotional
magazine for Rhode Island tourism published by the office
of the Secretary of State, 1944, p. 22. RHi X17 2829.
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reflected in Rhode Island’s promotional material

in the forties. In the 1940 brochure, for instance,
many snapshots of women depict attractive

young females in bathing suits posing for the

camera. In contrast, the relatively few photo-
graphs of men show fully clothed males engaged

in more vigorous activities, such as horse racing
or trout fishing. These gendered portrayals are

consistent with prevailing mass media images

which tended to focus on women’s appearance

while showing men in action. This was generally
the case across the board, whether a publication

was directed at a male or a female readership—
or targeted a family audience.’”

Women were also positioned differently than
men in the images included in Rhode Island’s
tourist brochures. For example, in several of the
1940s brochures the Bureau inserted a photo-
graph of two lifeguards perched high above a
group of young women who gaze admiringly at
the men above and reach up to hand ice cream
cones to the presumably appreciative youths.®®
The Bureau had finally shelved the picture by
1951, showing instead a more gender-equal
image of young women and a young man setting
off on a bicycle trip, but the later brochure
nevertheless inserted a number of the inevi-
table photographs of attractive young women in
bathing suits.

All of the people depicted in the tourism
snapshots published by the Rhode Island
Bureau of Information are white. In the state’s
promotional material from the 1930s and
1940s—and, for that matter, throughout most
of the twentieth century—there is an absence
of African-American tourists. While black trav-
elers were prohibited by law in many parts of
the South from registering at hotels and tourist
homes, eating at restaurants, using restrooms in
filling stations, or venturing onto most beaches;
those who sought to vacation in the North
encountered “persistent racial discrimination”
as well As a consequence, African Americans
themselves opened hotels, restaurants and other
tourist establishments catering to black tourists.
In the summer of 1909, the Baltimore Afro-Amer-
ican assured its readers that they would find

black-run tourist homes in Newport should
they wish to vacation there.*> Beginning in 1936
and continuing for the next three decades, trav-
eling African Americans could consult the Negro
Motorist Green Book to find hospitable estab-
lishments.#* Throughout the 1940s and 1950s
and into the early 1960s, the Green Book listed
accommodations in Newport and Providence.**
Rhode Island had enacted legislation in 1885
stipulating that lodging places, public convey-
ances and places of amusement were open to all
regardless of race; yet, African Americans still
found themselves unwelcome in many hotels,
restaurants and other tourist venues in the
state throughout the first half of the twentieth
century.® Thus, while at least some middle-
class African-American tourists did trave] to
Rhode Island for their summer holidays during
this period, as we can conclude from the Green
Book’s listings of a handful of establishments
accommodating black visitors, many more
who set their sights on southern New England
undoubtedly headed for Oak Bluffs on Martha’s
Vineyard, long a summer destination for black
vacationers and a place where African Ameri-
cans could be certain of acceptance.*

Tourism booklets produced by the state of
Rhode Island during World War II allude to the
impact of the conflict upon those on the home
front. The title of the booklet, Rhode Island for
Your Wartime Vacation, makes reference to the
war, but the visuals on the front cover could
have appeared on the cover of any peacetime
booklet. The cover is divided by a diagonal
strip; on the left is a scene featuring sailboats
in a Rhode Island harbor, and on the right, a
picture of pretty girls in two-piece swimsuits
running along a beach. The back cover exorts
readers to “Buy Bonds For Your Future Victory
Vacation in Rhode Island”—but it accompa-
nies this admonition with an image of a yacht
peacefully sailing through Narragansett Bay.
Some of the text on the inside pages provides
advice for wartime travelers to Rhode Island,
such as tips on “How to Travel and Save” at a
time when gasoline and tires were rationed. The
booklet warned prospective visitors to reserve

VACATION

accommodations early since “wartime condi-
tions” had made it more difficult to find space,
a situation exacerbated by the swelling popu-
lation resulting from the expansion of military
bases and stations, most of which were adjacent
to tourist areas. Otherwise, the booklet’s descrip-
tion of the recreational options in Rhode Island,

<

whether it was “fresh water bathing,” “camps
for youngsters,” “picnic areas” or other outdoor
pastimes, was no different from that contained
in the other 1940s pamphlets issued before and
after the war.*

While the state’s 1944 booklet, Rhode Island
Wartime Vacation, advised prospective visitors to
conserve gasoline by traveling by bus or train,
it continued to emphasize the state’s beach
activities, still the central component in Rhode
Island’s tourist industry. As in previous state
promotional material, the booklets emphasized
the “health-giving qualities found in the clear
blue water” off Rhode Island’s shores.*® And,
again, the 1940s booklets stressed the state’s
modernity: Rhode Islanders could “boast of one
of the most modern airports in the nation” and
also be proud of the “modern safe construction

BUY BONDS

FOR YOUR FUTURE

VICTORY VACATION

IN RHODE ISLAND

Left: This image illustrates how state officials chose
photographs depicting young women in bathing suits for
promotional material aimed at tourists in the 1940s. From
the Rhode Island Historical Society Collections, “Rhode
Island Vacation,” promotional magazine for Rhode Island
tourism published by the Office of the Secretary of State,
1942, p. 3. RHi X17 2831.

Right: Despite the war, tourism promotion continued

in Rhode Island. Back cover of “Rhode Island (for your)
Wartime Vacation.” Produced and distributed by Armand
H. Cote, [R.1.] Secretary of State (1944). Image courtesy
of the Rhode Island State Archives.

of our thoroughfares” Presumably, tourists
arriving by car found it comforting to learn that
“our State Troopers are just as courteous to the
visitor as to the native” Not all was modernity,
though. On the “Historical” page, the visitor
was assured that he or she would “find many
historical points of interest” in Rhode Island—
all from the colonial era.¥

Remarkably, at no time in the history of the
state’s promotion of tourism did its brochures
emphasize Rhode Island’s amusement parks.
During their heyday the state could point to “a
series of beaches and amusement parks [that]
rivaled New York’s Coney Island,*®  and
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Above: Photographs in mid-century tourism brochures
produced by the State of Rhode Island depicted men and
women in gender-specific activities. This photograph,
titled “Newport Lifeguards Need Assistance Here,” is one
example. From Rhode Island Historical Society Collections,
“Rhode Island for Relaxation,” 1942. Secretary of State, RHi
X17 2834.

Above right: Tourism officials portrayed men in rugged
outdoor activities in mid-century brochures. [Man Fishing]
appeared in a promotional magazine for Rhode Island tour-
ism published by the office of the Secretary of State in 1949,
p, 9. From the Collections of the Rhode Island Historical
Society, RHi X17 2833.

attracted pleasure-seekers from throughout

southern New England; yet, the state’s travel
booklets did not mention them. While some
parks were short-lived, others remained popular
for decades, with Newport's Oakland Beach
drawing visitors until 1938, East Providence’s
Crescent Park remaining open until 1977, and
Warwick’s Rocky Point hanging on until the
1990s. State ofhcials may have concluded that
such sites were too commercial to reinforce the
image they sought to project: unspoiled beaches
and historic sites, not amusement parks, were
the attractions they aimed to highlight. The
1930s brochures mention amusement parks only
in the context of their clambakes: “as venerable
an institution as many a historic legend.”* After
the 1930s, these amusement parks are barely
mentioned.

Despite all of the state’s promotional activ-
ities during the 1940s—its seasonal advertising
in the travel sections of large metropolitan news-
papers; its radio commercials aired on regional
radio stations; its booklets, pamphlets, event
schedules, lists of cabins and campgrounds, and
maps mailed to prospective visitors and distrib-
uted to hotels and elsewhere—Rhode Island
remained outspent by other states and was
unable to mount a substantial, effective promo-
tional campaign. Asa Providence Journal reporter
remarked in 1941, “The State is so small I think
most travelers just fly through it without a stop.
If we could convince them we have something

»50

to see they would stop.

Postwar Tourist Promotion in Rhode Island:
“Half- Hearted Efforts to Sell the State’s
Vacation Attractions”

With the Great Depression and the war behind
it, Rhode Island redoubled its efforts to attract
tourists in the 1950s. In 1951, the Secretary of
State’s Bureau of Information was replaced by
the newly formed Rhode Island Development
Council.®* The Council’s staff seems to have real-
ized that the increase in marriage and birth rates,
coupled with postwar prosperity, had boosted
the number of young families taking vacations.
Rhode Island clearly targeted this sector in its
postwar tourist promotion, although the state
attempted to attract couples as well. People
shown in the visuals from this period are white,
middle-class tourists who, by taking a vacation
by the shore, had fully embraced the consum-
erist ethic of the fifties and sixties, which was
becoming closely linked to tourism in this
period. Scholars have noted of tourists of the
era that, “Taking a trip not only meant getting
away from home but staking membership in a
consumption- and leisure-oriented way of life
increasingly equated with American identity.”
State promotional brochures from this period
stress the leisure-time activities available to
tourists in Rhode Island, but there are few
explicit references to such consumerist behavior
as shopping in antique and other specialty shops,
dining in restaurants, staying in upscale hotels,
purchasing souvenirs or “collecting” local sites
through amateur photography. The linkage
between tourism and consumption would
become harder to miss in state promotional
literature by the early twenty-first century.>
The Rhode Island tourism experience was
also reshaped by postwar transportation devel-
opments, notably, the dramatic increase in
automobile production and ownership, as well
as the construction of the national interstate
highway system. In 1976 the Planning Division
of the Rhode Island Department of Transporta-
tion reported, “In Rhode Island there are now
70 miles of interstate highways, costing about
$300 million ... The first part was opened to
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Rhode Island state brochures aimed tourist promotional
guides at families in the postwar era. This photograph
was used by the State of Rhode Island in the 1950s in its
tourism materials. Courtesy of the R.I. State Archives.

