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Rhode Island:

From Classical Democracy

to British Province

Sydney v . James

The colomaI governme nt in Rhode Island, as in mos t other English
colonies 10 Non h Ameri ca , underwent several transforma tions, some
duplicated no where else. lt proceeded from a unique experiment to de­
mocracy to a form of Bn ush provmce shared only with Connec ticut .
By culorual government I S meant th e ce ntral government above th e
to wns rather than the towns th emsel ves. The record ha s elements of

cont inu ity or evo lun on AS we ll as profound change from the ea rl ies t
orgaruza non to th e one that became stabilized in the first decade of th e
eightee nth centu ry. The ele ments of conn nuu v included secular foun ­
danons, annua l elect ions , repr esemanon of the towns in vario us ways,
and a co rps of officials elec ted at large to act in executive and legislauvc
and Judicial capac mes. T he change was from a species of direct dernoc­
racy, through a mixture of direct democracy and representative respon·
sibrluy, to an oft en modi fied representative system, which finally in
169n adopted a bicam eral General Assembly as Its central organ and
later still was adjusted to the stat us of a provincial government with in
the British empire . In another light , the change was from daring to

compromise, from ideology to reasonableness, from failure to success.
The following sketch of thi s process will st ress two of the many pos­

sible themes: the meaning of Institutional forms and the long search
for a successful relation of the government to the expectation s and loy­
alties of it s citizens. The dramatic alt erations of form s call fur a simple
chronologica l treatment, beginning with the Aquidneck government
found ed in 16 ~9 , going on to the government unde r th e Providence
Plantations charte r of 1644 , th en th e Rhode Island charter of 166], and
finall y the revision of the govern ment unde r th e charte r beginn ing in
16 96 .

Th e first government set up to embrace more than one Rhode Island
town was on Aqurdneck. and It emb raced only two. It was founded In

1639 and last ed m most respects only unt il 1643, alt hough It S iudicral
fun cti ons connn ued a couple of years longer. It proclaimed subordma­
ti on to the English monarchy but never won a charter or any other Sign

'11 lames I~.i mem ber or t he Department
01 Hrseorv . Umvervuv ot Iowa An c;l.r!,,:r
vemon oi rhl~ C~'''''W W ;l.~ presented at the
N mt h Annu..1 toru m on Rhode bb.n.!
Hisrury, sp"nwleoJ by the Rhode- Island
HI~runc ;l.1 Socrcev <lnd the Provid ence PIe­
se rvauon S<KICly, lan 110 , 191\ ,
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of attcnnon irom otfk ials at w hitehall. It kept revising its elf, oft en to

improve ItS loca l backing. hut with dr...cou ra /;;m~ resul ts. It faded away
as ItS leaders lost ho pc tor Its c ttccuvenc ss and as government slo wly

ca me into bemg under the cha rte r ot I fq~ tor a lar ger iu nsdrcnon . Th e
Aqu idneck com monwcah h. ephe mera l though It was , needs ancn non
becau ..e oi u s infl uence un what came nex t.

It was launched by WIlh am Coddmgto n and those who SIded wit h
him 111 the squabbles in ea rly Portsmout h. WhIle Coddingto n and o rh.
ers we re planm ng Ne wport a.. a tu ru re to wn, their opponents too k
po wer III Port smouth. The Newpon pioneers. iom ed by a lew m end ...
at the ot he r end of th e 1..land, presently proclaimed themselves the
body politic fur the whole 01 Aqurdneck . The ..e men were rhose wh o
had polmcal fights III the towne-c-a nunomv oi the adult males . The)'
int ended 10 exerc ise the power to lemsf ate and make policy III their
gene ral rneenngs. Thus th ey planned a class rcal dem oc racy as Anstorlc
un de rstood It, a government based on deCISIOns as to laws and poli cy in
th e assem bly oi cmzens. a lthough they did no t ca ll It one.' The}'
adopted Engli sh law III a vagu e way hut con u nued the quasi- or psu edo­
Hebraic offic ials 0 1 judge and el ders, chosen earhcr III Portsm out h, In

addition to a sec retary, tr easurer, constable, and militia commande rs.
All these officials wen: elec ted ior one -year term s or until a successor
w as chosen . Th e ne w gove rnment began mak ing dec isions . At the out .
set nobody could tak e for granted the ir implementat ion, hu t adiusr.
meru s of o ld co nrennons III Port smouth led to th e new authorit y's
ho ld ing some sway .

A series of changes recast th e Island com monwealth. The origi nal
freemen kep t admitting more, thus begtnmng a process tha t tran s­

formed the body pol inc from a smal l and wealthy minority of the men
to somethi ng close to a maioru y.' They revi sed the slate of offici als .
The judge became the governor, th e first elder became the deput y gov­
erno r, the o ther tw o becam e fou r ass istants . All of these became magi s­
t rat es in a th ree -layer h ierarchy of tr ibunals. And in addition th e slate
incl uded a sec re tary, tw o treasu rers, two constables, and { WO ser ­

geants .' Apart from th e secreta ry, these officers came in pairs, so each
town migh t have one . The freemen adopted law s on town government
an d mili t ia trai n ing, and ru led on th e allocation of land and many othe r
topics .'

