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South Kingstotttrt

Rhode Island State Houses
nv CL¡,nrsoN A. ColllNs, 3Ro

NE source states: "lt has been said that Rhode lsland is the state that

had a capital. lt s various instruments of government have never

any town or city specifrcally as 'the capital', the only provision being

the sessions of the legislature were to be held in one town or another. Even in

East Greent+,ich
amendment designating Providence as the place in which sessions of the

Assembly were to be held in the future, the city was not called a 'capital'.

was merely quietly and unostentatiously dropped."
Yet iÎ a "capital" is to be considered a town in which the legislature sits and

governlng officers convene, Rhode Island h AS had at least nlne capitals,

Newport, warwick, Portsmouth, Pawtuxet, East G reenwich, Bristol South

town and Narragansett.
This multiplicity of capitals probably derives from the fact that Rhode

unlike most other colonies, was originally an amalgamation of towns founded

Bristol

difierent groups at different times, by men with different aims, who finally
together, or allowed themselves to be joined together', only because comnìon
proved stronger than divided impulse.

Various attempts at union, contested both from within and without the

area of Rhode Island, took place between I 640
Roger Williams the r¡nlon granted by the Earl of
for a short time in 1647, was restored. Permanent existence, however, was not

confrrmed until the granting of the Charter of 1 663 by Charles II. Under the

of this grant Colony and State continued to ope ate until 843 In the early

meetings of the General Assembly Town Meetings and court SES$ONS were held

taverns, private homes, and even in barns, but with the growth of population

the increasing complexity of government the inhabitants felt the need for
erected specifically for these purposes. They were located in the major towns

co*nty seat of each county, and though none of the original court houses, or
Houses, as. they were also known" any bnçr exbts, number of buildings rn

Newport tke bgislature has met can be visited todav and may be used for public purpos€s.

The Constitution adopted in 1842 provided for two s€6sions, one at

on the first Tuesdav ln May and the other on the last Monday In October, to

held at South Kingstown once ln two years and 1n the intermediate years alternatel/

at Bristol and East Greenwich and adjournment from the October session was to

be held annually at Providence.
In 1854 an amendment provided, "There shall be.one session of the

Assembly, holden annually
and an adjournment from

, commencing on the last Tuesday in May, at Newporl
the same shall be holden annually at Providence." The

11th Amendment adopted in 1900 established all sessions in Providence. The

meeting at Newport was held in June 1900. Since January 1901 all sessions

been held in Providence.
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Court House, South Kingstown

EARLY as 1686 the General Assembly ordered that a court house tæ
in the then undivided town of Kingstown, but this order appears noJ to have

been carried out, and in February, 1730, a new act provided: "that the County
Court House and Jail for the King's county, be set upon a hill, near Robe¡t case's
úouse in South Kingstown." This location was near the center of the then flourishing,
ûow vanished, village later known as Tower Hill. The General Assernbly first met in
thenew building in October, 1732.By 1752the court house had fallen into disrepair,
and a group of inhabitants of the growing village of Little Rest, a few miles to the
west' saw a charrce to benefit their own area. Led by col. Elisha Reynolds a group
of hading i¡habitants presented a petition setting forth the advantages of thei¡

.village and offering to build a new court house and jail at their o\ryn expense.

In 7 7 the General Assem blv decided that a new court house was needed, and
aPpointed William Potter committee of one to draw up plans. They were accepted
aûd he purchased a lot across the street as a site for the building, the erection of
lvhich he supervised It was finished 1n 776, and served AS a meeting place for the

wport,
,,"fhe

re last

General Assembly until 1 85 4 and a court house until 1 900.
The building has been considerably altered, the original gable roof with a cupola.,ad

end chimneys being replaced by a French roof and projecting
vith v

a tower around 1 8 65

Library andIt now houses the Kingston Free

}{-l6',1

Reading Room.
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Court House, East Greenrvich