Tourism agencies in Rhode Island use photographs of
outdoor activities similar to this one of kayaking in Newport
harbor to attract tourists to the state. Photo ©Billy Black.
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traffic in 1957, while the last section was opened
in 1975.7% [-g5 paralleled Route 1 to link the East
Coast from Florida to Maine, while I-195 allowed
motorists to travel east from Providence toward
Cape Cod. With the majority of Rhode Island’s
tourists hailing from New York, New Jersey, and
the southern New England states, I-95 enabled
people from these locations to travel to the
Ocean State more quickly and easily. Rhode
Island wasted no time in taking the opportunity
to promote its attractions to motorists arriving
on the new interstate highway, opening a tourist
information booth near I-g5 in Hopkinton in
1966.5 Additionally, the Newport-Pell Bridge
(1969), which was originally intended to be an
extension of I-g5 toward Cape Cod, “proved to be
a lifeline to Newport [tourism|’—even though,
as it happened, the proposed extension was later
shelved.s® By 1953, “83 percent of vacation trips
were made by car.” While some headed for the
mountains, others were attracted to the beach, a
phenomenon benefiting Rhode Island.

The Development Council hired a consul-
tant in the early 1950s to review Rhode Island’s
tourism efforts and to recommend ways to
increase tourism revenue. The consultant, J.
Stanton Robbins, reported in 1953 that the state
still lagged far behind other states, including
its New England neighbors, in tourism funding.
[t was time to put more money and effort into
tourism promotion, Robbins concluded. With a
little more exertion, he predicted, Rhode Island
could nearly double its tourist income within
the next decade.>®

Not long after Robbins completed his report,
entrepreneurs initiated two annual music
events in Newport. The Newport Jazz Festival
began in 1954 and the Newport Folk Festival
in 1959. While both events would eventually
become major tourist draws for the state, they
experienced growing pains in their early years,
quickly attracting more fans than the promoters
could comfortably accommodate—or Newport
residents were willing to have streaming into
their city. Matters reached a crisis point on
the evening of July 2, 1960, when an estimated
12,000 “drunken teenagers” rioted outside the
gates of the jazz festival. It required the inter-
vention of state and local police throughout
Rhode Island, as well as the assistance of the
Air Police, the Shore Patrol and U.S. Marines
to subdue the unruly mob.® As a result, the
Newport city council canceled the remaining
festival performances.*® To many, this seemed
to be a harbinger of bad times to come for the
state’s tourist industry as it negatively impacted
Rhode Island tourism for the remainder of
the season.”

Although the state’s tourism industry did
rebound to pre-riot levels the following summer,
for most of the rest of 1960s and throughout
the 1970s, few could see significant progress in
Rhode Island’s ability to capitalize on the growth
of tourism and tourist revenue enjoyed by the
rest of the New England states. By 1963 the
Providence Journal conceded that Robbins’s rosy
predictions a decade earlier for tourism growth
hadn’t materialized. The Journal reported that
“it is strikingly clear that Rhode Island’s tourist

business is far behind the rest of the region and
may actually be further behind than it was 10
years ago.” Based upon travel statistics for the
six New England states, Rhode Island continued
to rank “dead last” on all measures. It attributed
this sorry state of affairs to a continued lack ofa
sufficient number of “adequate, modern” accom-
modations; the absence of an “overall guide
or plan to coordinate community, state and
private tourist programs’; and little headway
in expanding tourist attractions beyond the
summer months. In addition, the Journal found
the funding for advertising and promotion to be
inadequate: while the state allocated a “modest
sum” on marketing, “communities and the
industry spend practically nothing”* It was
hardly the approach Robbins had recommended.
Subsequent surveys of Rhode Island tourism in
the 1960s and 1970s echoed the Robbins report
in concluding that the state needed to do more
to attract tourists.”* However, Rhode Island
seemed incapable of doing so during this period,
and, in fact, the state trimmed its tourism
budget sharply in the early 1970s, suggesting
to the Providence Journal the “low priority most
Rhode Islanders place on attracting tourists.”**
Nevertheless, Rhode Island stretched its
budget for the promotion of tourism as best
it could. In its annual report for 197475, for
instance, the renamed Rhode Island Depart-
ment of Economic Development detailed a
comprehensive “program of media advertising,
publicity, public relations and distribution of
information and materials relating to tourism
and leisure-time activities,” undertaken by
its Tourism Promotion Division. During the
previous year the Division had placed adver-
tisements in nearly twenty newspapers as far
west as Minneapolis and as far south as Rich-
mond and in a dozen magazines, including
Travel and Leisure, Mademoiselle and TV Guide.
The state was increasingly reaching out to the
Canadian market, with ads in Montreal, Ottawa

and Quebec newspapers, and also sending trav-
eling exhibits north of the U.S. border. Rhode
Island now had four promotional films in circu-
lation, and the Division could boast that they
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had “attracted more than 65,000 spectators at

more than 1,230 showings during the fiscal year.”
Another film was broadcast via the American
Cable Network, reaching homes throughout
much of the South and Midwest. The state also
published a variety of pamphlets, booklets and
maps, including a revised highway map, guides
to camping, boating and winter recreation, and
a “newly-designed “Welcome to Rhode Island’
brochure.” In addition to its information center
in Hopkinton, the Division opened a new one at
T. F. Green Airport.®

The Tourism Promotion Division continued
to answer requests for information by mail, but
it now responded as well to calls via a WATS line,
a long-distance telephone service that predated
“800” numbers. More of an effort was made to
expand Rhode Tsland’s tourist season by encour-
aging spring and fall visits. The Division worked
closely with convention groups, cooperated
with regional tourist promotion agencies, and
“conducted three familiarization tours during
the year for travel agents and writers” from a
number of other countries. Partly due to the
growing popularity of the America’s Cup races,
held in Newport until 1983, and also the Bicen-
tennial’s Tall Ships “76 event, the state redoubled
its promotion of yachting and boating in general,
and distributed weekly fishing news releases as
well as an annual fishing summary.*®

Tourism in the 1980s: Rhode Island Becomes a
“Destination in Its Own Right”

Even with Rhode Island’s many initiatives
during the 1960s and 1970s, the state continued
to fall behind its neighbors in its efforts to
attract tourists—and in presenting the Ocean
State as a desirable place to visit. Perhaps the
most demeaning article about Rhode Island ever
to appear in the national press was published
on page one of the Wall Street Journal on June
28, 1983. Author Stephen P. Moran asserted,
“To many New Englanders,” Rhode Island was
“little more than a smudge on the fast lane to
Cape Cod.” Although Moran ended with a state-
ment from a Providence bar manager, who said,

“You have everything you want here,” the rest of
the article was almost uniformly negative. The
state had a high unemployment rate, below-av-
erage manufacturing wages and low high school
graduation rates. Furthermore, “much of the
state has a patina of age and wear,” and, worst
of all, Rhode Island was “infested ... with crime
and corruption.”” Rhode Island’s lack of tourist
attractions were overshadowed by the state’s
other failings. The way Moran described the
state, there was little to praise.

Despite the negative publicity conveyed by
the Wall Street Journal’s article, the 1980s was
the decade in which Rhode Island’s tourism
prospects changed for the better. By 1985, the
Providence Journal could crow that the state was
no longer just a “smudge” but was instead “a
destination in its own right.”®® State officials had
finally realized that tourism could be a signif-
icant source of revenue and jobs. Governor J.
Joseph Garrahy convened a Governor’s Council
on Tourism in 1981 to recommend ways to coor-
dinate tourism promotion. Among other sugges-
tions, the Council urged the state to “declare
tourismamajor priority ... and establishabudget
for tourism 10 percent higher per capita than
tourism budgets of other Northeastern states.”®
Garrahy’s successor, Edward D. DiPrete, Rhode
Island’s governor from 1985 to 1991, did increase
the state’s tourism funding, and the budget for
tourism promotion climbed rapidly from the
mid-1980s through the mid-1990s. DiPrete was
able to take advantage of a strong economy to
foster tourism growth, and he later asserted that
“he used the go-go years of the mid-to-late ‘8os
to bring more tourists to Rhode Island, devel-
oping a business segment that now brings in
more than $1 billion” According to DiPrete,
“We promoted the state. People had money for
discretionary spending, and we capitalized by
making tourism the fastest growing industry
in the state”” With more money to spend on
luring tourists to the state, Rhode Island opened
a new tourist center in 1989 on Route g5 about
ten miles from the Connecticut border, closing
the smaller one in nearby Hopkinton that had
provided tourist information since the 1960s.

“Rhode Island’s tourism revenues
continued to rise from over $1 billion
per year in the late 1980s to more
than $2 billion in 1997 and to $5.4

billion by 2007.”

The state also increased its advertising budget for
both print and television ads. Although Rhode
Island had previously run an in-state, public-ser-
vice promotional advertisement “designed to
make Rhode Islanders feel good about them-
selves,” it was not until 1987 that Rhode Island
moved decisively into television promotion. It
purchased broadcast space in the New York City
market and showcased “Rhode Island: America’s
First Resort”” The new tourism division also
increased its efforts to attract international trav-
elers, and by the mid-1990s David DePetrillo,
the state’s director of tourism, could assert that
visitors from outside the United States were
Rhode Island’s “fastest growing segment of the
tourist industry.”

In 1986 the Rhode Island General Assembly
created six regional tourist authorities to
promote tourism in local areas. These authori-
ties were financed by a new tax on hotel stays,
and the tax revenue was shared with the state’s
Department of Economic Development, which
marketed tourism throughout the whole state.
While some regarded this as a way to better high-
light local businesses and attractions, others felt
that the creation of so many independent orga-
nizations diluted the state’s ability to promote
Rhode Island effectively. In the years to come,
the Providence Journal published a number of
opinion pieces on both sides of the issue, with
the newspaper itself editorializing that a “state-
wide approach would, it is assumed, more
effectively draw tourists than the piecemeal
promotion of the state’s regions.”