By March 16.p th ey announced a mean ing for w hat they had don e.
Whil e st ill grvmg a gestu re to King Charles I, they sa id they cons tit uted
"a D.EMO CRA C I.E, or Popu lar Gove rn me nt ." Th ey explamed th is in the
Aristotelian wa y by add mg " It IS in th e Powre of th e Body oi Freem en
orderly assem bled, or the major part of the m, to make or constitute
Just Lawes, by whi ch th ey Wi ll he regul at ed, and to deput e from among
themselves such Min ist ers a.. ..hall see them fait hfu lly exec u ted he­
tween Man and Ma n.'" Somebod y unde rstood th e classical conception
of democracy, with its em phas is on legislation by th e citi zens, and per­
suaded a majority of th e a..se mblage to say they were ope ran ng such a
Iorm of government . Behmd th e declaration also lurked an endorse -
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mcnr of a more mo de rn idea l of de mocracy : widesprea d diffusion of Po­

linea l righ ts.

Either way, the decla ration was remarkable. Democracy had a had
name III the early seventeenth cent ury. At best it implied giving au­

thor ity to ord inary men when only the high born were fit 10 ru le. At

wor st It conju red up control hy the m uh. In any case it th um bed a nose

at mo na rchy. Leaders of Massachuset ts, find ing that their resort to

elected officials was being called democracy, took pains to interpre t the

allega tions away. Emmcru men argued that they had a " m ix! Ansrocra­
cie" because of the power of the magist ra tes, or a theocracy because the

officia ls were tho ught to he among God's elect an d, th uugh put in tu

office by th e votes of t he ordi n ary freemen, derived their au rho n tv
from Cod an d ruled accord109 to divin e laws, not according to h um an
wil l."

Wh y no t such suga r-coat ing in Portsmouth and Newport! Th is was

not yet the str ic tly sec ul ar govc mmeru of Rhode Isla nd. T h e vo ters s t ill

in voked God in the equ ivalent to an oa th of office: Portsmo ut h, how­

eve r, had t rie d and give n LIp theoc racy. T he firs t se ttlers ther e had tr ied

virtua lly eve ry concep t ion ot governmental aut ho rity kn ow n to th e hu­

man m ind-social contract , Eng lish law, Biblical law ; Hebra ic iud ges

and elde rs ;IS well as English iusnccs of the peac e; au thority by status

and authority by elect ion; even appeals for In ward di rer nun by God. In

no ne h;HJ they found a sure fou ndat ion . Conceivably th ey were wil ling

to try an yth in g. Yet su bsequent events showed th at a de d ica tion to

classica l democracy was far more tha n a n expedien t or a passing whi m .

A su bstann al number of men stayed wit h the idea l.

All the same, the ir decla ration was a tr ifle mi sleading. The Aqu id­

neck s ta te su rely di d give the free men a voice in all sorts of legisla t ion

and decis ions on po licy, hu t they used it to give effec t to ele ments of

English law, crea te magist rates along Englis h li nes, an d put a founda-
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non under popular military ohhganons on a patt ern denved fro m ....-hat
th e English syste m was intended to he. And at th e same ti me the sys­

tem made m an y concessmns to town auton om y. Mere co nse n t ot the
voter s wo uld nut give st rength to th e island guve mmcnt . It needed the
force o f English tradi ti on .1S though from abo ve and the ac qu iescence of
th e to wn s from belo w. And It needed cul l more that it did not get .

Further, th e annual clecuons warrant aucnuon . They show the in­
fluence o f Ma ssach usetts, not the English mona rchy, where trom IUS­

n ces of the peace to the Houses of Parha m cm and th e king hrmsel t,
men gained pow er by a vanctv of routes-c-apporr ument . elec tion , he­
redi ty-and held It for unpredic tab le lengths of time. Annua l elections
were common In loc al gove rnment In ItS mv nad forms as well as In

cha rte red corporations of all kmds . lm rod ucnon of annual elections
mto American colonial practice at the highest level s has been .n­
tnbu ted to the trading company ...ponsorsh rp. particu larly of xtassachu­

scns. where the companv '... cent ral managemen t converted u "elt into a
terntonal gove rnmen t. Some Rhode 1... J.1OJ senler... ha d wa tched th rs

process. They dechncd ttl follow the lead [0 a rep resen tanvc 1c,C:IS­

lar ure. but they adopted Ihe ,\ tl ......achu ...ens 11111.'.. ot offic ials m Ih.p

and m ade th e iudrcral "y ... tern copy the ,\ la.....ach u-,ells mode l In broad
terms, T he m ost smkmg departure hom th e older colonv's ways ca rne
10 th e respect shown to rhe tow n.., ..uch as choosing a separate co loma I
treasurer for each on e . T hu .. the Aqu idncck co m monweal th. called a
dem ocrac y under Charles I. wa.. JI..o an adapt anon ot English laws and
Judicia l prac t ices , a.. well ,IS rhe form .. of the .1\1a..sachusens Bay
govern me nt .

For all th is abundance of mgr cdienrs. it lack ed st rength. The found .
ers cou ld not restr ict politica l TIgh ts to the wealthy few; socia l t rnn ­

qui liry cou ld be had on ly at th e pncc of admnnng nearly halt of the
men [0 th e vote. T he state had to ,l.; lve ItS town s mo re autonomy tha n it
planned . They ignored ItS laws wh en rhev saw fit. It gave them equa l
sha res of its meager t reasury rather than keep so le discretion Itself .'
Perh aps the trouble lay in th e ti ck 01a rcprcse n tau ve svs rem. The as­
sembly of freemen was only th e com bmcd town me etings. The tow ns
as suc h had no idenmv m It . They discover ed wa ys to assert them ­
sel ves. The state never found a sausfactorv wa y to choose mil iti a

officers except by lemna th e tram hands choose th eir o wn. " The as­
sem bly o i freemen held ItS last recor ded meeting at wh ich much was
don e in Sept ember 164 2. Thereafter the cxrsu ng office rs were con­
unucd in place rn 16..J land 1644, whil e th ey we n t on perform ing their
iud icia l func tions ."

