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The rise of black mobility in nineteenth century Providence,
Rhode Island occured in a comolex social situation. Urban
growth and industrialization created social tensions as free
blacks competed with rural and immigrant whites for employment.
Though prevented from obtzining overative Jjobs in the textile
industry,l blacxs moved out of the traditional domestic occupa-
tion to become apprentices in the trades, draymen transvorting
cotton from dock to factory, grocers, bakers and confectioneers.2
The new mobility, as measured by gains in wealth, property and
occupation,3 created a movement by the Providence black 4o live
in a self-respecting community complete with institutions for
religinr~ education and economic imvrovement. A foundation for
such a community was present.

"Nuclei for a sevarzte community growth, however
existed on liceting Streset east of the Providence
River, the Spring Street area west of the river,
the Olney Street-Gasvee Street district and along
the waterfront near Fox Point."4

Gains in material prosperity aided the black drive for self-
improvement, permitting "more and more Negro families to live sep-
arately from the whites, as the colored settlements within the
tovm took on more of the ways of a maturing society."5

n 1820, the African Union Meeting House opened on Meeting
Steet. In 1821, loses Brown deeded a tract of land %o build a
school for blacks. As blacks joined in mgteri%% Bﬁosperity, moved
closer together away from white hostility~ and/to assemble insti-
tutions for expression and self-improvement, whites reacted in
1822 by taking political power away from blacks in a vote of dis-
enfranchisement. This type of white reaction was to reoccur in
many forms until 1840, when "on the eve of the Dorr War, there
existed ir the city, a thriving, self-respecting colored community
posessed of churches, schools and fraternal societies wherein a
Negro no%t only could breathe an atmosphere of freedom, but also
could exert a common pressure of protest against a white world
denying him the fruits of civilization.”7
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Providence in the nineteenth century was a rapidly changing
area. Evolving into a major seanort and inland transportation
center upon the completion of the canal,8 Providence suffered the
social tensions of a town growing into a city. Despite the racial
problem which dated from the Revolutionary War with the issue of
black soldiers through 1806 until the present (1820) with curfew
laws and visitation restrictions, 9 Providence was forced to deal
with previously unknown problems,

n_..race was not the only variable involved in these
disorders, - their incidents fit within a larger
context of urban growth and change. Increase in
vice and disorganized violence; social breakdown of
the o0ld village sense of community, decline in the
influence of the church; rise in intemperance, plus
an increasing awareness by middle and upner classes
of need for reform - all signified that the transpor-
tation and commercial revolutions of the early nine-
teenth century were undercuttin% 0ld patterns of
political and social authority.lO

Against this background of a dynamic and unstable society,
blacks pressed for self-improvement, only to be met again and .
again by an official policy of prejudice. Trying to own homes in
their own community, blacks initially gained success. However, -

A
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bthe town officers, learning that the colored people were turning IK;:
their attention to getting houses to live in concluded that, as .
they were accumulating property, they should be taxed. So they ﬁuhi)
levied a tax on them...The amount of taxes levied was forty dollars GANZ?
or near that amount annually. But very few colored people had 2 R \
any real estzte at that 1:ime."]‘1 -kxﬂ“bﬁiﬁt\

Blacks gathered together to discuss the new tax.

"They appointed a committee to meet the next
assembly and inform them of their disapproval

to meet the tax, for they believed that taxation
and representation went together; and they were
unwillin% to be taxed and not allowed to be repre-
sented,"12

Rather than allow blacks to vote, the tax was shortly repealed.
The attitude of prejudice took direct aim on blacks on a personal
level, affecting their life style and future.
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"The feeling against colored people was very bitter.
The colored peopl=z themselves were ignorant of the
cause, unless it would be attributed to our condition,
not having the mezns to raise themselves in the sczale
of wealth and affluence, consecuently those who were
evil-disposed would offer abuse whenever they saw

fit and there was no chance for resentment or redress.
Mobs were also the order of the day and the poor
colored people were the sufferers."1l4

Drivem together, blacks pursued their idea of a community in
an environment of white hostility.

"Consequently, the Negro community was forced to
occupy an undesirable part of town where its members
sought to learn a living in whatever way they could.
Such conditions naturally fostered the develoovment

of crime and vice and the hostile white citizens

were quick to identify these activities with the
Negros. That a feeling of active hostility governed
the actions of the white citizens towards the Negro
is demonstrated not only by the individual acts of
prejudice and persecution vreviously noted but also
by the fact that great numbers of the white citizens
in Providence were avvarently eager to find an excuse
to riot against the Negro povnulation. The free Negro
was beginning to find out that even in Rhode Isleand
freedom implied insecurity rather than ecuality."15

The resulting neighborhood was a comple:. entity consisting of
rising blacks trying to create a community, voor dissoulte blacks
living in "sgualid teﬁements,16 sailors, white and black, canal
workers and an indiscriminate mixture of whites. Beyond the control
of blacks, forces moved to influence the environment.