Beginning in the 1980s, the R.I. Depart-
ment of Economic Development began to
examine its tourism industry more systemat-
ically. Throughout the last two decades of the
twentieth century and into the early years of
the twenty-first century, University of Rhode
Island professor Timothy J. Tyrrell conducted
annual studies of the economic impact of
tourism on the state Tyrrell continually
emphasized the importance of tourism for the
state’s economy, noting in his 1995 report, for
example, that tourism had become one of the
three largest industries in the state and opti-
mistically predicting that at “present rates of
growth ... travel and tourism will be Rhode
Island’s largest employer by 2015.775

In addition to tracking the impact of travel
and tourism on the state’s economy, the Depart-
ment of Economic Development also sought
professional marketing help in promoting the
state to prospective business leaders and tour-
ists. The local firm of Horton, Church & Goff
had handled the department’s advertising
account from the late 1970s into the early 1980s.
However, they concentrated upon industrial
development.”® When Rhode Island began to
focus more of its attention and resources on
promoting tourism as a generator of economic
growth, it switched to Duffy & Shanley, another
Providence-based advertising firm, retaining its
services as the primary “agency of record” from

1983 until the late 1990s.7
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Duffy & Shanley periodically conducted
marketing research to determine Rhode Island’s
target audience and assess what attracted visi-
tors to the state. The firm determined that Rhode
Island’s tourist destinations primarily appealed
to two major groups: “families” and “sophisti-
cates”—more or less the same population sectors
that state officials had informally assumed were
their target audience for some time.”* In promo-
tional efforts to attract these particular groups,
Dufty & Shanley noted in a 1994 presentation
to the Department of Economic Development
that Rhode Island should highlight beaches and
“heritage/culture” for families, and present the
state as an “uncommercial, unspoiled vacation”
destination, thereby “reinforcing Rhode Island’s
appeal for ecotourism enthusiasts.” Sophisticates
could be attracted by appealing to their “interest
in visiting unique, ‘undiscovered’ destinations
and attractions.” Promotional material could
also stress Rhode Island’s “upscale ambiance and
activities such as museums and antiquing” as
well as “fabulous restaurants” and “cozy inns.”7
Subsequent brochures and advertisements
followed the consultants’ advice. For example,
the cover of a booklet distributed at the turn
of the century features a glamorous and appar-
ently wealthy couple lounging on the veranda
of a waterfront inn and gazing at the sun setting
on the bay behind them. Inside the publication,
another young couple is depicted enjoying one of
Rhode Island’s “uncrowded beaches [available]
for those who appreciate the sounds of silence.”*

In 1996 the General Assembly dealt the
state’s Tourism Division a body blow when, as
Providence Journal reporter Kathleen Yanity later
recalled, Rhode Island “transformed its Depart-
ment of Economic Development into the quasi-
public Rhode Island Economic Development
Corporation, and the tourism office’s share of
the hotel tax reverted to the general fund” A
year earlier, “the tourism office [had] received
27 percent of the annual [hotel tax] revenue”
and had a total budget of $3.6 million. Now
the tourism division would receive “an annual
appropriation as part of the EDC budget.”
Consequently, the amount of money available

for statewide tourism promotion dropped, and
the division’s funding slid back down to early-
1980s levels.® With the reduction in state
tourism funding, the Tourism Division could no
longer afford to retain a full-service advertising
and public relations firm and until recently has
utilized only a public relations agent.**

Nevertheless, Rhode Island’s tourism
revenue continued to rise—from over $1 billion
per year in the late 1980s to more than $2 billion
in 1997 and to $5.4 billion by 2007.%* Marketing
activities undertaken by regional tourist coun-
cils made up for some of the state’s shortfall.
Additionally, the continued growth of tourist
activity throughout the United States resulted
in an increase in tourism revenue everywhere,
even when an individual state’s promotional
efforts faltered.

Rhode Island Tourism Promotion in the Early
Twenty-First Century

By the turn of the century Rhode Island had
begun to position itself to attract a relatively
underdeveloped convention and meetings
market with the construction of the Rhode
Island Convention Center, which opened in
Providence in 1994, and the erection of several
new hotels to accommodate convention goers.
Simultaneously, the Division of Tourism high-
lighted Providence more often than had been
the case earlier, and visits to the capital city
grew rapidly. A 2002 Providence study found
“that after a decade of dramatic growth, the
tourism industry ‘has become one of the five
largest sectors in the city economy.”® Provi-
dence continues to be one of the state’s biggest
tourist draws, with visitors attracted to the city’s
theater and art venues, its historic houses and
restaurants—and WaterFire lightings. Staged
periodically from May through November, the
spectacle consists of “nearly 100 bonfires that
blaze just above the surface of the three rivers
that pass through the middle of downtown Prov-
idence” and attracts hundreds of residents and
tourists, who “stroll along the river, listening to
music and watching performances.”

In 1999, Rhode Island became one of the first
states to create a tourism website—and, rather
than linking the site to the state’s ofhcial website,

the Tourism Division established a separate “dot
com” site. By 2009, VisitRhodelsland.com was
deemed the third best state tourism site in the
nation. For relatively little cost, Rhode Island
used its website as one of its primary promo-
tional strategies. By 2010, according to Prov-
idence Business News, the state was spending
“about $90,000 a year marketing the website on
Web properties across the Internet. Ads for the
site appear on the Weather Channel’s website
and social-networking site Facebook...The
EDC also purchases search terms so its tourism
website shows up at the top of listings when
people search vacation-themed words.”*

A study of the State of Rhode Island’s official
tourism website, as well as an examination of
recent travel guides, reveals that, in some ways,
little has changed since Rhode Island published
its first promotional material back in the 1930s
and 1940s. Although twenty-first century digital
and print information highlights year-round
activities in all parts of the state much more
frequently than did the early tourist material, a

Sailing in Narragansett Bay is one of the attractions touted
by Rhode Island in its online promotional materials.
Courtesy of Rhode Island Commerce Corporation/Tourism.

substantial number of the illustrations on the
present website and in the 2016 travel guide
continue to stress warm-weather, beach-ori-
ented pastimes.

However, there are more differences than
similarities in presentation and content between
early and recent promotional products. The
state has shifted from primarily relying upon
print material to publicize Rhode Island’s attrac-
tions to promoting the state through digital
means via website, Facebook, Twitter and other
social media. Also, today’s promotional material
uses color images, not the black and white photo-
graphs that illustrated the text of early brochures
and pamphlets. Furthermore, the proportion of
pictures to text has greatly increased and there
is considerably more attention given to layout
in contemporary promotional products. The
inclusion of advertisements in the Travel Guides
is also a fairly recent departure.*”” In addition,
as tourism has become a leading component of
the state’s economy, Rhode Island has developed
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an extensive tourist infrastructure that barely
existed even twenty-five years ago. The Prov-
idence Convention Center, professional tour
companies and cruises, boatyards and marinas,
wineries, bicycle paths, fairs and festivals and a
growing number of hotels, motels and bed-and-
breakfasts all cater to tourists today.*®

In many ways, the nature of the tourist
experience itself has changed over time. In
early brochures the emphasis was upon outdoor
participant sports such as boating, camping,
swimming, archery, horseback riding, and
fishing, with some attention given to spectator
sports like horse racing. Rhode Island still
features such activities; however, the state’s
promotional literature also reflects the fact that
consumerism in the form of food and shopping
has overtaken outdoor activities, beaches and
even sightseeing in rankings of tourist activities.
In a 2000 survey, shopping was the number
one activity for American tourists and interna-
tional tourists alike, while dining in restaurants
ranked second among international travelers.*
In a World Tourism Organization report issued
in 2014, the authors note that “it was not
until recently that shopping was considered a
leisurely activity, not to mention one that could
be a driving force behind tourism.”° Univer-
sity of Canterbury professor C. Michael Hall
has similarly observed that “food has come to
be recognized as part of the local culture which
tourists consume, as an element of regional
tourism promotion, a potential component of
local agricultural and economic development,
[and] as a differentiated product in a competi-
tive destination market ...

Food and shopping have figured promi-
nently in Rhode Island’s promotional literature
over the past few decades. For instance, readers
are told in the introduction to the state’s Offi-
cial 2015 Travel Guide, “If shopping is your thing,
youd better bring extra luggage to take home
your finds”®> The next page provides an over-
view of “Local Cuisine,” appealing to tourists’
quest for authenticity by listing “prototypical
Rhode Island” offerings such as calamari, clam
cakes and Del’s frozen lemonade and asserting,

Rhode Island no longer promotes only outdoor activities
to visitors, This image of women shopping in Providence
appeared on page 26 of the Official 2014 Travel Guide,
produced by the Rhode Island Commerce Corporation.
Photograph courtesy of Marianne Lee Photography.

“There’s nowrong choice for food in Rhode Island,
whether dining al fresco by the sea in Newport,
at an Italian restaurant on Providence’s Federal
Hill or at a clam shack in South County.”” The
website in 2015 provided even more suggestions
for tourists looking for eating experiences in
Rhode Island, with a link to “28 Best Seafood
Restaurants in Rhode Island” on the homepage
and listing nearly five hundred restaurants
throughout the state via the main “Eat” link,
as well as several wineries and breweries via
the “Do” link. Visitors are given less guidance
regarding shopping experiences, although a
number of art galleries and studios on VisitRho-
delsland.com are listed under “See.”%+

Just as tourist leisure activities have shifted
over time, so the very concept of history has
become redefined. In history textbooks, inter-
pretations of public history sites, and written
accounts and documentaries of specific events
and individuals from earlier times, notions of
history have become more inclusive, reflecting
a transformation in our understanding of the
past.> These changes have impacted the types
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Left: Rhode Island’s distinctive food offerings are now fea-
tured in Rhode Island tourism publications and on its
website. This image appeared on page 42 of the Official
2016 Travel Guide, produced by the Rhode Island
Commerce Corporation. Photograph courtesy of Iggy’s
Doughboys and Chowder House.

Right: A page from the Rhode Island Commerce
Corporation’s Official 2015 Travel Guide featuring pho-
tographs of Second Beach in Middletown and the Slater
Mill Historic site in Pawtucket. Courtesy Rhode Island
Commerce Corporation/Tourism. Photographs courtesy
of Cate Brown.

and presentation of historical destinations
catering to tourists and the ways in which our
past is described in tourism literature. Over
the past decade, Rhode Island’s travel guides
have featured photographs of Civil War reen-
actors who “recreate the daily life of soldiers
and civilians”; encouraged tourists to visit
Woonsocket’s Museum of Work and Culture,
“dedicated to sharing the stories of French-Ca-
nadians who immigrated to the state for work
and how organized labor shaped Rhode Island”;
and suggested that visitors “travel back to the
eighteenth century and experience how folks
lived on and ran a full tenant farm” at Bristol’s

Wirs e (arann (s AN ONFOROEFTARLE
destination that has a bold, spunky 1nd vivacious -
characier for its small size, making it a premier [
travel spot. The Ocean State combines miles of

stunning beaches with a thriving nightfe, distincive cuisine, trendy
shopping and an endless list of things t do all within a shorv drive

Rhode Island is often called America s first resort as waldhy familics.
from New York Philsdelphia and Seuth Carelina ofien summered in
Narraganset( Westerly and Newport Today. the Newport Mansions
are open to visitors. and the state founded by Roger Williams as a
refuge for those secking relgous freedom is still a prime vacation
destinztion that’s full of history and activities for all Lastes.