The island corn mon weah h, even If it cou ld hav e exerte d control over
the to wns, s ti ll would have been too weak to mamtam Independence
again st th e designs of Massach usett s and Plymouth. Both those neigh­

bors wish ed to embrace Aqur dn eck In then runsdicuons bu t for the
lime being fai led to agree on whr ch shou ld do it . St ill , their po wer
seemed irres isuble. Ann e Hut ch in son , Iea nng th e worst , fled to New

N eth erlan d ." Governor wilharn Cod d ington, without resign ing office

1
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or mtornnng his consn tucr us, began exploring the possibilit y of an al ­
liance with Massachusett s." So did others, but the neighboring colo­
rues would conside r only Aquidneck's absorption into on e of th em '

Th e Pu n tan colony's exte ns ion of runsdicnon over southern Pro ­
vidence 10 Ifq2, follo wed by Its ac t ua l invasion of Warwick In Sep­
tember H'q \, in sp ired some of th e New port men-not freemen-to m ­
vue Provi dence into their uruo n. but they could offer little In tan gible
benefit exce pt a rct ugc to th e Con oma ns .J~ Th e Island sta te could
sca rcely act. Some ul Its cmzens wanted nothing to do with th e War ­
wick Gurto mans or then contes t wit h Ma ssachusett s. Other s sa w hope
In en largement and welcomed th e English pat ent for a colony to be
ca lled Provi dence Planraucns. brou ght by Roger williams In I (q -l. ,
which meant unum with both Providen ce and w arwick as well as with
th e Na rraganse tt coun try . Th e Aqurdneck govern ment w-n be rcd away .
Pen ding o rg.rruz auun 0 1 a successor, only the Island magistra tes went
abo ut their du ne ..

II

Govern me nt un der th e Providen ce Plantations charte r last ed longer
than the Aqurdncck ..tat e hut went th rou gh more change.. In lorm and
fortune. It began .I S a maar uficanon 01 the Island com mo nwea lth an d
ended with a rcpresc ur. monal fo rm. When finally started, It rema ined
in an un stable con dmon ior over six year s, during whi ch It broke in
two for a len~thy in te rval.

Th e freemen had to start the government by deciding un how to form
It . The p.ncru of Itl-l.-l.lct th em do as they pleased . Although unknown
men managed to hold meetings and elect a few officers, who accom­

plished practi call y nothing, the hulk of the Aquidneck freemen would
not join in cre.uing the government until r0-l.? I' Then further rncn.rc ­
ing gestu res from Plymouth and Massachusetts, plus a reaffirmation of
the patent from London stimulated collective action "

The Island men largely dictated the terms at the organi zationa l
meeung at Portsmouth .I- There the freemen formed themselves into a

bod y poliuc. pledged " to mainteyne each other . .. leach] in his lawfull
nght and Lrbcrue," and declared In the Aquidneck fashion " that the
form e 01 C ovem menr es tablished in Providence Plontoucms is DEMO ­

C RATlCA l l ; that is to S.IY, a Gov ernment by l' free and voluruan e con­
sent of all , or the /o:reatl'r parte of the free lnhabnarus.'?" voung nghts
bemg thrown lIpen to all men w ho would promise to support the ~(JV­

emmeru. tbc prospect .....as for a Wider extension 01 the fran chise than
before, a possrbiluy that came to pass." Even the elected officials had
then power by an expli cit reciprocal agreement with the freemen . The
assembly adop ted a pra cti ce, used years earlier in Portsmout h,' of rc ­
qumng both an en gagement from men chosen to office and a reciprocal
engagement from th e freemen-both from now on bemg ruthlessly
non-rehgrous. The prospe ctive officer promised, wh en installed. " to do
neither more nor les s ... than the Colonie" authorized him to do. The

"3
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freeme n rlu-n prnrr u...cd " to th e ut mn..t .,1 [thcrr ] power III supor t

an d vphold " him In CJ rry lllK OUI h... dune... ' Except ior calhng rh e
chid officer rhc prcsrdcm, th e ro...w r of official s w.... alrnosr exa ctly 11 kc
the Aquidncck StJ lt' ·... , mmu... th e rwmrun g. The four J ...si~t.1nb Wert'

now cho...en from .1'" many different town... , The a...se m blagc soon
adopted a drJII 01 a law code, ptuhahlv prepared on the is land ."

Dcmocracv had 10 bt' tempered by pra cncalnv, however, and th e fir... t
vicurn was exc lu ... ive po .....e r III lcgislauon by th e freemen assembled.
The as ...crn blv, known a-, th t· Ge ne ral Court , med to make <In equivale nt
while bowin g to rhc need for a repr o...c r uanve vv... rem . It adopt ed th e
fir st ot a scnes of com promi ...c.. t hat uln rnar clv proved futile . The tree­
men .....o uld be ex pec ted to vote m clecnon.., whethe r m pers on or hy
w ntren ballot : [T he ....-n n cn ballot wa... a.. radical a... democracy t hc n.]
In other rran sacnon.. t hev ordmanlv would bt' repr c..cnted at the Ge n­
er al Court by tuw n co rnmr rtec .., later kn ow n a.. com m rsstoncr.._ But
the freemen adopn-d a cum be r..«me device for lcxislan vc uuua nvc and
referen dum.' Thev ..er appt'd the, vvste m a vear later ." Then III I (; ~ O

the com rmsvroncr.. xavc th e freemen power 10 nullit y legr-la non bv

majom v vote III to ..... n mt·e l lll~.._ Four year.. la te r the colony returned
10 a Sim ple rep rc...cn tanonn l ..chcrnc . only to res tore rhc limned rein '
enJum m l fo,"; and "'t.'e II di e 01dr-,u..e.