"Quite early in the nineteenth century, black neighbor-
hoods became locations for saloons, brothels and
flophouses frequented bX sailors and other types

eager to let off steam. 8

"Hard Scrabble was replaced by "Snow Town'" a community
at the west end of town near the mouth of the Providence
Worcester Canal, in the vicinity of Olney Lane. Al-
though this section was occupied mostly by Negroes,

it housed most of the places of entertainment which
catered to the sailor trade and the buildings and
properties used for this purpose were freaquently rent-
ed at high rates from white landlords who made their
own residence in a more respectable part of town,."18

"Some of these places had bar-rooms where licuors

were dealt out and vlaces where they sold cakes, vies

and doughnuts...In some houses, dancing and fiddling

were the order of the day. It soon became so dan-

gerous for one to pass through there in the day time

that one did not belong to their gang or patronize them."19
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Snow Town, with its nightly disturbences and rapidly spread-
ing bad reputation served only to harmfully focus attention on
blacks as revelers and criminals.

"Snow Town did not enjoy a savory reputation in
Providence and the fact it became identified as

a retreat for outlawed Negroes and abandoned whites
did not improve the relationships between the two
races.20

The strained relationships between whites and blacks in
Providence came to violent confrontation known as the Hard Scrabble
Riot of 1824. A mob of whites, after en evening of racial bicker-
ings, attacked a small black section of the town, destroying
several buildings. Below is the introduction to the only source
material on the riot, the Hard Scrabble Calender, 1824. No
mention of the incident was reported in the newspaper.

=, INTRODUCTION.

L g BT
» R

For the information of those who may not have heard of the
gircumstances connected with the following Indictment, and who
~ + gpay 1-ever have mel with the name ol Hurd-Scrabéls, in any Ga-
.-zetteet ancient or modern, it mav be proper 1o state that the
- _willage or hamlet of this name, is siiuated in the North West
7 part of the town of Providence, in a romantic glen,and consisted,
P-:-previous to its des:ructiang of ubout twenty buildings, inheb:ted
¢ " by people of colour. Here were beld the revels and midoight
b ~orgles of the worst part of this class of the population of Proyi-
7 dence. Owing to the difference in the severity of our Police

- and that of the neighbouring cities in relation to the blacks, the
- number had increased in this town, as ascertained by a recent
~ ‘senumeration, to upwards of 1200 persons. Among this number
* therc are a greal many industrious and honest individuals,

~who in their departments render thenselves useful members of
f - -society ; but the mass, as might be inferred, can hardly be con-
. -sidered a valuable acquisition te any community, and their return

i:to the respective places from whence they came, probably would

"~ noL be considered a public calamity. Betweeu this class and the

“whites bickerings and antipathi~s would naturally arise. This

~had long been partially the case, until on the evening previous

tosthé Riot, a sort of battie roy.l took place between considerable
parties of whites and blscks, in consequence of an attempt of the

latter 1o maintain the inside walk in their perigrinations through
# the town. Under this excitement, on the [ollowing .evening a
| large number of the white population assembled on the great
.~ Brdee,and after some consultation, the greater part repaired to
| ![ “»Hard-Scrabbley which they laid 2lmaost entirely in ruins. 21.

—— ———

e

Four whites were arrested and tried in the Supreme Judicial
Court held in Providence. Joseph L. Tillinghast defended the
men and turned the issue from destruction of property into an
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"indictment of the neighborhood's vice and pictured the riot as
a vigilante effort at moral reform."22

The all white jury upheld the mob violence by failing to
convict the four because of the defense tzctics and the lack of
deaths. Sanctioning the riot action was the police department
which did not at any time interfer with the mob. It was clear
that blacks stood outside the fairness of the system. William
Brown wrote, "At that time, colored people had little or no
protection. It was thought a disgrace to plead a colored man's
cause or aid in getting him his rights a citizen..."23

This semi-riot of 1824 served as a precedent for a more
bloody, destructive event that was to live in Providence history
as one of two important occurences in the nineteenth century.24
On September 21, 1831, a riot took place in the black community
on Olney Lane near Snow Town. It is often cited by historians
and many versions exist. This particular examination began when
this riot was described in From Plantation to Ghetto, by August
Meier and Elliott Rudwick. Describing oppression and mob violence

against blacks in northern cities in the 1830's and 1840's, the

authors singled out two riots as distinct from the ones in
Philadelphig, New York and Pittsburgh.
"Yet other riots, such as the Snow Hill riot in
Providence in 1831, and the Cincinnati riots ten
years later, were characterized by some degree
of Negro retaliatory violence in their early stages.
In the Providence riot, a2 mob of about 100 white
sailors and citizens advanced on a small black
section; a Negro shot a sailor dead and within
a2 half hour a large mob descended upon the neigh-
borhood, damaging many houses.25
While essentially correct, as other versions, Meier and
Rudwick distort reality by inference and brevity. There was no
black retaliation except for the shooting of a rioter by one
man on the first day. The riots actually lasted four days and
gseveral thousand citizens participated. Vhat actually happened
on September 21, 1831 is unclear, for many reasons. Initially,
according to the town's official committee report, five sailors,

George Erickson, #illiem Hull, Jack Smith, William Henry and
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one called Tom started from their boarding houses in the southerly

part of town to go on cruise.

The following version is from the

official account found in the History of the Providence Riots, 1331.