The state s vibranc arts community has morv than fifty muccums
and an innovative theater. music and dance scene

2 ViviRnedelsland com

Coggeshall Farm. Nevertheless, just as the
amount of beach and bay imagery in promo-
tional material still overshadows inland scenes
and activities, so print and digital travel guides
highlight colonial and Revolutionary heroes
as well as the “industrial glitterati who set up
summer ‘cottages’ in Newport during the Gilded
Age” more often than industrial workers, foot
soldiers or farmers.?®

Rhode Island’s current promotional litera-
ture has less to say about Native Americans than
did some of the early guide books; however, it is
difficult today to gloss over the subject of slavery,
given widespread contemporary knowledge of
the role early leaders played in transporting and
selling Africans, as well as the contribution of
enslaved people in building the Rhode Island
economy. Even so, recent tourist guides distrib-
uted by the state manage to put a positive spin on
Rhode Island’s role in the slave trade: “Despite
making profits from the slave trade,” the text
asserts, “Rhode Island was the first colony to
prohibit the importation of slaves.””
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Conclusion

This survey of Rhode Island’s promotion of
tourism over the past ninety years demonstrates
that tourism has grown significantly in economic
importance throughout the United States,
becoming a major generator of jobs and revenue
across the country. Some state governments
recognized this trend early on and provided suffi-
cient financial resources to take advantage of the
leisure travel phenomenon. However, for many
years Rhode Island’s leaders discounted tour-
ism’s economic potential and underfunded state
tourism promotion. Furthermore, the existence
of eight regional tourism organizations, each
touting its own attractions, hampered efforts to
provide adequate funding for a unified and state-
wide marketing campaign.®® Yet Rhode Island
tourism revenue has risen significantly over the
past thirty years and its importance to the state’s
economy continues to grow. According to a study
commissioned by the state of Rhode Island and
released in 2014, tourism was the fourth largest
private sector employer in the state in 2013
accounting for 8.9% of state government revenue
that year.”

In January 2014, the Rhode Island Economic
Development Corporation was reorganized as
the Rhode Island Commerce Corporation, to be
known as Commerce RI.*° After the election of
Gina Raimondo as Governor of Rhode Island in
November of that year, the new Governor moved
quickly to transfer the bulk of the state’s funding
for tourism marketing and promotion from the
regional groups to Commerce RI. As the Provi-
dence Journal editorialized in March 2015, this
would rectify a situation in which the state had
been “spending $470,000 this year on statewide
tourism promotions... [while] funneling more
than $6 million to regional groups that compete for
the same tourists and do little or nothing to create
a statewide brand.”" The significant increase in
funding enabled the Rhode Island Commerce
Corporation to hire three new companies in the
fall of 2015 to plan and execute a five-million-
dollar campaign intended to attract new business
as well as more leisure visitors to Rhode Island.**

Waterfire, an event that takes place several times a year in
downtown Providence, attracts out-of-town visitors. This
photograph appeared on page 5 of the Official 2016 Travel
Guide produced by the Rhode Island Commerce Corporation.
Photograph courtesy of N. Millard/Go Providence.

However, early initiatives were not successful.
At the end of March 2016, the design team hired
by the state the previous autumn unveiled a new
logo, displayed an updated website, and outlined
a marketing campaign that also included short
videos and 3o0-second spots as well as social
media amplification of the new messaging. Even
in its first report on the campaign, the Providence
Journal noted controversy over the logo, which
featured an abstract sailboat design accompa-
nied by the words “cooler” and “warmer” to
denote Rhode Island.**3> Over the next week,
Rhode Islanders vigorously complained that the
message conveyed by the new slogan was obscure,
the logo looked as much like a shark fin as a sail,
the cost of the promotional campaign was exor-
bitant, Rhode Island shouldn’t have hired an
out-of-state marketing firm when there was so
much local talent available, and the campaign
roll-out had been poorly executed. Furthermore,
the new videos included a shot of a skateboarder
in Reykjavik, and the website featured chefs who
had either moved away from Rhode Island or died.

Within days, the Governor withdrew the slogan
and fired the Marketing Director. *°*

The first substantial effort since the
1980s to provide sufficient economic resources
to the state agency charged with promoting
tourism was a failure. However, the incident
appeared to have caused no lasting damage to
Rhode Island tourism. The Providence Journal
reported on July 7, 2016, “Tourism is flour-
ishing despite the fact that Rhode Island is still
rebuilding its brand for visitors after the ‘Cooler
& Warmer’ campaign flopped.”* In the short
run, though, the General Assembly took about
one-million dollars from the state’s five-million-
dollar tourism campaign for the coming fiscal
year and gave the funds to the regional tourism
councils. According to House Speaker Nich-
olas Mattiello, “We want the state initiative to
continue, but until it’s 100 percent on track we
want to make sure the local councils have the
resources they need to make sure [they] have a
robust tourism season.”*°®

In reviewing nearly a century of state promo-
tion of tourism, a number of patterns have
emerged. Rhode Island brochures, travel guides
and other materials reveal shifts in marketing
approaches and strategies over time. More
significantly, they have also reflected transfor-
mations in prevailing attitudes regarding gender
and race. Published brochures, films, websites
and other media have displayed evolving
notions of history and demonstrated the impact
of historical events and trends upon travel and
tourism. Finally, these materials signal continu-
ities as well as profound changes in the tourism
experience itself. An analysis of Rhode Island’s
promotion of tourism over more than eight
decades thus provides insight into our social
and cultural values, attitudes and practices.

In a state that long associated prosperity
with industrialization, it took considerable time
for Rhode Island officials to realize that tourism
could become a major economic driver. While
other states allocated sufficient resources to
promote tourist activity during the first half
of the twentieth century, Rhode Island did not
start to do so until the 1980s—and reduced the

tourism budget again in the 1990s and early
twenty-ﬁrst century. Over the years, tourism
officials promoted the state as vigorously as their
budgets allowed, but Rhode Island consistently
fell behind neighboring states in budgeting
for tourism promotion. Despite the failure of
the recent “Cooler & Warmer” campaign, it
appears that Rhode Island officials have none-
theless recognized tourism’s importance to
the state’s wellbeing and are willing to provide
sufficient funding to encourage the growth of
this crucially important economic sector. In
a post-industrial era in which factory jobs are
unlikely ever to return, it appears likely that the
state will continue to stress tourism promotion
and growth. &

Patricia Raub teaches courses on Rhode Island
history, the history of U.S. photography, and Prov-
idence architectural history at Providence College.
She earned her Ph.D. from Bowling Green State
University with a concentration in popular culture.
In addition to articles on various topics, she has
published a book on best-sellers entitled Yester-
day’s Stories: Popular Women’s Novels of the
Twenties and Thirties.
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Marketing; State Recasts Image in
New Ad Campaign,” Providence Journal
(September 8, 1985): F6. Prior to that
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as “America’s First Vacationland” in
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2. See John F. Sears, Sacred Places: Ameri-
can Tourist Attractions in the Nineteenth
Century (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1989) and Cindy S. Aron,
Working at Play: A History of Vacations
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University Press, 1999).
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Beach. Meanwhile, the “tradesmen,
mechanics, and workers” took day

AdOLSIH ANVISI 3AOHI

N
(3]

pUD]S] apopy [nfunnag 1200051



26

trips to Coney Island, then a “desolate
strip of barren sandhills and shingly
beach [that] offers no attractions
beyond that of the surging of the great
Coney Island”

»

Atlantic upon its shore.
(September 1874): 806.

4. The survey publications produced by

the Rhode Island Historical Heritage
and Preservation Commission, espe-
cially those for Block Island, Jamestown,
Narragansett Pier, Newport, Tiverton,
Warwick, and Westerly, describe the
historical and architectural resources
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available online at http://www.preser-
vation.ri.gov/survey/publications.php,
accessed July 16, 2016. See also Aron,
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Press of New England, 2008), 45.
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Ocean State (Sun Valley, Ca.: American
Historical Press, 2004), 87-92. At
first, accommodations and pastimes
were often informal. On page 26 of
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Historical Preservation Report K-W-1
(1981), Robert O. Jones, Jr., notes that

“farm people from inland areas and mill
hands from the valley villages began
the practice of traveling on summer
weekends to the Warwick shore, where
they camped out, bathed in the bay,
and dug clams which they cooked and
ate on the spot,” http://focus.nps.gov/
pdfhost/docs/nrhp/text/8o000079.pdf,
accessed August 22, 2016.

Given the fact that hotels, cottages
and lodging houses were soon built to
cater to an ever-growing number of
summer pleasure seekers, it is difficult
to determine how long the practice of
camping out on undeveloped tracts of
land survived in Rhode Island. How-
ever, Aron points out that this type of
camping remained popular throughout
the remainder of the nineteenth cen-
tury and into the first decades of the
twentieth century, when the practice
became known as “auto-camping.”
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the social scale stayed in resort hotels.
By the 1850s, Newport guests, for
instance, had six major hotels from
which to choose; by the 1870s, wealthy
summer visitors could also stay in
grand hotels located on Block Island
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and in Watch Hill, Jamestown, and,
especially, Narragansett Pier, where
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between 1866 and 1871. See Tolles,
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tinations in the 1880s and 189o0s, see
Tolles, Summer by the Seaside, 13.
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(1994): 32.
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cil), interview with author, July 15, 2016.
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Promotion in the United States during
the Second World War,” published in
Journal of Tourism History 3 (November
2011), Canadian historian Michael
Dawson writes that “vacation travel
was neither forbidden nor encouraged
by [federal] government officials.”
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Washington, Dawson notes that state
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reported in “R.1. Bids Tourists, but in
a Weak Voice,” Providence Journal (July
20, 1941): II: 2.