Bchmd rhe ...c change .. lay an ar,l.;umenl over prlllClpk... and .1 pUhUlI
of politi cal .ld \'alltaKt' c;HTlcd on .I,gam ... t ,I wldemn,l.; nt tht' t ranch l"t'
tha i ,gave the vO le 10 ,I 1.IT,l.;l' ma lorltV oi the men . On the whol e rht.·
Island men favor ed dlrt'CI democ racy_They had chosen It e.lTber. and,
beside .., tht'y olltllumbert'd rill" malll lomd . The nuinland mcn gr:nera lly
prefc rred rt'prese ntatlve government with e;lch town sendm,l.; rhe ..;1me
size 01 delegation. The ir theore tical lu... tlncatlOns iOT this stand have
vanished, bU I th e rOb l lCal v;dUt' IS unmistakahlc . Yet lilt' in the tow ns

was ad van c ing democracy in tht' sc nse {It KIVlng pob tlcal Tl ghl '" to mo re
people, ..... hich pro hahly lludl' direct kgl ... LlIlOn hy the ci tizcns all tl1t'
mme inconvenient. By th" .lbou t St've nty percent 01 the mcn were
Iree nlen ."

As in lhc Atluidm:ck prt'dece... sor , ProvidenCt' PI;lIllatlOns prodaltlled
de mocrJcy a'; a prelude 10 adopl ing .1 predom m antly Enghsh slate of
laws. To he 'Su re, Ihl S wa ... retlu ircd by the chartel. The Engh ..h dc rtva­
lion IS ohvlOus III tht' Codt' ot Ifq 7. whi ch sla rts with an ec ho of Ihe
Magna Ca rta and mcludt.'s many cllat lOlh oi En,l.;h sh ..ta lutes. I, And Ihe
co ncepllon of tht: magl strale tnllo.....ed EnKhsh IIlSptratlOn III broad IIUt ·

hnes; tht' presidelll and lou r a s"' I"'lant ~ all had powers as IUSllces oj the
pt'ace and lO,l.;ethc r ..at a.. the bench of th e co lnny 's all-pufpo..e cou rt
o f record, wh ich prc!">umab ly fnllowt'd Engh..h procedu re at k ast ap­
proximatdy...

The ne ..... ,gon:rnmenl, lik e Its predecc !"> ..ur , tri ed vamly to ~olve Ihe
riddle ot mamtamlllKunll~' a,galll..1 th e Illwns' penchant for ,gOing th ell
u.....n wa ys. The representational sche me -etlual vot es lor each tn..... n­
ended th c an omJly of th t: AqUldnec k systt' m at th e pll ce ot co m pro­
mlsm,g th e Ideal ut dem ocra cy. The 11I..... n lTam bands once a,gam hJJ to
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I'll' ten to th em selves .,. T he I'rov rdcnce Plan tauons govcmmen r mcd
to rcu ula tc mwn govcmment-, o nlv to meet the same tr ustmuon ,1:- thl'

Aqurdncc k crate . Then it tri ed to placate them by granu ng char ters 01

mcorpornnon to three These documents . nea rlv rden nca l. supul.ncd

no rhma about the mcch.rmsrn 01 town govern ment . T bev r nerclv .:.I\'l'

t he men m each town pvrrruv-ron " to Incorporate them selves 11110 ,I

boddv pohuckc " and bv lll'lIorlly vote to set up " ..uch a lorm 01 crvrl l

govem rncnt . .1.. "hall I'll' round mos t su uable unto their l' '' la ll' and
cond ition ." The towns ..carcclv modified thei r cxr-mu; lI1:-lItuIIUn~­

town meetln~, \';mou:- "tanJlI1~ otricer.., and a....ortcd cpccral cu m mil "

reeve- but rather u:"l'J then new au thority to create ttl ....-n coun- . which
began compcung lor iun ..drcuon with th e colonial court . In a broader

sen ..c. the ch.mcr-, gave the town .. privileges to guard . .... luch thcv

gua rded pnmanlv a~all1:-t the colomaI rove mmem. And rhc prl\'lk~l'"

w ere elavnc. lemng the towns ,grasp what power they could

The charte r to the colony c reated no au rornauc dl<,plI ..nmn III rhc

trccmcn to rom In .. upport 01 the ne w government , nor did ,1Il\'thmK

else . Town cohesiveness. wh ich was on ly mode rate It..dl . proved

stronger . England . hcm,g 111 .1 condmon of pohncal turmoil. ignored the

vounx colony The close..t du ng to .1 sohdrtvmg mtluence w,r-, Ii'll'

league formed hy the nciah bonng runsdic non .., the Unned Colome- 01

Ncw· England. wlucb med ita ted plans to absorb I'rovrdcnce Pl.m rauon ..
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and overawe the Narraganse tt Indi an s, Thi s threat Inspired a search for
accommodation . Wilham Coddington looked for a plan under which
Aqurdn eck by Itself could join th e Ururcd Colomes. on ly to hear that II

would ha ve to become a par t of Plymou th " He probably had some
backing in th ese cxp loranons." He wanted to leave the Conomans
on their ow n in contests wu h Massachusetts, while they rhoughr he
should hack th em when he was elec ted president of Pro viden ce Plam a .

nons In I 6 ~ 1'\ . Because of his views nn these topics and mhe r di ssati s­
factions wi th him the General Court prevented him from raking office
and chose another man ..