., B oo
The first of the recert riots took place on the ‘evening of
Wednesday last. Iis origin, o far as the Commitiee have been
able to ascertzin it, and so far as it is connected with subseguent
riots, appears to he this. Five sailors, to wit, George Erickson,
Vim. Hull, Jeck Smith, Wim. Henry end one calied Tom, im-
T mediately afier supper, started from their boarding-houses in the
=7 southetly_part®oTthe town, lo go (as one of them expressed it)
“an acrutze.”  They arrived at the fost of Oiuey’s Lane about
*eight o'clack, where they met siy or reven meu, of one of the
steam-bnats, with sticks and clubs in their hands, and without
hats or jackets. They stated that they had been up and had a
row with the durlies, and tley asked 1the five sailars to go
up and aid them. About a hundred persons were assembled, all|
of wham appeared ready for an afiray. Whether the five seilors
agreed to aid the steam-beat men or not, does net appear. They
neither expres:ly admit nor deny it. But they do admit that they
proceeded up tie lane with the multitude whom they thus acci-
'dentally fll inwith. A great noise was made, the crowd singing
i and shouting unti} they came near the elm tree, when a gun was
discherged and stanes thrown from the vicimity of the houses
- wccupied by the blacks. Stones were also thrown by the crowd .
' ragzinst the housts. The Committen have received no satisfuc- |

tory evidence whether the discharge of the gun and stones by |

P A
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I T
the blacks preceded or succeedeac the stones thrown by the crowd.
dr whether they were simultan:ous, Tt is nreuy ceriain, thet
h}pon the firing ofthe gun, the m::m body of taecrowd retreated
{th the foot of the lane. The five:sailors, however, continued up
the lane, and when nearly oppesi’: the blacksmith’s <hup, anoth-
er gun was discharged. Wm. Hinry one of the five suslors, put
his hand to his face and said hiwas shot. George Lirichsun
ahd Wm. Hull proceeded to the fouse the farthest cast but vne,
oh the south side of Olney’s lane 'occupied by blacks.  _\ black
man standing en the steps presen ada gon, and told tnem to keen
"their distance at their peril. Hu! proposed takinz the 2un from
11‘1m, but Erickson lhought it hest ;T) leave him. '].':u:'v :cc:;rﬁlllg-
Iﬁjoined their three comrads,_ 13d proceeded up the lane alout
100 feet to a passage leading froni the south side ol tie lace to
adot in the rear. They there sab three or four men, cne of
whom Hull knew. The black wlpm they had se=a vn the stens
with a gun, percejving they hadistopped, ordered tiem ar2in
“fo clear out,” or he would fire ugon them.  Ile said, > tiis the
w&y the blacks are to live, to bLejbliged to detend tivsiseives
from stones : the sailors refused tyuoany farther. Crvoithem
fthll, thinks it was Gcorge, told the black to ** fire and Le Camoe
ed” Two attempts to fire were iude, a dash and a:uap; vpon
the third the gun wentoff.  Hull says the biack, beture Le trad,
advanced on the bank along the viail towards 1hem, [ur soie Cis-
tance ; but one uf the others who pere e.\'.:lmmc_wi the surcreding
(day before the Coroner under oat, says the discharre was lrom
llhe eastermost of the houses. ‘Iiis was an unteantrd Louse,
its windows having been destroydl some time 2uo, ind nooins
the house where the blacl man wis first seen wita Las wua.
George fell morrally woundedgwith Jargs shol in ioe reast
William Hull and John Phillips viere wonpded, but mt Sanger-

ously. E '

o

George died in about hadran hour, dunng waca iime
Hull Thtes that he could obtainino assistance lrum iae crowd
below: ¥ Before he was temn}red,.":md within an :;.-.I:‘:.-nur aiter
bis death, as Hull states, the cm‘\-_‘u.n‘:ui increased w 3 lasgie o,
apd they proceeded up the lane asd ‘uemu.lwi\ed Lo oli%e vouses
ni:uupied by the blacks, and bru!-it{ the windows and some ol 1z

rniture of others. i

ﬁ:\:‘}hese are the principul events of thf.: nizht 9!’ the 21s. %o
far, however, as they relate to too black c.urfmulted
charge of murder, or toany who tauy be lried lor that ence,
Committee deem it their dutly to say, that they have fLomed no
opinion as to the degree. of their zuilt. ‘The testuncay nupea
twhich this stutement rests, was npot ziven under eui. ner in Lo
{ presence of the blacks, and the most material of tae al:_;;m::-f:
‘were parties to the affray. How fiez c!u;c L':“C:'é‘t.‘xi-iml.'..ltﬂ‘.ﬂ
“of the sailors would qualify the account here given, we s Lo
abld to suy. Nor can we state whut preot, coniradictiar
al parts of this narrative, cun be' furnished ha tive hace
Until that proof is produced belore the proper mu":r:n"'._'ju cia0n
ion as to the comparative guilt of the whites and Llacss, cucss
.to be formed. .