““Domesticating Vacations’:
Gender, Travel, and Consumption
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40.
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bitions against using accommodations
and facilities in the South throughout
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or previous condition of servitude,”
Irving H. Bartlett, From Slave to
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Island (Providence, R.1.: Urban League
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Act to Secure All Persons within the
State Their Civil Rights” was enacted
on April 25, 1885. Chapter 508 of the
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and 1960s, African Americans were
still being discouraged from patron-
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the-green-book, accessed October 2,
2016. The number of Rhode Island
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Change in Postwar Providence,” Jason
McGill observes that changes in the
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tradition of racial discrimination” in
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44, 46.
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within the State Their Civil Rights”
(1885).
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collections-archives-exhibitions/
online-exhibitions/claiming-a-piece-of-
the-american-dream-african-american-
tourism-in-new-england-1930-1964,
accessed May 8, 2016. See also Aron,
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not numbered.
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the Secretary of State (Providence, R.1.,
1940), pages unnumbered.
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Rhode Island for Real Recreation and
Hospitality (1936), 12. Pleasures and
Pleasure Spots in Rhode Island does
provide an aerial shot of Rocky Point
on page 28, captioned “Rocky Point,
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served.” Summer in Rhode Island, 1930
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on Narragansett Bay, Island Park, near
Tiverton, and Newport Beach are
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tin (June 18, 1951): IT: 2.
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Chapter 2732. http://sos.ri.gov/archon/
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accessed October g, 2016.

Popp, “Domesticating Vacations,’134.
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Nation on Wheels: The Automobile
Culture in America since 1945 (Belmont,
Ca.: Wadsworth/Thompson Learning,
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Connecticut; however, this western
portion of roadway through Rhode
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highway. Interstate-Guide.com. http://
www.interstate-guide.com/i-195_ma_
ri.html, accessed October 27, 2016.
According to state officials, the
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replaced by a permanent information
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Providence Bulletin (June 20, 1966): 29;
“g5 Complete Across State,” Providence
Bulletin (November 19, 1969): 53.
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traversed the western sections of the
Providence metropolitan area, permit-
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. Kellner and Lemons, The Ocean

State, 183.

Technology in Postwar America: A His-
tory (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2007), 110. This content down-
loaded from 158.121.247.60 on October
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prewar levels and the interstate high-
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from coast to coast.

. “Big Boost Seen Possible In R.I. Vaca-

tion Income: Recreation Chief Seeks
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to Bolster State’s Economy,” Providence
Sunday Journal (May 25, 1952): I: 1, 24.
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nary Report and Recommendations to

the Rhode Island Development Council
for Increasing Employment and Income
from the Recreation and Tourist Industry
and Generally Benefitting the State (New
York: Stanton Robbins & Co., Inc., Jan-
uary 1, 1953). This report is available in
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tion, Providence R.I.
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Riot at Fete,” Providence Sunday Journal
(July 3, 1960): 1, 6.

. Lawrence M. Howard,

60. John S. Wilson, “Newport Jazz Festival

Closed Because of Rioting,” New York
Times (July 4, 1960): 1. The Newport
Jazz Festival had begun six years
earlier, in 1954 and it would continue
every summer through 1971, moving
to New York City in 1972. It returned
to Newport in 1981 and has been a
major tourist draw since then. See, for
instance, Ben Ratliff, “5o Years Later,
Newport Swings with ‘Real Jazz,” New
York Times (August 17, 2004): E1.

The Newport Folk Festival is an
equally popular summer attraction; it
held its first event in late July of 1959
and continued annually for about a
decade. Like the Jazz Festival, it left
Newport in 1972, returning in 1981.
See Ronald D. Cohen, A History of Folk
Music Festivals in the United States:
Feasts of Musical Celebration; American
Folk Music and Musicians Series,

No. 11 (Lanham, Md.: Scarecrow
Press, 2008). Today, these two summer
festivals are considered “perennials” of
tourism events in Newport, along with
the Hall of Fame Tennis Champion-
ships. “Newport’s Tourism Forecast,”
Providence Journal (June 16, 2013):
Business Section: Edit o1.

. Rhode Island Development Council,

Annual Report—1960 (Providence, R.I.,
Rhode Island Development Council),
24. Available in the Tourism Division
archives at Rhode Island Commerce
Corporation.
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land’ Is Last in N.E.” (May 5, 1963):
N1, 44.
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tions were largely echoed in 1964 by
another study conducted by Don Short,
a New York tourism consultant. See
“R.I. Tourism: Much to Be Done,” Provi-
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Tourism in the State of Rhode Island (New
York: Development Counsellors Inter-
national Ltd, c. 1965). It concluded that
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Thomas R. DiLuglio found that “The
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“An Unclean Person” or
“A Fit Candidate for a Church Member”:

- Kingston Pease and Northern
Baptist Churches

RICHARD J. BOLES

AT DIFFERENT POINTS IN THE LATE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY,

predominantly white Baptist churches in Newport and

New York City described African-American Kingston
Pease in a wide variety of ways. He was called, on the
one hand, “our Black Brother” and “a fit candidate for
a Church member.” On the other hand, he was derided

as a “Heathen Man, and an Adulterer or Fornicator,”

“An Unclean Person,” and a “poor man.” How could one
individual beall these things? The Second Baptist Church
of Newport dramatically changed its opinion of Pease
when he professed a desire to marry a white woman, Ann
Mackumber, with whom he had cohabitated. This man’s

story and his interactions with predominantly white
Baptist churches illuminate important realities about

race relations in northern churches, Baptist church

admittance and discipline practices, and relationships

among autonomous Baptist congregations. ¢

The Second Congregational Church in Newport admitted both enslaved and free African
Americans to membership in its congregation in the eighteenth century. The church was built
in 1735 and renovated in 1785. Historic American Buildings Survey, Creator, Cotton Palmer,
Central Baptist Society, and Ezra Stiles. Second Congregational Church, 13-17 Clarke Street,
Newport, Newport County, RI. Documentation Compiled After 1933. Pdf retrieved from the
Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/rioo76/. (Accessed January 27, 2017).
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The circumstanges of this case, in fact, provide
an exceptional perspective on some of the rarely
stated assumptions held by northern Baptists.’
The transcriptions of two documents from
the Newport Historical Society archives are
included at the end of this essay because they
are unique in shedding light upon northern
racism and politics in Baptist churches.
Kingston Pease (sometimes spelled Pees,
Peas, or Peares) was a member of the Second
Baptist Church of Newport, Rhode Island, but
he was certainly not the first black member of
this mostly white congregation.> The church’s
record book states that in May 1769 “Kingston
Peares Negro” was baptized and became a
member. Although the spelling of the last name
differs from later church records, this is likely
the same person. Founded in the middle of the
seventeenth century, when members withdrew
from the First Baptist Church of Newport, the
Second Baptist Church was a Six Principle
Baptist congregation and their meetinghouse
was located on the corner of Farewell and North
Baptist streets in the eighteenth century. This
church admitted black people to membership
at least as early as 1736. Ten people of African
ancestry and three Native Americans were
baptized and admitted to this church in the 1730s
and 1740s. Between 1766 and 1776, according
to the Reverend Gardner Thurston’s record

book and the church records, this congregation

baptized and admitted to membership twenty
black persons. The records do not generally state
whether these people were enslaved or free, but
some were undoubtedly enslaved when they
joined the church. Nine more African Amer-
icans were admitted between 1780 and 1800,
and some blacks were still joining this church
into the 1820s. Baptist churches did not baptize
infants, so most people were baptized at the
same time they were approved by the congrega-
tion to be admitted to membership.3

In all likelihood, Kingston Pease was born
into slavery in the colonies or was brought as
a slave to Rhode Island. Merchants, sailors,
and sea captains from Newport, Rhode Island,
played a major role in the international
slave trade, and most black people living in
Rhode Island before the American Revolution
were enslaved. In 1755, roughly a quarter of
Newport’s population was enslaved, and most
of them were of African descent. Kingston
Pease’s name also suggests that he had been a
slave, since town names were often given as first
names to slaves (Newport Gardner and Salem
Poor, for example). It was a common practice
for Rhode Island slaves to use their master’s or
former master’s last name, so Kingston seems
to have been a slave of wealthy merchant and
slave trader Simon Pease. Kingston likely
gained his freedom after Simon’s death in 1769.4
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Second Baptist Church of Newport resem-
bled other types of churches in Newport and
northern Baptist churches generally in baptizing

and admitting to membership numerous
black persons. Newport’s two Congregational
churches and Trinity Anglican Church baptized
substantial numbers of black people to member-
ship in the late eighteenth century. Trinity
Church baptized far more African Americans
than any of Newport’s Baptist or Congrega-
tional churches. In the 1760s and 1770s, black
people were admitted to many northern Baptist
churches, including the First Baptist Church of
Boston, Mass., the Seventh Day Baptist Church
of Newport, R.I., the First Baptist Church of
Providence, R.I., the Baptist Church of Upper
Freehold, N.J., and the Baptist Church of Scotch
Plains, N.J. The number of northern Baptist
churches that admitted African Americans
increased after the 1770s as they began joining
other churches such as the Second Baptist
Church of Boston, Mass., the Baptist Church
in Tiverton, R.I., the First Sabbatarian Baptist
Church of Hopkinton, R.I., the First Baptist
Church of North Kingstown, R.I., the Baptist
Church in Exeter, R.1., the First Baptist Church
in the City of New York, and the Mount Moriah
Baptist Church in Smithfield, Pa.s

Pease remained a member in good standing
of the Second Baptist Church of Newport for
more than a decade, but difficulties with this
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Kingston Pease lived in Newport, R. I. until late 1789.