When Coddi ngton went to England m sea rch of a charter for Aquid ­
neck alone, the colony of Providence Plantations went through an un ­
easy interlude, ended by h l~ return with a patent makmg him governor

of the Island for life with a few vnpulanons on how he should govern .
not ably requrrmg him to act with the advice 01 a council 01 SIX nomi ­
na ted by the freeholders 01 the town s." He did what he could, which
was to assemble a council and hold cou rt . These events in 1(" I split
the older government . The mainland towns though t Coddington's pol'
tent remo ved Aqurdncck fro m the colony of Providence Plantations, so
they earned on government 10 wha t they though t was left." ;\10",t of
the m en in the Island to wns resisted Coddington and set out to con­
tinue wh at they thought was the govern ment under th e cha rter, while

se ndi ng an agent, Dr. lohn Clarke, to Lon don to seck a reconfirm ation
of that doc ume nt ." The th ree-way quarrel shrank to tWO-W3y a-, Cod.
dmgton's sligh t back ing melt ed aw ay eve n befo re official revoca t ion of
his patent ."

St ill, the rem aini ng dispute gained com plexity . See mi ngly unrelated
dis agree men ts. wh ethe r over pr ivat e prop ert y or pu blic poli cies, could
be attac hed to the issue of whi ch government was correct . Am ong

ot he r th ings, th e con trove rsy o ver dir ect dem ocra cy as against repre­
se ntat ive govern m en t re tu rned to Im pede reunion." Now democracy
had it s arden t advocates on the mainla nd, to o, including Robert w il ­
liam s, brother of Roger, wh o denounced an y represen ta t ive sc he me as
creat ing " an ar tstocor ye , . . or how se of lordes .' ''~ Qu arrels ove r wh at
would make accep tabl e terms of reun ion helped split both Providence

and Warw ick. Even exhortat ions to harmony from Engli sh offic ials
failed to ach ieve m uch unti l 16 ' -l- . Then a plea from Sir Henry Van e, an
o ld hero of th e Hutchmsomans on Aquid neck , coupled with an official
orde r to Massachusett s to respect the Prov iden ce Plantations paren t
brou ght a new turn of even ts. " Ca reful negotia tions reac hed a sha ky
comprom ise tha t let the colonia l govcm me ms loin aga in wi th a repr e­
senta tive assem bly,"

,\1a ki n,ii a durable result requ ired ti me, panence, tac t , and luck . Old

qua rrel s cou ld he reso lved or left to die OU l. Nothing sti rred up trou ble
over the uneasy rela t ions between town an d coloma1authori ty, and the
dnfr to rep rcsen rau ve government gradually put to rest the old dreams
of di rec t de mocracy. Yet the colony needed umfyrng sentiments, prefe r­
ably sha red lo yalt ies a nd not lus t shar ed fears of outsiders. One scnous
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th reat from outside. Massachusetts ' a....crtion of tun ..drcrion over parts
ot Providence and w arwick . fortuitously was revealed a.. hollow.,. Stili ,
the mainland towns apprec iated the need for a firm unum wuh the IS­

land as the best hope lor satetv from the Unucd Co lonies . The main ­
lande rs, but even more the Islanders, began to sec In their cha rte r th e
prom ise of a subst ant ial terri tory IIltO which they m ight expand -and
the promise would ha ve to be made effective by upholdi ng rhe govern ­
ment und er th e cha rte r. All, furthermore, received ;I new lesson in
wha t then colony meant when Plymouth and Massach uset ts began
prosecu ting Bapti sts and Quakers. The re cou ld be no del usion any
longer that old Puntan crusti ness had ..onened. Reh,itIOUS liberty .....oulJ
be safe no whe re but under the Providence Planta tio ns tlag. In land lust
and dedicanon to religious freedom the colony at last had both a rnou ­
vauon tor collective action and a drsnncnve purpose to serve .

As things turned OUt, nobody mtcrtered with soul hben v, bu t the
Providence Plantations government remained too feeble to control us
terri tory. It could ncuher prevent outsiders from buy ing land In the
Narragan sett cou ntry nor enforce its own law requiring its ciuaens to

get It S approval 01their plans to purcha se." It bent 10 politi cal pressure
In deciding which of the purchases merit ed approval after the fact . It
was quite mcffecrual m effor ts to bring orde r to the land ti tles already
gene ra ted by se ttlemen t of the origi nal to wns , whe ther through public
records or adrudicanon.

Besides, the restoration of the monarchy in England In 1660 gave the
I'rovrdence Planta tions government the embarrassme nt of relying on a
charte r from the erst while revolunonanes. The bes t remedy, a royal
cha rte r, could also change the form of govern me nt .

III

The advi sers of Charles II in 1M 2 were willing to apply th e correc ­
tive, with the result in th e roya l cha rte r of the next year. That docu ­
ment cha nged the colony 's nam e to Rhode Islan d and Providence
Plantation s, no doubt to th e pleasu re of the island people. It also dif­
fered from the first charte r in at least five other ways. It specified a

form of government , It stipula ted seve ral key features of th e relat ions
of Rhode Islan d and its cinzcns to neighboring co lonies. it laid down
baSIC right s of the citizens , inc luding freedom of religion specrficallv
and th e rights of Englishme n gene rally, It recognized th e advancing pre­
em ine nce of Ne wport, an d It ske tched or implied 3 place for th e colony
in th e English empire. 'l For all th ese differences, th e new charter could