Z'f.
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"On the ensuing day, Thursday the 22nd, the knowledge

that a white man hzd been shot by the blacks, produced

a gread e3c1tement; and it was generally know " that

an attempt upon the remaining houses hzad been threat-

ened and probably would be made."27

What had begun on Wednesday, September 21, 1831 evolved into

a large, uncontrolled riot lasting until September 24, 1331, 1In
the four days, meny houses in the black community were destroyed.
The governor, sheriff and military commanders were all on the
scene with unarmed troops 2t first. The mob was active in des-
troying houses and hurling stones at the soldiers. Friday night
proved the inability of the military in controlling the mob.
Growing larger and more dangerous, having rioted for days and
taken fellow rioters out of jail by force, the mob was finally
halted by volleys of live ammunition fired into the ranks.

e —— feem e e e . e S

S s, .
[ On the cvening of September 24th, the last day of the riot, two
| companies of militia were assembled to disperse the mob which had
gathered on “Smith's Bridge along the road leading westerly” and
which was engaged in destroying the houses to the south of this street.
i The militia was marched from Main Street to the hill at Smith Street.
j The march was accomplished with great difficulty since the soldiers
| were severely pelted with stones. The militia gained momentary con-
| trol, however, and the Justice of the Peace read 2 proclamation to the
g effcct that those members of the mob who did not disperse would be
' considered as rioters and could be fired upon by the militia according
to the provisions of the riot act. But the great crowd was not to be
subdued with words. “The shouts and stones were renewed, and
exclamations, ‘fire and be damned,” were heard from all directions.”
One company of militia returned down the hill where it was cut off
and surrounded by the crowd at the bridge. The intent of the rioters
was apparently to destroy whatever sought to prevent them from
wrecking every building in Snow Town. When the assgult against the
soldiers became so severe as to endanger their lives, the captain in
charge ordered his troops to fire. A scattered blast into the crowd
halted the violence instantly, and the riot was put down as suddenly
as it had started.

|
L= 20

28

Five were kxilled, all white, all working-class men. The riot was
over, stovoped by fellow citizens.
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"It was not by the hands of a hireling soldiery
that these men fell as hes commonly been the case
on the reoccurrence of similar scenes in Burone&an
countries but by those of their fellow citizens and
neighbors who have however reluctantly been compelled
to act in self-preservation while executing the para-
mount duty they owe the established laws of the state."<9
The riots during the time took place at night and though
revolving around the destruction of houses inhabited by blacks,
moved in different stages. The situation was considered serious
enough to have the following military forces and state officials
activated to dispel the mob: Col. Thornton, Dragoons, Col. Blanding,
" Cadets, Lt. Col. Thayer, Volunteers, Captain Shaw, lst. Light
Infantry and the Cavalry, Governor Lemuel Arnold, Sheriff liumford
and William Patten, Justice of the Peace."3o
The report did not detail exactly what the mob was doing.
Beyond general destruction of property, one has to turn to letters
and newspaper accounts with little help. Though nearly twenty
houses were destroyed or damaged, most facts remain unclear. In
a letter from J.A.C. Randall to Mowry Randall, R=ndall, an eye-
witness, one of a thousand, revorted that the mob, semi-organized
into groups for destruction and lookout duty, used fire axes
and hooks to destroy buildings amid spectators, "a great many
of whom were cheering the mob every time a house fell."31
The Providence Journal gives a hint of the time involved in
these assaults on the houses,
"The rioters yesterday morning about 1:00 A.M.
after comvleting the destruction of eight houses
occupied by blacks in Olneys Lane, marched in

procession to a cluster of buildings at the head
of the cove, occupied by the same class of people.

They commenced overations by breaking in the
windows followed by fastening their grappling
iroms to the frames of the buildings. Being

much exhausted by five hours labor they discon-
tinued operation at break of day having demolished
two houses and considerably injured three others
leaving a complimentary card they would resume
their visit the first fair night."32

The official list of damage kXnown at the time of the report
reveals most of the houses were destroyed in Clneys Lzne. No
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mention is made of which houses were destroyed on what days. The
figures later revealed 18 houses were destroyed and dozens were
injured.

The Comniittee have not been alle te.ascertain that any ho
es orcupir d by respectable inhabitants, have becn injured duri:
.U]{ late viots.  There were destroved in Gluey’s Lane,
One dwelling house owned by William Ti. Staples.

Four do. do. by Samuel Staples, Jun.
Ope do. do. by Ezckiel Durr.
Onc  do. do. by Isaze Peck, - ':
One do. dn. b} Rosanna Jones. U o
In Snow Town, so called. the {cllowing dwmvc was donc
One dwelling house, owned b) Mrs. Gl’uﬂ’TCr widow, conid:
er'\bl\ broken.
Two do. do. by Thomas Sessions and family, windows v
. door destroved, with some other camage.
i One do. do. bx James Thurber, mostly destr oyed.
| One do. do. b} Nicholas Brown. up:et and much injured.
| One do. do. by do. windows broken, and otherwise-injuresl.
| One do. do. by do. windows considerabiy broken.