“A south-west view of Newport.” Engraving by Samuel
King. The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints
and Photographs: Print Collection, The New York Public
Library. New York Public Library Digital Collections.
Accessed May 25, 2016. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
items/510d47dg-7b1d-a3dg-e040-e00a18064a99.

church began for him in the winter of 1781. At
the church meeting on February 1, 1781, the
male church members (female church members
apparently did not vote in church meetings at
this point in time) agreed to order “Kingston
Pees a Black Brother to appear at our next
Church Meeting to account for his Conduct
on Account of his keeping Company with a
White Girl and Wanting to Marry her contrary
to the Distinctions God has Made.”® Although
most members of this Baptist church believed
that God made all people in his image, that all
humans were descendants of Adam and Eve, and
that salvation through faith in Jesus Christ was
open to all people without distinction, they still
maintained that unequal and divinely created
“distinctions” (including race) divided groups of
people on earth. For at least many of these white
Baptists, Kingston Pease made a serious error
and sinned by associating with and wanting to
marry a “White Girl,” Ann Mackumber. While
the church members accepted Pease as a Chris-
tian brother, they felt that his relationship with a
white woman was “contrary to the Distinctions

AHOLSIH ANVTISI 3AOHYT

w
(1]

sayo.ny) 1sudng WdYLION pup asvad uojsFury



36

3

Left: In the late 'eighteenth century, Newport was home to
many enslaved and free African Americans. Some became
members of churches there, including Trinity Church, an
Anglican congregation. Trinity Church, engraving, Whitney,
Jocelyn and Annin, N.Y., 1845.(RHi X17 2828).

Right: Rev. Gardner Thurston served as pastor at the Second
Baptist Church in Newport during the controversy over

the membership of Kingston Pease. Engraving by Abner
Reed, 1808, from Graphics Collection at the Rhode Island
Historical Society, Portrait Scrapbook, p. 118. (RHi X17 2827).

God had Made.” There were strong cultural
proscriptions against interracial marriages in
this era, but the Rhode Island legislature did not
formally outlaw marriages between whites and
blacks or whites and Indians until 1798.7

Pease appeared at the March 1st meeting as
directed, but he was not prepared to accept the
majority’s opinion about his personal relation-
ship. In an unusually detailed manner, which is
suggestive of the tense nature of this meeting,
the session minutes note that “17 Male Members,
6 of them black” were present at the meeting
where Pease faced the accusations of miscon-
duct. What portion of these black members
objected to Pease’s relationship with Ann Mack-
umber is unclear, but the clerk felt compelled

to note the attendance of six black male church
members. The clerk also stated that Pease “did
not appear in any Shape to be convinced of any
Error in keeping Company with a White Girl,

s Rend 1408 o WD

Rev. GARDNER THURSTON.

Pxed Axz 23 1200 ____ eal 43 Y

& wanting to Marry her; Moreover he seem’d
rather to blame his Brethren than himself”
Perhaps Pease’s attempt to “blame” others
was his way of suggesting that white church
members were being hypocritical by calling
him a “brother,” but censoring this relationship.
A church member who acknowledged a charge
against himself without being repentant was
often quickly disowned by churches in this era.
It is surprising that the church did not immedi-
ately excommunicate Pease who was unrepen-
tant and accusatory. However, the male church
members decided to allow more time for Pease
to consider his actions and respond to the
church’s objection to his relationship.®

Most predominantly white American
churches in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries did not allowed black members to vote
in church meetings, but some eighteenth-cen-
tury Baptist churches in New England allowed
black people and/or women to vote in church
affairs on occasion. In the records of the Second
Baptist Church, there is evidence that black
members voted. The normal meeting minutes
do not include details about who voted or indi-
vidual votes, but minutes from an 1800 meeting,
where the male members were divided, lists
individual people and their votes. On October
30, 1800, “Prince Almey Negro” was noted

as one of six men who voted against a change
in how ministers were selected, which had
the support of eleven members. Black male
members may have had a vote in how Kingston
Pease was treated by his church in 1781.

Something changed Pease’s demeanor by

the March 28th church meeting. Perhaps he
experienced condescension from friends and
strangers, or maybe sympathetic persons gently
sought to persuade him to repent for his rela-
tionship with Anne Mackumber. Judging from
his later conduct, it seems likely that Pease
highly valued his membership in this church
and did not take the prospect of excommu-
nication lightly. Church membership was an
important status for many people in the eigh-
teenth century, and membership in a close-knit
religious community could facilitate personal
and business networks. When Pease again came
before the church members, he “confessed his
Error in Sining against God and Wounding
his Brethren” and Pease expressed a hope that
“his Brethren would forgive him and Receive
him into Fellowship again” Evidently satis-
fied with his repentance, the church officially
forgave him and restored him to his member-
ship status, “without one Dissenting Voice.”*
At this point, it appeared to these Christians
that church discipline had accomplished its
purpose of protecting the purity of the church
and of bringing a wayward believer back into
the straight and narrow path.

However, Pease again faced scrutiny from
church members in September 1781. He was
told to attend the next church meeting because
of “his abstaining from the Communion after he
wasrec’d into fellowship.” Church memberswere
not only disciplined for committing sinful acts
but they could also be disciplined for failing to
do godly acts, such as attending church services
regularly and especially partaking of the sacra-
ment of Communion, also known as the Lord’s
Supper. In November 1781 Pease explained that
he did not have “any thing against his Brethren
that kept him from communion.” Rather, “the
cause was in himself” for absenting, and this
explanation satisfied the church members.

By October 1782, about eighteen months
after his March 1781 confession, it became
apparent to the church members that Pease
had not ended his relationship with the “White
Woman,” now identified as Ann Mackumber,
thereby indicating that his stated repentance
had not been genuine. Moreover, it appeared to
the church that Pease and Mackumber’s relation-
ship had progressed further in the intervening
time because now Mackumber was pregnant.
Pease wanted to marry her, and perhaps they
had chosen to follow a sort of common-law
marriage arrangement. The 1782 Rhode Island
census recorded Kingston Pease as the head of
a household that included two white females
between the ages of 22 and 50 and two black
persons (of these four people only Kingston
Pease was named on the census). At this church
meeting, Pease did not deny or repent, and the
church swiftly excommunicated him:

At our Church Meeting October 3d A.D. 1782

Present 15, Male Members, Our Black Brother
Kingston Pees, Appeared and did not Deny the
Accusation brought against him, respecting Ann
Mackumber, A White Woman being with Child
by him: We therefore by Virtue of the Gospel
of our Lord, and Savior, Jesus Christ; and his
Apostles; do withdraw all fellowship from him,
And Excommunicate him; the said Kingston
Pees from us: as an Unclean Person; to have no
Name, nor place with us, as a brother but to be
treated as an Heathen Man, and an Adulterer

or Fornicator."

This language was harsh, but not abnormal for
an excommunication. It appears that Ann Mack-
umber was not a church member, for if she was
a member, she would have also been called by
the church to account for her actions.™

This church was so intent that its members

should have no association with Kingston Pease
that it disciplined two other African-Amer-
ican members who had some personal, likely
friendly, interactions with him after October
1782. “Black Brother” Primus Smith and Cato
Mumford, “a Black Brother,” were both excluded
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from communion in 1783 for associating with
Pease. Smith apparently responded to these
charges with “hauty conduct,” but months later
he did “humbly Acknowledge his fault” and was
restored to the church. A white church member
was also disciplined as part of the fallout from
the Pease case, but for a different reason. Brother
Ephrim Mackumber admitted in August 1783
to the church that he had wrongly dealt with
Kingston Pease regarding a promissory note
and in “writing to said Kingston a few Lines
in an unchristian Manner.” Despite the same
last name, there is no indication in the records
that Ephrim Mackumber was related to Ann
Mackumber. Apparently it was not acceptable
for church members to retaliate on their own
against an excommunicated church member,
so Ephrim Mackumber was suspended from
church communion for a short time."

After such a resolute excommunication, it
would not have been surprising in the least if
Kingston Pease’s name never again appeared in
the church records. However, he was interjected
back into the business of the Second Baptist
Church of Newport when a letter dated April
1792 arrived from the Second Baptist Church
of New York City. The letter asked the Newport
Baptists to forgive and reinstate Pease to their

fellowship. Thus began a discussion between

After relocating to New York. Kingston Pease applied

to join the Second Baptist Church there. The church’s
sanctuary on Fayette Street was built in 1795. “Baptist
Church Fayette St. (Now Oliver St.) N.Y. 1808, Showing
The Buildings Extending To Chatham St.,” from vol. 5,
Booth’s History of New York, Emmet Collection of Manu-
scripts, etc., New York Public Library Digital Collections.
Accessed May 25, 2016. http://digitalcollections.nypl.
org/items/510d47e1-0602-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.

these two “Second Baptist” churches over the
nature of Baptist church governance and of
Christian repentance and forgiveness.*

The Second Baptist Church of New York City
began in 1770 when fourteen individuals left the
First Baptist Church over a dispute about how
to conduct singing in public worship. Between
1789 and 1791, more people withdrew from First
Baptist New York and joined the Second Baptist
Church, but First Baptist protested that Second
Baptist was improperly receiving people who
had been excluded from the fellowship of First
Baptist. A negotiated settlement between these
churches was reached during the 1790 meeting
of the Philadelphia Baptist Association, but the
experience likely made Second Baptist cautious
about admitting people to membership who had
been excluded from other Baptist churches. A
division occurred in the Second Baptist Church
in 1791, and a part of that church became Bethel
Baptist Church. Among the leaders of Second
Baptist New York during this era were Jeremiah

Dodge, the Reverend John Dodge, Thomas
Garniss, Samuel Jones, and Ezekiel Archer.
Second Baptist built a sanctuary on Fayette
Street in 1795 and a larger one on the same
spot in 1800. The congregation began using the
name Fayette Street Baptist Church by 1804 and
became the Oliver Street Baptist Church in 1821
when the city changed the street’s name.’s

Pease moved to New York City near the end
of 1789 and began attending the predominantly
white Second Baptist Church of New York City
soon thereafter. By August 1792, Second Baptist
New York had “been particularly Acquainted
with him, [for] between one and two Years.”
Before his move, Pease was a member and officer
of the African Union Society of Newport, which
was a subscription-based benevolent organiza-
tion that free blacks organized as early as 1780.
The Union Society provided him with a letter in
November 1789 that attested to his character to
help his transition to a new city. The letter reads
as follows:

These are to Certify that the bearer hereof,
Kingston Pease, Esq, is one of the Principal
Members of the African Union Society, and held
the office of Vice President thereof, whilst he
resided in said Newport amongst the free Afri-
cans, for the use & benefit of the Sick of said
Society, and other good purposes, and that he
has behaved himself as a good, faithful member
of this said Society, and as such, we recommend

To all our Friends abroad."