barely enlarge th e practi cal power of th e colonia l government. Ami for
many years the im perial connect ion remained a tic that did little more
than let stubborn men appeal to th e throne when th e colonial gove rn ­
ment refuse d to give th em what they want ed. Unfort unately, no surviv­
ing evidence reveal s how the new cha rte r was planned, so there IS no
tel ling who wan ted ....-hat and where compromises were struck.
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Thl' Rhude Isla nd charte r called for a basic govcmrncmal struc ture,
clea rly de rived from that of Massachuse tts, to which th e freemen
might make add it ions as they pleased within cer tain lim its. The design
prescribed a core 01 twel ve otficials wit h loosely defi ned capaciues-c­
the governor, deputy governor, and ten assis tants-all elected at large
each May by the ci tizens , By themsel ves, these officials had responsi­
bili ties to govern in many routine ways." They became known as the
magistrates. In addition , the chart er called for deputies to be elected by
th e treerncn in each town at least twice a year. T he deputies wou ld iom
the magist rates for the business of legisla tion and loosely designated
othe r functions. In joint meetings these officials constituted the Gen­
eral Assem bly." In their actions, any measure requ ired a maio ruy of
the ma gistrat es to pass . The charter allowed the Ge neral Assembly to

make laws but a lso 10 exercise adrninistrauvc powers explicitly and IU­

dic ial powers by Implicanon. It gave the assembly power ttl appoint
other office rs-c-or create offices to he filled by elec tion hy th e free­

men - to create a iudiciarv, regu late elections, prescribe th e forms of
local government, set town boundaries. and generally control relauons
wi th the na tives .

On a few subjects the charter's mcunmg was murky. One was the or ­
ganiz ation of the General Assembly itself . The requ irement of a 1.1\'OT­

able maionty of the magisr rarcs for an y measure inspired thoughts ot a
bicamera l organization or other me ans 01 requiring a favorab le mainrit y
of the deputies. The asse mbly soon argued over such possibrlitics and
in 10 7 2 ruled that a maionty of the deputies must favor any weighty
measures or tax bill. " But the assembly kep t deciding against bi ­
ca mera l organizruiun until 16 9 0 .'" The charter prescribed an apportion­
ment of depu t ies a mong the towns that gave Newport SIX , the other
original to wns four apiece, and any new ones two each This formu la
recognized the concentration of wcalrh and population on Aqutdneck .
though less than proportionally. Toget her the Island towns held at least
two-thirds of the inhabita nt s. T hus the island vote rs, if they agreed on
ca ndid ates, cou ld choose all the magistra tes from among themselves.
To preve nt that , the assem bly in I h fq. decided that five shou ld be trom
Newport . three from Providence, and two each from I'onsrnoutb and
Warw ick." Customarily the gove rnor was a Newpo rt man . By th is ar­
ran gement the governor lived in the capital. and each tow n had at leas t
tw o res ident ius nccs of th e peace . In such ways the co lony adapted the
cha rte r to its local needs .

It did so in other ways as well. T he assembly ea rned for ward most of
the laws enacted under the preceding regi me and continued the execu­
t ive officers previously decided upon It modified the iudic rarv, notably
10 give the assembly as a whole a judici al role and to provide for ius ­
uces ' courts in the various towns to replace the old to..... n COUrts ." It

gave t he mainland towns regu lar sessions of the high cou rt on their
so li, hu t they ke pt aski ng for sessions of the assembly too."

Im plicit 10 the record lay a nea rly total independence from Engla nd.
The colonial officials wanted this autonomy; the English ones rarel y
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could he roused 10 trouble It. Otficral co rresponde nce se ldom pa ......cd
be tween London and Newport . No irupenal officers were ... ranoned hy

Narraznnscn Bay. The connecuon to the parent country was manucst
only mtemuncnrlv m appeal s h om the colonial courts to the crown

and In the appea rance of royal commissions ior various pu rpose-v. The

co lo ny respon ded to the...c -pcc ial agen ts 01royal power accordmg 10 It ...

mrervst ... .IS dc rcrmmcd hy 11:-. own pohucs rather than In .1 tormally

cuns t- tcn t manner. The comnussron 01 1064 received a cordial wel ­

com e .:1nJ xave order... on tht: whole quite z ranfving In the coloma!
otncers . So thcv accepted Ih authority and os tenranou ... tv cornphcd
with movt 0 1 II ... command ... , By contrast , they greeted the comrru ... ­

sum ot I "''' ' wIth hovnhtv .:1nJ denials 01 11:' authority when II came a­
the toul 01 land mtcrcst ... adver ... t' to the colon y' s. The ex ample... rmghr

be muluphcd . The pomt at hand, however. rs rhe persrsrencc unul rese
ot a state 01 vutunl autonomy tor the colonial govemmcrn .

On the whole, Rhode 1... land -uttcrcd trom lack 01 ...ohd connccnon ...

to whuehall and a firm and pcrvavrve sense ot loyalty trom It ... own

treemcn . A tcw m-tances will he enough . Rhode Island could not de ­

pend on revenue bcvond II ... eXCI"'l· on alcohol. T he tax on prope rty wa ...

re"' l ... ted quue otten, hl'gmn1l11: III If>f>.,l . AI that li m e Warw ick rctu ...cd

to pay II'> "hare 01 the levy to reimburse Dr- loh n Cla rke tor hi:" e x­

pence ... In procunnx tlu- new cha ncr lin the ground... t hai he had been
the agcnr 01 the l land and had -upponcd himse lf by preachm g. ..,0 he

thus Je ...c rvcd It- that he clai med. w arwi ck nex t at ta ched a num be r
ot u-, o the r grieva nce... ((J It ... oh... nnacv, r3n~Jng h om II ~ de ... rre... tor ,I

revrsron 01 the town bounda ry ttl JI ... ohrcc cion ... to proced ure ... bv the

assembly.:' Some rnvn III Providence uuncd the opposmon to raxc ... , ((J

Roger wilharns '... drs rnav.' warw ick re len ted att cr SI Xyears. when Ihe

as...cmblv." Sonic men in l'rovrdcncc ioined the 0 r po ... it ion 10 ta xes,

til RO):l'r W illiams 's dl... ma y." Warwi ck relented utt er "IX yea r... , when

the ,h ...crnblv took v I~orou ... mea ...u rcs to res ist Con m-cnc ur'v claun ...