1

AT A v R P AU AR

ViR

Twor three houses owned by other persons, names not as- {
certainkd, a few panes of olass Lroken. + g
The ‘.‘fhm\ ing persons have died of their wounds received on
Satdrday ninht : %
Cyrus B. Guile, Shoemaker. ¥
Walter Lawrence, Paperhanger. kE
Samuel A. IV h!ttemore Bonk-bu‘der. %
Allen Cory, Marincr. ’ -
Several others were W ounded who wiil probably recover. © ¢ ~
. ~ JOHX WHIPPLE, @
{ WM. BLODGET,
| . GEORGE CLRT{S, -
| CHARLES F. TILLIXN GHAST, g
' . SAMUEL DEXTER. -
. DEXTER THTRDER I,
. RICHARD J. ARNOLD 1
{ 1 ZACHARIAH iLLu‘.
! , WILLIAM E. RICHZ\I();\'D,
: WHEELER MARTIN,
EDWARD CAT{RI\'GTOZ\', :
CR.}L‘\ l’“U“D -\LL o ‘ a B
STANTFORD NEW LL 3
nwrs PATFL\ :
Prorulnce, September 284, 18 -

33.

The Committee was unable to ascertain if any houses occupied by

respectable tenants had been destroyed because they interviewed

few of the occupants, black or white. William Brown wrote that

the mob made no distinction between bad and respectable blacks,

destroying houses inhabited by both. There was, in fact, a

reputable class of people in the houses.

"...they began to tear down houses, threatening
to destroy every house occupied by colored people.
They warned the better class of colored veople to

move out and then went on with their work of destruc-
tion."34
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As a first hand remort, published on October 1, 1831, the
Committee's revort is a curious document. It has been completely
accepted by historians azs the final say on what happened for
severzal reasons. It was compiled by distinguished citizens, the
Committee was officially arpointed by the governor and, perhaps,
as the premier reason, it was and is the only vprimary document
of the riot. All research done on the subject utilizes this work.

&

howcv
There are valid and unanswered questions about the report that

seem obvious.

The attitude of the revport is enigmatic and contradictory
at best. There are blatant overtones of prejudice towards blacks.
Aware of the movement of blacks to live together to foster insti-
tutions for self-improvement, the report focuses only on the
black contributions to the unsavory reputation, describing the
nuclei of the black community as tenanted chiefly by idle blacks,
of the lowest stamp.

COMBITTER'S REPOR

Tha (on: nittee, appointed by the town ut their meeting on|
Sundax , hie 23th st {o aseertzin and publish the facts in rel: o
ticn to the 1t seent riots, hewr lenve to state, i

xhati ‘r several yaurs past there bave been in Olney’s Lane, g
and in that part of the town called Saow Town, a number of!
houses temn'-"d chiefiy by idle blacks, of the Jowest sta mp. —1
Some of them were occupied by wiites, and same by an indis- :
criminute mixture of whites and blacks. In addition to the ordi-
nufy evils ol houses nf ili-fame, the respectable nu"hoom')orl:,
particuiarlv that of Clney’s L"ne have had intlicted upon them
2 zaries of cutvages, which rhey have complined ol to-the prop-
2 atiorites, nutikiady Hund that compiaints were of a0 avaii

35.

Yet it also reveals a limited understanding of the plight of the
less fortunate blacks, "the inmates, who may offer, as some
excuse for the profligacy, the force of early and bad habits, a
want of education and good example, added to the temptations of...
and extreme poverty."36

In determining the cause of the riots, the report is very
vague and composed of a double layered viewpoint about blacks.
While detailing for the official report the results of questioning
the whites involved, the Committee also added, desvite that this
was the official record, the %testimony given was possibly invalid

and not refuted by blacks at any time. There were no blacks
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questioned as to the cause of the riot and the best the Committee

n37 The Committee cited

could do was mention "en unnzmed black man.
a black committed to jail on the charge of murder but did not give
his name,

.The exact cause of the riot was left obscure by the Committee.
No proof was offered as to who killed the sailor. It was left
at either the "unnamed black man with the gun, or shots fired
from a vecant lot. The fact that the black in jzil was not gues-
tioned by the Committee demonstrates that the mport is gquestionable,
at least in this instance.

The Providence newspapers offered different versions of the
incident. The Gazette published this account of the event.

"Pwo or three of the Negroe men retired to a lot

in the rear of gge house with guns and fired at
the sailors..." .

The Republican Herzld wrote on Saturday, the last day of the riot.

"In passing through Olneys Lane, where for years
many of the most profligate and vilest of our
population have congregated, they were fired
upon by a party of Negroes..."39
The final suggestions of the Committee dealt only with methods
of tighter enforcement and government. The suggestions, and the
riot itself were and have been acclaimed as the single moving
force for the change from a town to city government.
No suggestions were made to improve the plight of blacks,
to 2id in the develoovment of institutions beneficial to them and
the city of Providence. Instead, the Committee urged a more
efficient government and wanted, echoing white citigens, a stronger
figure of authority in the Pres1dent of the Tovm Council. All of
his powers were aimed at the black nroblem. The president was
empowered to visit all parts of town once a day to make himself
acquainted with a1l residents, to ascertain names of all suspicious
persons, visit infected and susnicious houses at unexpected times,
and enforce the expulsion of persons from town. 4l
Little projection is needed to see how such a position could

effect a black population already without legal recourse. On
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Qctober 4, 1831, an unknovn citizen wrote the Gazette,

"We want a head man who will have the power given
him by the peovle to visit our lanes and alleys

and susvpicious houses, to inauire into the character
of the residents - whether they have any business -
how they live and glso whether they are natives of
the state. I say we very much need such a man and
we can not have him without a city charter."42

The immediate effect the report had on the black population
is difficult to ascertain. Ten days after the end of the riot
and only three days after the publicetion of the Committee's
report, on the same day as the above letter appeared, some
action was taken against blacks using the power suggested to
the President of the Town Council.