From the Union Society records, we also learn a
few more aspects of Pease’s life in Newport and
New York. He maintained a correspondence
with the Union Society for several years after
his departure and stated his intent to remain
a member of the Society. In December 1790,
Pease wrote that “my family [are] all well, both
my wife & children recovered very well of the
small pox, after a short confinement.” (I have
not been able to ascertain if Pease married
Ann Mackumber, if their child survived, or
if Pease had children from any previous rela-
tionship.) It appears that a son named Arthur
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The Second Baptist Church in New York sent this letter
to the Second Baptist Church at Newport in April 1792,
inquiring about Kingston Pease’s standing in the Newport
congregation. The letter was mistakenly addressed to
the “1st Baptist Church in Newport.” (Newport Historical

Society, “Old Baptist Documents,” Box 1, Folder 1792, N 2d).

Dissatisfied with Newport Second Baptist’s response to
their April 1792 inquiry about Kingston Pease, the Second
Baptist Church in New York wrote a second letter in August.
(Newport Historical Society, “Old Baptist Documents,” Box
1, Folder 1792, N 2d).

AYOLSIH ANVISI JAOHY

w
©

sayaanyn 7§}Jdﬂg ULAYJLON PUD 3sDag ll()J.\‘Bu])j




40

Pease remained behind in Newport because the
Union Society wrote in March 1791 to Kingston
Pease in New York “respecting the Situation
of your son, Arthur who is now very sick, by
information, said to be in a poor, distressed
Condition, almost destitute of the Necessarys
of Life.” Around 1792, Pease also requested that
members of the Union Society manage renting
out of his land and house in Newport, implying
that he continued to own property in that city.*®

After attending Second Baptist New York
for a period of time, Pease took steps to seek
membership in this church. Perhaps he first
approached church leaders or the pastor to
share his spiritual and personal history, testing
the water to see whether or not they would
be willing to accept him as a member. We will
never know ex:alctly what Pease shared about his
life, but Second Baptist New York knew that he
had been excommunicated and they likely knew
the nature of the offense that caused his excom-
munication from Second Baptist Newport.
Nevertheless, many of the members of this
predominantly white congregation were willing
to admit him as a member of their church.

In their first letter to the Second Baptist
Church of Newport, dated April 1792, the
members of Second Baptist New York stated that
Kingston Pease, “Has attended some months
past with us, at our public meetings, And we
have found that he has walked as becometh a
professor of Jesus Christ in all things.” Further-
more, they stated that “he hath expressed
a desire to Join us if he could be so happy, as
to obtain the approbation of his church, from
which he was excluded.” Apparently, they also
sent a letter from Pease in which he acknowl-
edged “his disorderly walk” The New York
Baptists reminded their Newport brethren that
his confession was sufficient and that forgive-
ness is “Agreeable to the Gospel—to wit, if thy
Brother offends, And he saith I repent—forgive
him.” The Newport Baptists did not agree,
however, that Pease’s confession was sufficient.

At a meeting of the Second Baptist Church
of Newport in 1792, “Elder Thurston” presented
the New York Baptists’ letter, “Respecting a

Kingston Pease moved to New York City sometime in late
1789. "New York. View from the south man-of-war at left."
Engraving by Alexander Robertson, 1793. The Miriam and
Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print
Collection, The New York Public Library Digital Collections.
Accessed May 25, 2016. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
items/510d47d9-7b15-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.

Negro Man that is to say Kingston Pees who was
excommunicated for living with a White Girl.”
The members of the church likely discussed
the case, and perhaps consulted their records.
“After due consideration,” they concluded, “that
the Church remains unreconciled unto the said
Man, and the Clerke is ordered to write accord-
ingly.”*° The letter that Newport’s Second Baptist
Church sent to New York in May 1792 has not
survived, but it is clear that they were not willing
to grant forgiveness or to reinstate Pease to
their membership in order to regularly dismiss
him to the New York City church. Since Pease
had deceived them once in person, how could
they trust only a written statement from him?
In August 1792 New York Baptist sent
another letter to the Second Baptist Church
of Newport, and this one contained stronger
language requesting them to forgive, readmit,
and regularly dismiss Pease. The Newport
church members had said that they “would not
receive him, even if he Should Shew ‘all the
Signs of Repentance Possible for him to exhibit.”
However, they told the church in New York to
proceed in an irregular acceptance of Kingston
Pease as a member, if they “think him a fit
candidate,” without a dismissal from Newport.
Newport’s response went against common

church membership practices among Baptists,
who avoided admitting as members people
excommunicated from other Baptist churches.
The New York members also felt that their
failure to forgive was unchristian. These New
York Baptists told their Newport brethren that
they had been “too hasty” and that “The word of
the Living God is Against you.” The New Yorkers
argued that the gospel required that Christians
forgive and accept repentant sinners back into
the fold. Individual churches, they argued, were
empowered to discern whether or not repen-
tance was genuine, and they “believe[d] it to be
Sincere in Kingston Peas.” Second Baptist New
York pointed to Second Corinthians chapter 2,
the Gospel of Matthew chapter 18, the Gospel
of Luke chapter 17, and other scriptural passages,
which command “us to forgive one Another as
God for Christ sake doth forgive us.” This church
felt “pitty [sic] to this poorman,” Kingston Pease,
and they again asked Second Baptist Newport
“to Give this poor man A Dismission that he may
Join a Church that his soul may be Comforted.”
Baptist churches all functioned inde-
pendently of one another. There was no higher
authority to dictate to individual congregations

Few details are known of Kingston Pease’s life circumstances
after he moved from Newport to New York City in 1789 aside
from his quest for admission to membership in the Second
Baptist Church there. “[A view of Broad Street,Wall Street,
and the City Hall.],” Joseph Holland, 1797. The Miriam and
ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print
Collection, New York Public Library Digital Collections.
Accessed May 25, 2016. http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/
items/s10d47d9-7b2c-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99.

or that could authoritatively settle disputes
among churches. However, Baptist churches
sought to respect the spiritual judgement of
other Baptists by readily accepting individ-
uals who wanted to transfer their membership
from one Baptist church to another and by not
accepting as a member any person who had
been excommunicated by other Baptists. As the
Pease case shows, however, these Baptist prin-
ciples could make relations between congrega-
tions challenging.

Judging from the fervor of their letters and
what is known about African-American members
of New York City’s Baptist churches, it seems more
likely than not that Kingston Pease was admitted
to the Second Baptist Church of New York City.
Second Baptist’s meeting minutes, member-
ship lists, and other records from the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries have been
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lost. Pease does not appear in the extant church
records kept at the New-York Historical Society,
and he does not appear on the 1835 published
list of church members.* Between 1805 and 1812,
the Second Baptist Church of New York City did
receive letters of dismissal from the First African
Baptist Church in Philadelphia, the “Baptist
Church at Bachlich,” the Baptist Church of Mount
Pleasant, the Baptist Church of Norfolk, Virginia,
and one other church when five African Ameri-
cans each sought to join Second Baptist after relo-
cating to New York. The First Baptist Church in
the City of New York admitted thirty-four African
Americans to membership between 1791 and
1808.2 If the Second Baptist Church of New York
City followed First Baptist’s example, then they
likely admitted multiple African Americans and
Kingston Pease.

A “Kingston Pease” appears in New York
City directories from 1795 to 1805. In 1795, he
was listed as a “labourer,” but he was otherwise
identified as a “blackball-maker.” For most of this
period, he resided at 8 Fayette Street, in close
proximately to the Second Baptist/Fayette Street
Baptist Church.” He was identified by the same
spelling in the 1800 federal census as the head
of a household that included five non-white free
persons. Otherwise, the later years of Kingston
Pease’s life seem to have not made any marks on
the surviving historical record.*

The case of Kingston Pease and his relationship
to these two predominantly white churches
illustrate some important information about
northern Baptists in the 1780s and 1790s. Many
Baptist congregations were willing to accept
African Americans as members of their reli-
gious communities, and some African Ameri-
cans found these churches spiritually fulfilling
and valued their connections to these mostly
white congregations. Kingston Pease’s desire
to be a member of these churches can be read
in comparison to the written accounts of Afri-
can-American Baptists in the North, such as
those by Bostonian Chloe Spear and Rhode
Islander Cato Pearce, who also had satisfying

A s.w. view of Baptist Meeting House, Providence, R.I. In
the eighteenth century, there was no central authority in
the Baptist Church to resolve disputes. The First Baptist
Meeting House in Providence, built in 1774-1775. Engraving
by Samuel Hill (ca. 1766-1804). Library of Congress, Prints
and Photographs Division, digital file, LC-USZ62-31769.

spiritual experiences in interracial Baptist
churches.” The letters between the Newport
and the New York churches also show how
much Baptist congregations could differ from
one another in respect to the processes and
practices of admitting people to membership.
Without any recourse to a higher ecclesiastical
authority, Baptists only relied on their words,
expressed in letters between congregations or
published pamphlets, when trying to win over
individuals and churches to their perspectives.
These sources, while raising more questions
than can be answered, outline the contours
of a black man in the early Republic who
endeared himself not only to an independent
African-American organization but also to two
predominantly white churches. These records
also suggest that Pease stood up to the powers
that be at his Newport church and refused to

e

accept the meaning and restrictions that white
Christians ascribed to darker skin color, despite
knowing that he would lose his membership. As
a vice-president of the African Union Society of
Newport, he was a leader of the early free black
community, but he also built relationships with
white people through relatively small, intimate
Baptist congregations in Newport and New York
City. Like many Americans of that era, Pease
appears to have valued affiliations with religious
and civic organizations, but not at any cost. He
was a person whom the historical record ought
not to neglect.