st rct chtru; a ll thc wa y to Narracnn ...ct t Bav." But th e change W,I'" tlt-t·t ­

Jll~ ; Warw ick promptl y r l' sl ~t eJ th t' n cxt tax o n the ground... t hat II wa ...
for lltl IWCt·...... ;lTy t·xpt·ndi lurc ... ."" Th l'1l the town It'vcrst·u n :..df a~a lll,

wh en II ...aw net'J lor the tax . Clt',lrly, no eu lun lal guvernlll l·Jlt cou ld
co nduct hU... lIll·...... normally llndl'r suc h conditIOns.

Tht' wholt- ... uhtCl.:t 01 the colom al hou nd'lfies -Ilorth and ea:..1 a:..

wd l a" wc·... t -Iurthl·f l llu~tra tes the ~t1\"e rnment 's weakne ...... an ... lIlg

from nt·ar .llltOnOIll\'. Wh,lIe \" l'r the cha rter m ight ... tl pulate or Imply ­

anJ Rhodl· Island men , 01cour"t', lll.ldl' lmal: ma tl\·e u<;c of th e Imphc l ·
tHm"-lhe nl;"lghhorlll~ l·olume... cou lJ l,itnore thl' docu ment and mter­

pret thl'1T own ~rant~ til push thelT li mits m Slde wha t Rhodl" blanJ

thought wa ... 11 ... own. 1':1,.·gotlat lons, threab, com pla in ts , and cefl·nw­

llIal as ... t'Tlwn:.. oj lun ...dlltlon remamt"d IIldfectua l tIT mdecl"'I\'l' unlll

thl" end tll the ...evl'ntct·nth Cl'nl u rv. Royal commiSSIOns had as little ca ·

paclly to ..,e ull· matters J ... the cOlllenJmg ).:(lvernment:.. T h er l' wa ... no

iraml'w or k III wh Ich to Ill.:lkt- a re ...olutlon permanent , not l'vt:n tn rel'
and surdy nut good will.
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fROM CLASS ICAL OEMOCRACY TO IIRITISH PROVINCl

Two other illustrations of the co lonial govemmenr's weakness may
ske tch the dimensions of the phenomenon, The town government
of Providence broke into rival claimants to authontv. The two town
meetings sent two sets of deputies and appealed to the assembly
against each other. The assembly solemnly made rulings. as it had a
sure right [()do , but the town went on quarreling." The onset of war In

r6n between the wampanoag Indians and the colonies of Plymouth
and Massachusetts left the Rhode Island government unable to act
vigorously, It straddled the fence between neutrality and aiding the

English neighbors . The officials exerted no control over their citizens '
participation in the conflict or the use of Aquidneck as .1 base for opera­
tions against Mount Hope . They could not stop an mvasion of the Nar­
ragansett COUntry by a iomr army of the nerghbonng colorues -c-Rhodc
Island even provided uanspon-c-agamst a largely neutral Indian popu ­
lation With which Rhode Island had tried for very good reasons to reo
main on amicable terms , When that campaign succeeded in dnving
away many of these Indians and making enemies of most of the rest ,
Rhode Island could neither stop Connecticut forces (white or red ] from
conducting purunve and plundenng expedmons west of Na rraganscn
Bay nor take any senou.. action against Indian attackers on Providence
and Warwick . The colomaI government could not even get warwick's
compliance with us. measu res to concert defense......

This picture of Impotence must be shaded, to be sure. Most of the
examples adduced he re were ones concern ing the mainland. The colo­
nial government had its greatest effec t on Aquidneck. where most of
the white populat ion and wealth were , Besides, if towns often dis­
regarded the colony's statutes and rulings, cases can be found of the ir
obeying Its laws and subnn mng to its cou rt. " And somehow on rhe
heels of King Philip 's Wilr the colony ma naged to playa ddt game of
thwart ing one of rhe roya l commissions on the confl icting land claims
and to launch th e [Own of East Greenwich.

Still, the colonia l governmen t hardly could he considered effective if
its local gove rnmen tal un its and even individual citizens accepted or
brushed aside its laws ,IS su ited to their wishes, re jected the authority
of ItS high COUrt when it ruled auamst them, regarded its boundaries as
moveable to advance private land claims, and withheld taxes to influ­
ence basic policy. Of course. governments eX lSI to serve individual as

well as co llective interests of rhcrr CItlZI."OS, bu t the cit izens ordina rily
must accept the govemrnem's decrstons as fina l.