"About a dozen negroes (chiefly female) were
thrown before the Tovm Council yesterday upon
the complaint of the overseer for the voor.
They are a vpart and but a small part of those
who have been residing in Snow Town. The
majority belong to the South part of the

state and were accordingly ordered to leave
town. If any one is acquainted with character
and habits of these creztures he must be con-

vinced that more decided measures should be
taken to exterminate them.

On October 25, 1831, another house was destroyed.

"On Sunday evening about 11:00 in the southern
part of town, a loud crash resembling the noise
of a falling building was heard by many of our
citizens. W#e learned thzat a Negro house situated
on Mount Pleazsant and about 20 yargi from Church
Street was leveled to the ground."”

Perhaps the greatest descrepancy in the whole issue was who
shot the white sailor George Erickson, the incident which started
the riot. The report, as mentioned, refered to a blazck committed
to jail. No secondary work on the incident has stated the name
of a black manyg trezting the incident impersonally.

On September 26th, the Providence Journal reported, "a black
person was arrested and thrown into prison on suspicion of being
one of the offenders." On an unidentified date, probably the
22nd of September, the Gazette, in the same article saying two
or three blacks retired to a lot and shot the sailors, reported,
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wp Negro by the name of Richard Johnson was taken last night and
committed to jail. This fellow was before the Town Council a
fortnight 2go for disorderly conduct and ordered out of town.
Johnson and his confederates will probably take their trial before
the Supreme Judicial Court now in session."45

What happened next is confusing. Up until the time of the
writing of the Committee report, Johnson or a black man was 1in
jail awaiting a court appearance. Unsatisfied by the situation,
the committee authorized a reward for more information.

- Breeoleed, Thet thie Hon Touwn Oe '1(11 ke autherized to offer ll

reviurd ol ‘not excecding ONJS L'l Cl'u\\D DOLLATLS for tizy

. wppreirension an.d rr\n\u’.\ n of any 1(rwn: coneerned in the muerder |
Y oeumnitted in Glinev’s Lane, on the ght of the 21st instant—and draw

on the I‘re"ml.. therefor i

46.

Somehow, Richard Johnson escaped. No mention was made of it in
the newspapers. He might have escaped when the rioters forced
the Sheriff to release prisoners taken in the riot, but that
would not explain the Committee report. Nothing can be proven
about either his escape or his even being in jail for no records
exist. What was true, however, was the apprehension of a Richard
Johnson, a black, along with two . ~Necaots apphpuripep —Three negroes,
other blacks, in New York on Thursday, *Jiz: William. Jourdan, Richard Johnson, and

- John Gardner, suspected of being concerned. in

S s i ‘thesshooting of the sailor, inOlney’s Lane.were
eptember 29, 18311 eight days after " aspprehended .in New-York on Thursdny eve-
his alleged imprisonment. ~ning, aboui half past ten o'clock, by ¥t Ben-
—,Jlmln Brown, of East- Greunwnch They were
For an unknown reason, the three mmrdlmly sput-in irnns, and arrived n this
. . . . town this morning-in the steamn- -boat President,

were not tried or even indicted during Ajﬂanmmn&WMhdunMSmmshﬂ
f7*"These fellows, as near ‘as'we can learn, on
the Se pt ember-October term of the Su- ”t‘m mu-ht of the nrﬁ‘rnv,ie"t town, passed throagh
0 . TN . . i G h 4k XL miorn-
preme Judicial Court. lalle waiting ?:;‘::c'ft':::?orf:?d S ———
for an indictment ’ the next term was /the intention of taking pessapre in"the Benjamia

l"nnklm for New- York, on Thursday nﬂemoon
in March 1832 y One of the three v William 'They “did not, however. succeed, us’ the ‘boat
' "—’hmi lefl before their arrival. They then -hired

Jordan, . was removed to the hospital. -3 man to transport them across the bay, intend-
) TMing to go o New-London, and awnit thedepart-

Wi i :rmgre<sof the. Steamboat for. New-York. They
WIl:!'lam Jordan’ a ?OIOred man “n3eft -the former placeon Friday, and were in}
Cqmrnl‘t#ed to 0}11" jail to take * Kew York on Saturday morning. In prssing
his trial at the next Karch ‘ tirough East-Greenwich, they took breakfast
term of the Supreme Court on the st Nt Brown's hovse.  When he learoed the
3 . x;m:nmsumces of ‘their escnpe &c. he smu-d]

]c’:lhargedOf belng Concerr_led ln. the “or - New- York, and took 'one of them, on the
o:cimlClLe recentl% Cormgltte% ?E;l __awherf, and ihe othertwn a short time afler-
ney Lene, was: 0y order o e "t.erwuds - One of them, Jobneon, j& the -same
Sheriff removed t0o the hOS'_Oi tal ’ rfellow +who was ordered ovt of town -a few
yesterday it hav:.ng been discov- *week;m;w ]\]Ir Brow‘ril diser:es commenda-
.y e -~ tion’ acliva -
ered that he had smallpos. He ~ #jon ‘for his vigilance and y- a7

was apprehended in Y.Y. at which
place he grobably conitracted the
disease.
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On October 23, 1831, without much notice and certainly no fanfare,
William Jordan died, unindicted and unconvicted.