Pease’s story also show in stark relief the
limits of the equality of all believers in some
congregations (Newport’s censor of an inter-
racial relationship) and an occasion when one
congregation decided not to hold a transgression
of racial boundaries against an African-Amer-
ican man. As much as these Baptist churches
accepted significant numbers of African-Amer-
icans as members, they usually did not treat
them as equal to white members. African Amer-
icans in predominantly white Baptist churches
could at least sometimes vote in church affairs,
but they could not hold leadership positions and
they had to sit in the least desirable seats during
services. As Second Baptist Church of Newport
made clear, at least many congregants believed
“the Distinctions God has Made” precluded
close relationships between whites and blacks,
and they did not doubt the social superiority of
whites over blacks. At least in this case, actions
of the Second Baptist Church of New York seem
to suggest that they were not as concerned about
the distinction of skin color as was common

among northern Christians.

To the Second Baptist Church, Newport,
Rhode Island, 16 April 1792

The 2nd Baptist Church in the City of New York
—To the 1st [2nd] Baptist Church in Newport
Rhode Island.

Send Greeting, Dearly Beloved, whereas one

Kingston Peas, once a member with you; but now

excluded, Has attended some months past with
us, at our public meetings, And we have found
that he has walked as becometh a professor of
Jesus Christ in all things; Also he hath expressed
a desire to Join us if he could be so happy, as
to obtain the approbation of his church, from
which he was excluded. Inclosed we send you
his Letter with the Acknowledgment of his dis-
orderly walk which we trust will be a Sufficency
to you for to give him your Approbation too Join
with us, which Acknowledgement we think is
Agreeable to the Gospel—to wit, if thy Brother
offends, And he saith I repent—forgive him.

Sign'd by order and in behalf
of said Church—
New York 16 April 1792

Sam’l Jones Clk

If the Church should write to us Inclose the
same. And direct it to Thomas Garniss No. 72

Queen Street.

To the Second Baptist Church in Newport,
15 August 1792

New York 15 Augt 1792. The 2nd Baptist Church
in the City of New York under the Pastoral care
of Elder Benjamin Montonge: To the 2nd Bap-
tist Church in the City of Newport.

Send Greeting, Dearly Beloved in the Lord
Jesus Christ, we received yours dated the 31st
May 1792 Wherein you inform us, that we may
receive Kingston Peas, if we think him a fit can-
didate: But at the same time, say you would not
receive him, even if he shoud Shew “all the Signs
of Repentance Possible for him to exhibit.” Dear
Brethren, we Believe him to be a fit candidate
for a Church member: we have been particularly
Acquainted with him, between one and two Years
&by all that we Can Learn we believe him to be a
real Penitent he has confessed his sins to us, with
the deepest humility of Soul, & we believe the
Lord has visited his Soul with the Manifestation
of the Pardon of his sins. Dear Brethern, in faith-

fulness to you, Must inform you that we believe

you was too hasty in Your declaration, The word

ATOLSTH ANVIST JAOHT

Y
w

S0y 1511 dDg WOYLION PUD 98D UOISTULY




ﬁ

of the Living God is Against you, see 2 Cor. 2 Chap-
ter, where Paul under the Influence of the Holy
Ghost tells the Church to receive one who had
been excluded for as bad a Crime if not worse than
that of Kingston Peas—Also see Matt. 18 Chapt &

God & towards you & pitty to this poorman, May
the Lord Jesus Christ Guide you by his Spirit in all
your deliberations & bless you with his presence.
Is the Hearty prayer of your Brethern in the bonds
of the Gospel.

Luke 17 Chapt. And also the word of God tells us

to forgive one Another as God for Christ sake doth
forgive us—Therefore if our Brother sins, repen-
tance is all we Can ask according to Scripture. The
Church Judging the reality of that repentance, &
we belijeve it to be Sincere in Kingston Peas. Dear

Brethren we commend you to God & the word of

Signed by order and in
behalf of said Church—
New York Augt 15, 1792.
To Mr, Parker Hall Clk

Sam’l Jones, Clk.

An Answer to this would be very Acceptable.

Sam’l Jones.”* &

his Grace that he may shed abroad his Love in Your

hearts Afresh & then we believe that you will be

willing to Give this poor man A Dismission that
he may Join a Church that his soul may be Com-
forted, And we hope what we have said will be

taken in Love & Affection, as it flows from Love to
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Independence (New-York: D. Longworth,

1803), 233.

Alice Eichholz, C. G. Eichholz, James
M. Rose, eds., Free Black Heads of
Households in the New York State Federal
Census, 1790-1830 (Detroit: Gale
Research Co., c1981), 198; 1800 Census,
New York Ward 5, New York, New
York, Series M32, Roll 23, Page 780,
Image 161, Family History Library Film
193711; A “Kingston Pease,” married to a
woman named Jane Pease, does appear
in New York City in the 1850 and 1855
censuses. This Kingston Pease was
born around 1796 or 1800, was identi-
fied as an African American, and could
be a son of the elder Kingston Pease,
but the evidence is inconclusive; 1850
Census, New York Ward 5, New York,
New York, Roll M432_537, p. 2124,
Image 430; New York State Census,
1855 [database on-line], Provo, Utah,
US, Ancestry.com.

Memoir of Mrs. Chloe Spear, a Native

of Africa, Who was Enslaved in Child-
hood, and Died in Boston, January 3,
1815 ... Aged 65 Years by A Lady of Boston
[Rebecca Warren Brown] (Boston:
James Loring, 1832); Cato Pearce, Jailed
for Preaching: The Autobiography of Cato
Pearce, a Freed Slave from Washington
County, Rhode Island, with an historical
introduction by Christian M. McBur-
ney (Kingston, R.1.: Pettaquamscutt
Historical Society, 2006).

26. Old Baptist Documents, Box 1, Folder

1792 N 2d, NHS.
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Matunuck

MARILYN BELLEMORE
Charleston, S.C., Arcadia, 2015

A history of the area in coastal South County
known as Matunuck. Bellemore traces the story
of Matunuck from its earliest Pettaquamscutt
settlers to its popularity as a summer vacation
resort after the Civil War, up to the present day.

“Bad News”:

The Turbulent Life
of Marvin Barnes,
Pro Basketball’s
Original Renegade

o s i
MERVIN BIRKES L+

MIKE CAREY
New York: Sports Publishing, 2016

MIKE CAREY

A biography of Marvin Barnes, a Providence
native and All-American stand-out basketball
player at Providence College, who went on to
play professional basketball. Throughout his life,
Barnes suffered numerous problems that marred
and finally ended his spectacular career.

Rhode Island Brew: Ocean
State History on Tap

ASHLEIGH BENNETT
AND KRISTIE MARTIN
Charleston, S.C., History Press, 2015

A history of the production and consumption of
beer in Rhode Island.

Dark Work: The Business of
Slavery in Rhode Island

CHRISTY CLARK-PUJARA
New York: New York University
Press, 2016

The author describes how the “business of
slavery” in Rhode Island—distilling of rum,
barrel making, raising agricultural products for
export to the West Indies, and numerous other
money-making ventures—shaped the lives of
enslaved people and free blacks, as well as the
entire population of the colony. The volume
covers the period from the founding of Rhode
Island in the seventeenth century until slavery
ended in Rhode Island in 1842.

In Danger at Sea:
Adventures of a New
England Fishing Family

CAPT. SAMUEL S. COTTLE
Camden, Maine: Downeast Books,
e-book, 2007.

Recollections of working life at sea by a member
of a Point Judith-based family of fishermen.
A paperback edition was published in 2014.

If Jane Should Want

to Be Sold: Stories of

o sc;z.n Enslavement, Indenture
Siodesof and Freedom in Little

Enslavement, .
e, 1 Compton, R.I.
Litthe Compton,  |§

Il!'n:_lc!sl.l.m.l

MARJORY GOMEZ-O’TOOLE
Little Compton, R.I.: Little Compton
Historical Society, 2016

A study of slavery and indenture in Little
Compton and environs through a compen-
dium of narratives of enslaved and indentured
people and the story of three slaver captains
from Tiverton. The author has used newspa-
pers, wills and other legal documents as well as
personal papers and material culture to frame
her research.

Toe 1 Rivode o & From Slaves to Soldiers:

| seinganse  § Thelst Rhode Island
Regiment in the

American Revolution

From
{ Slaves |

ROBERT GEAKE
Yardley, Pa., Westholme
Publishing, 2016

A history of the first African-American regiment
to serve in the Revolutionary War. Its efforts in
the battle of Rhode Island in 1778 are legendary.
The regiment also fought elsewhere during the
American war for independence.

The Voyage of the
Slave Ship Hare,

from Sierra Leone
to South Carolina

SEAN M. KELLEY
Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2016

The author chronicles the voyage of the Hare,
out of Newport, that sailed to Africa in 1754 and
arrived in Charleston, S.C., with enslaved Afri-
cans on board in 1755. Every detail of the grim
transit is examined, especially the experience
and lives of the Africans who were captured and
sold into bondage.
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AX ATTACK ON CROWN RUI E

The Burning of His Majesty’s
Schooner Gaspee: An
Attack on Crown Rule Before
the American Revolution

STEPHEN PARK
Yardley, Pa.: Westholme
Publishing, 2016

An account of Rhode Islanders’ attack on the
British customs schooner Gaspee in Narragan-
sett Bay in 1772. Prominent Providence citizens
were never charged for their roles in the affair.

The Last Good Heist:
The Inside Story of the
Biggest Single Payday
in the Criminal History
of the Northeast

TIM WHITE, RANDALL RICHARD
AND WAYNE WORCESTER
Guilford, Conn.: The Globe Pequot
Press, 2016

A narrative of the notorious 1975 theft of 148
safe-deposit boxes in Rhode Island belonging to
an organized crime syndicate. The contents of
the boxes were worth millions of dollars.

Rhode Island’s
Shellfish Heritage: An
Ecological History

SARAH SCHUMANN
Kingston, R.I.: University of Rhode
Island, 2016

A history of shellfish and shellfishing in Rhode
Island. The book grew out of the 2014 Rhode
Island Shellfish Management Plan. It explores
the history of oysters, quahogs and other shell-
fish species that grow in Rhode Island waters.
The author interviewed shell fishermen,
growers, conservationists, artists, and others as
part of her research for the book.