W"t* Kent County was established in June 1750, a section of the act of

town

June
"bui
old
ing
time

ln
mon

House.
The most recent historian of East Greenwich writes: "This building . . . has

and continues to be, a source of great pride to the people of Kent County."
It still serves its original purpose as a court house.
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Bristol Court House

of .BRISTOL was annexed to Rhode Island in 1747, having previously been a
rsions tewn of Plymouth and Massachusetts colonies
a frci' The first record of a court house built under Rhode Island jurisdiction occurs in
e

-June 17'/6 when the General Assembly made an appropriation of t7,000 for
.-"build ing a court house in the county of Bristol in the same place where the

1n
9ld court house now stands." The old court houSe was moved and became a dwell-

threo.r tng house
ti¡ne in 17

on Bradford Street. The General Assembly met in Bristol for the first
ry theì

85

ed bl,
rterioÊ
'.olo$

This 'building
1S still IN use today though the interior has been extensivelv

and the
Howe.

1S a fairly
beeß,

present small porch

H-t69

recent addition designed by Mr
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Embroidered by Clarissu Daggett Mu,seuttt of Art, Rhode lsland Sc'lt<¡<tl ol Design

Colony House, Providence
t73
site

the

THE first building erected 1n Providence for the specific purpose ot Ch

SCSSlONS of the General Assembly town meetin gs and court SESSIONS was ln

near the end of t3 and stood on what 1S now Meeting Street, then called

Lane near Benefit Street This wooden structure burned down ln December 1 7

one of the casualties of the fire being the greater part of the books of de

th

h

stepswere made in 1850-5 1; an addition on the Benefit Street side was

later.
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l{en'port Colonl' House
tItU 

fìrsr Colony House in Rhode Isia¡cl was buiit at Newport in 1690. By

l73li this Iante buiìcling hacl beconru inaclcquate and it was replaced on the original
site by the preserlt brick edifìce at the heacl of Washington Parade.

One of the loremost authorities on colonial architecture has termed it "one of
the best colonial public buildings in existence totlay."

Richard lvlunday, who planned ancl built it, also built Nervport's fanled Trinity
Church a¡cl rvas associatecl in some way with aluost every architectural undertaking
in tlre torvn cluring the years when l.re was working there (c.l719-1139).

In acldition to its service as Colony and State House, Town House and court
house, it was the site of many historic events. Deaths and successions of kings,
declarations of rvar ancl peace, ancl nervs of similar irlportant events lvere announced
fronr the balcony. The con.rmission investigating the burning of the Gaspee rnet
there in 1773.

On May 4, 1116 Rhocle Islancl's Declalation of Independerlce was adopted there
and cluring the Revolution the British r¡sed it as a barracks and the French as a
hospital.

In 1790 tþe convention which voted Rhode Isiand's adoption of tlie Constitution
0f the Unitecl States held its first n.reeting there.

In a later periocl, in 1844, the trial of "Peoples' Governor" Thomas W. Dorr for
treason was held there.

It is a natioual shrine.
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Rhode Island State l{ouse Providence

T"a lìhode lslancl State House on Capitol Hill in Providence is a worthy suc-

ce)ssor to the many rvhich have precedecl it.
Built of ivhite Georgian ntarble. it has one of the foul marble domes in the world.

In all. the builcling conrains :j27,000 cubìc feet of marbÌe, 15,000,000 bricks and

1,309 tons of iron floot' beams.

1-lte buikling w'as dcsigned by tl-rc famous alchitectulal firrn lvlcKim, lvlead and

Wliite ol Nei.v York City ancl built by Not'cross Bt'others of Worcester, Mass.

It was fil'st occupied t-'¡' the clepartment of the Sect'etarv of State in December

19(X). follorved by the other state oflcers and the General Assembly on January

I, l 9t)1 .

TIie [¡ronze statue rvhicl.r ltow tops the nrarble dome represents "The Independent

lVlarr" and w¿rs not shorvn in tlte alchitect's sketch pictured above.

\
¡

R. l. D, t' loPtutnt t "ttttil

E,ê
EF
ßf¿

ET lt t' I nd t' pt' nl.' n I ltl d Ìt