"We understand that Jourdon, one of the black

men arrested in N. Y. for the murder of the

sailor in Olneys Land died at the hospital

on Sunday of the smallpox."49

The two remaining black men, Richard Johnson and "John Gardner"
stayed in jail waiting for the March session of the court. In
March, John Gardner suddenly became Augustus Williams in the news-
papers. They were indicted for the murder of George Erickson and
gscheduled for trial the next week.

"One agzinst Richard Johnson and one against
Augusinius #illiams for the murder of George
Erickson."50

In another unexvlainable event, the two blacks were ordered
back to jail to wait until the September term because the sailors
that were to testify against them were at sea. Why this was not
mentioned at the indictment is unknown.

"Indictments against Augustus Wil iams and Richard
Johnson for the murder of George Erickson an

of September last were continued on the motion

of the Attorney General upon the ground of the
absence of several witnesses at sea who are ex-
pected to return before the next term. The motion
was opposed by J. Tillinghast, Esq. for the defense
of the prisoners.

The two blacks waited in jail for the Sevtember term. Before
the trial, Richsrd Johnson decided to turn states evidence against
his friend in exchange for his freedom. The only man finally
tried for the murder was Augustus Williams, alias John Gardner.

He was convicted on September 27, 1831.
"On the case of Augustus Williams which occupied
the court four days, one of the persons indicted
for shooting the sailor in Olneys Lane, the jury
retired last evening between six and seven o'clock
after hearing a very able and handsome closing
argument from the Attorney General. At 8 o'clock
they returned finding the prisoner guilty of
voluntary manslaughter.22

On November 14, 1832, the Advertiser made the paper's final

mention of the case,
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"Aind of those negroes who a&re supvosed to have
fired the guns, one died pending the indictment,
another turned state's evidence and the third
was pronounced guilty of manslaughter.

No records of the trial exist which is also confusing. Unlike
the Hard Screbble riot of 1824 which had a pamphlet printed about
it, and several of the murders of the times, Wamsley and Avery,53
this trizl had no record except for the articles quoted from the
newspapers. It would seem that such an important event that caused
so much action in Providence would attract attention other than
Court revnorts. The trial of a black indicted for murdering a
white in the 1830's would itself seem to be sensational. Yet
few records exist and many questions remain to be answered. Was
there ever originally a black in jail? If so, how did he escape?

Was it really Richard Johnson? ‘ihy were the blacks not immediately
tried? Vhy was the trial put off so long? Why did Johnson turn
states evidence after such a long time? ‘Why were three blacks
arrested for the crime one man committed? Did Augustus Williams
actually shoot George Erickson?

Convicted before an all-white jury, on testimony by a black
who had been expelled from Providence, Williams and the éntire
case represent the position of blacks in Providence in the 1830's.
There is no realistic way to prove any speculation; however, taking
the obscure facts, the conflicting testimony before the Committee,
the biased witnesses, the delays, the structure of the judical
system and the status of blacks at the time, doubt about the validity
of the outcome is unavoidable.

The same attorney who defended the whites in the Hard Scrabble
Riot in 1824, the same man who turned the riot into an indictment
of vice and the black problem, Jos. Tillinghast, was the defense
attorney for Augustus Williams and g}ché}d Martin. The o%¥er
witnesses were the whites involved inwggg_riot, the friends of the
deceased. The attitude of the jury, the consciousness of the
white citizen in 1832 is also suspect. hat had the length of
time done to memory? Immediately after the riot, the incident
was distorted by many into something far from the truth. Two letters
from whites to newspapers, while not directly related to white

consciousness, reveal interpretations placed on the action only



16.

a few days after it havpened.

"The Grand Jury are now sititing and will soon bring
their verdict. It was one of the most foul-blooded
murders - by the negroes - that has happened here
in a long time. The vlace where it havvened 1is
worse than the celebrated Five Points in New York.
Our populace is determined to level this to the
ground."24

"Are the citizens of this town prepared to incur

the great exvense for the forms and trappings of

a city government merely because we have had a
Negro mob riot composed of the scums of the town."55

What a year had done to the feeling and recollection of the
jurors is unknown. One can probably assume it was far from objec-
tive. The plight of Williams and most blacks in Providence in the
1830's was a direct result of the way whites viewed them. Con-
sidering them inferior, linking them to vice, crime and sin,
jealous of economic competition, cautious over black advancement
in areas of improvement, whites attempted to keep blacks from
gaining mobility by disenfranchisement, taxes, withdrawing funding
for schools, by increasing executive town power and constant threat
of violence. Labeling derisive slurs on black communities (Snow
Town) and abusing blacks on the streets, whites created an air
of tension. Though most tension was ascribed between blacks
and working class people, two major influences should not be over-
looked, the newspapers and the owners of most of the property of
Snow Town.

The role of the newspapers in the riots can not be clearly
stated as media influences are subtle and subliminal. In the case
of the Olney Lane Riot and the black population, newspapers did
much to strain existing tensions. Early in September and on the
day the riot started, several newspapers carried large articles
about a black uprising in the giggh with Raleigh being taken over
by hundreds of blacks who were/moving on Wilmington.56 Rumors-
of sl%¥ee¥¥g%%ings were common in newspapers at that time and no
measure/can be taken about the article appearing the day the riot
started. The newsnapers did little to stop the riot, acting instead
to further it. Spreading the simple story that blacks murdered
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a white, all Providence newspzavpers used media influence %o chastiZe
blacks, condemn the neighborhood and revort different versions
all harmful to the situation.

While the mediz influence is difficult to vprove, the role
of the white landlord is much clearer. 4is was stated, the nucleil
of the struggling black neighborhood was the Olney Lane and Snow
Town sections of Providence. Early in the nineteenth cenitury, this
part of town, because of its chezp land and location on the outskirt
of town, became the location of brothels,. saloons and flovhouses
owned by whites, absentee white landlords who lived in a more res-—
pectable part of ftown. William Brown wrote, "Here were a number
of houses built and ovmed by white men, and rented to anyone, white
or colar=4, who wanted to hire one or more rooms, rent payable
weekly."57 The Committees report on the riot swiftly passed over
this issue by stating it had not decided "upon the difference be-
tween the moral guilt of the owner of such a house, knowing the

n58

use to which it is devoted and the inmates,.. Stating that no

respectable houses were known to be destroyed, the revort simply
listed damage. The owners for the most part were white landlords

who purchased the houses in Olney Lzne as investments. Influential
members of society owned these houses, including Nicholas Brown59
and William R. Staples and his relative.

The Gazette published an editorial about this condition and
as usual, directed the implications at blacks instead of the white
sailors and lower class working men who patronize the brothels and
saloons. Despite taking that attitude, it still condemned the

reality of absentee landlords.

"The blacks of the town have been unusually bold
for the last few weeks and have reveatedly defied
the civil authority. But in this case we must go
higher and let the blame fall upon those who en-
courage and countenance their dissolute habits and
modes of living. If these huts and brothels which
have caused the town so much expense and trouble,
were not let out in the manner they are, the number
of disorderly blacks would be reduced and their
characteristics generally improved. But, as long
as they can hire one room and get money sufficient
to purchase food 2nd rum, we czn never look for
imorovement. A man, to be sure has a2 right to
invest his money as he chooses, but it is well

for him occasionally to consult the morals and 61
peace of the community of which he is a member.
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Respectable citizens decried the conditions in Snow Town,
yet is some casesfﬁ%re in factfgwners of the land znd buildings
in question. Irving Bartlett suggested not only were the absentee
landlords a cause of the start of the riot but were a2lso influential
in finally stopping it to vrotect their investments.

The fact that the riot was finally broken should not be interpreted
to mean that the authoritics were motivated by a desire to sce justice
extended to the Negro population of Providence. It appears accurate
to say that the violence was finally subdued, not because it represented
an illegal invasion of the rights of a minority group, but rather because
it was an “open and lawless attack upon private property—in open and
prolessed dcfiance of the magistrates.” In this conncction it should be
remembered that many of the important property owners in the Negro
district werc white men. .

62.

The social disturbance of the Olney Lane Riot was a small
segment of the turbulence of American urban centers in the nineteenth
century. Causes of the Riot were fzr more complex than the alleged
shooting of white George Erickson by black Augustus iWilliams. The
mob had assembled long before thzt night and its anger had seethed
for decades as tension, prejudice and competition had been building
between the races. Rising black mobility, congruent with Jacksonian
democracy, was based on increased exertions of rights in an attempt
to gain political power needed for the construction of useful insti-
tutions. Keen job competition with rural and immigrant laboring
class whites distorted their vision of blacks, magnifying their
appearance as dissolute and ignoring the black struggle for material
and social prosperity. The placement by white landlords of brothels,
saloons and flovohouses in the developing black community, deliberate
or not, in the convenience of having most crime problems involving
all citizens lccated with blacks, irritated whites and blacks alike
on the issue of respectability. These social strains placed on the
institutions of the town of Providence by urbanigation overwhelmed
the society for four days in September 1831.

Though whites were killed and wounded in the riot, none were

indicted for any crimes related to the event. The only innocent
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victims in the riot were the Providence blacks who suffered the
injustices of mob rule, and the destruction of their homes, sirand-
ing many in misery and poverty. The creation of a municipal gov-
ernment with powers to regulate and expel blacks without judicial
recourse served as one of many obstacles Providence blacks had to
overcome in their attempt to develop a community.

Though Augustus Williams was not executed for manslaughter,
he and the unfortunate %illism Jordan were victims of a disgraceful
system that arrested three black men for the crime of one, held
them in jail for over a year before trial, relied upon unsavory
witnesses and furnished a defense lawyer strongly prejudiced
against their race.

Waiting long for justice that never came, being deprived of
social privileges, living outside the system of social and judicial
fairness, Augustus Williams and William Jordan symboli%ed the
reality of blacks in Providence, Rhode Island, 1820-1840.
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Described by artist Edwin Whitefield in 1882 as probably
built about 1750, “‘and soon after bought by William Caesar,
a colored man,” this house survived the nearby riots of
1824 and 1831. It temained at the corner of Hewes and
North Main streets until the late 1800s when this picture
was taken.
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