The prospects of the colon ial government may have appeared on the
ascendant after King Philip 's War, bu t at last Enghsh policy bore down
on Rhode Island, and wi th traumatrc effect . Under Charles II, the mono
archy decided on a radical change in lis relations to the Amencan colo­
nies and began to implement It by estabhsbing a vast viceregal govern­

ment, called the Dormmon of New England. over the seaboard north of
the Delaware River. Rhode Island for various reasons made no rests­
ranee to being mcluded . For t wu years It was a COUnty In the new runs­
diction, but the exercise of authontv never settled into a system. The
confusion raised all manner of hopes and fears .
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None of rhe possibrh ues came to full effect before the Dorrumon dis­
mtegrared in 16HQ as a result of a litt le revolution in Its capital at
Boston, which threw Rhode Island into some thing dose to anarchy,
Th e las t officers of th e charte r govern me nt tried to resume it but had
far less abilit y to rule tha n before. " Nobody knew what England 's
response mi ght be to the revolution . The Rhode Island govern me nt
met fru strati on every where exce pt Ne wport . Jamestown, West erly,
and Kingstown In effect withd rew for seve ral years. Block Islan d threat ­
ened to do so unless Ne wport could send help against French pn va­
teers ." O the r Inr ms of resist ance appeared in th e remarrung town !">.
Even In Newport a lew prominent me n sought a complete change m

government
Th e importance 01 the impe rial connec tion suddenly grew. Th ose m

favor of repla cing th e cha rte r govern men t urelessly used what mllu­
ence th ey could m ust er In the Imperial capital-m th e end un success­
fully, but tor lon g wit h tan tahc mg prospects of granficauon. ' The
officials trying to restore th e charte r govern me nt also sent then ap­
peal s to l ondon ." The responses were contradictory. On th e one hand ,
the crown gave co mm iss ions to governo rs of New York and Massachu­
sens tu co m ma nd the Rhode Island rrulma or som e part of It Ito serve
the monarchs m th e mr cmanonal war touched off by th e GlOriOUS Rev ­
oluti on rn England ! and to hear all complaints against th e charter re­
gime, quit e likely to find grounds lor replacing It . -, On th e o ther hand,

the crown accepted the colo ny's arguments that its charter never had
been vacated by due process uf law and continued to give th e colonial
government full control over ItS Internal affairs , Including command of
the militia and exemption from royal review of us statures ."

The Rhode Island official s made the best of th ree of these responses.
ones received in 1694 . These reaffirm ed the cha rte r but required the
colony to provide a sm all quota of us mili t ia to aid neighboring colo­
nics ." O n the st rength of these documen ts, plus asso rted politica l ma­
neuvers to satisfy local int erest s, the cha rte r government came int o un­
dubitable life in May Itl96. All the tow ns sent de puties to the Ge ne ral

Assembly that year and did so thereafter. "
At that May Assembly the membe rs im ita ted the English Parliament

by dividmg into two houses, letting the deputies prepare the tax bill,
and giving them power to choose their own speaker and clerk ,'. If the
journals 01 the lower house survived, they probably would show th e
adopt ion of rules of procedu re modeled on those of the House of Com­
mons . POSSibly th e shut to bicamcrahsrn was one of the pohnca l deals
to pull the colony back together . In th e long run, however, th e change
had greater ssgnificance as an early step in real igning Rhode Island mto
a British province.

IV

Th e rest of the steps followed wubm fifteen years. Obviously th ey pre­
served the charte r-a-and soon domg that became the first virtue m

Rhode Island political morality, They also accompanied and faci lita ted
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J. wide range of inte rnal changes [hat ben efited the colony, es pec ially
the comme rce of Newport . After a few preliminancs under his prcdc ­

cesso rs, Covemor Sam uel Cranston presided ove r the ma in improve ­
me nts. Perhaps it is tai r to surmise that he knew what he was dOlllg.

Cranston 's immediate predec essors resisted Enghsh requirement s as
often a-, not, Ieanng to surrender th e co lony 's autonomy, but aner

copvmg th eir intransigence a few times he learned to bow to London
etten enough to safeguard loca l control over essentials. Covernor Wal­
te r Clarke, for insta nce, refused to take an oa th to uphold the English
tr ade laws." Cranston took it . C larke refused ttl Install an adnu rul rv

cou rt judge comrrussioned by the English high court of adruuahv."
Cranston, attcr severa l year s 01 mancuvcnng over th e co lony 's claim tu
have full adm iralty run sdicnon wrthm u s bo rde rs and III some respect s
bevond-c-culrmnaung m a sweeping asse rtion by rbc Ge ne ral A....ern­
bly-c-accepred the otricers cor nnussioned hy Enahsh authoruy and ad­
mi n istered the oath himself. " The assembly raised no ohiccuon when

Queen Anne vetoed a law crcuu ng a coloma! adnu rultv court. Unlike

Connecucu r, Rhode Island put up no avowed opposunm to th e Engh:-.h
trade laws and the royally appointed customs officers, espec ial ly afte r

a Ne .....port man , Iahl ccl Brenton , got the collecto rsfup for New En­
gland. " The colon y, 10 response to all eaauons that It allowed pirat es

to Ircquem ItS ha rbors, made a ..how of seve nt y." Soon the colom aI
officials we re scndiru; messages to impc nal officials with .....urd -, like
th ese : " we do hou ld ou rse lves las we al lwaycs have done ] account­
ab le to the Impcn al l Crown of Englund for a ll our action... and
proceedings....

The C ranston admuusrranon had to tace the t .....o last IOqUlTIt'Sco n­
ducted by governors ut ,\ ta s:-.achusctts and round wa ys to cope with
them, especially by manipula ting the impenal co nnec non. Both men

brought lo ng lis ts (If accusat ions ins pir ed by Rhod e Island men who fa­
vored abolition of the ch arte r. Tht'se cha rges ranged trom tr illL ng pouus
on th e use of a shortened form of the colony 's official name to tunda­
me nta l matters, such as mcompcrcncc 01 official s. hi;t ... III th e COUrts,

incomplete and in comprchcn stble and unpublished law s, and th e rn­
thcuon (II capual pum ...hment ." The last wa.. based o n a smc t reading
of the cha rter and the theory, otten embraced III England , that corporate

colonies were like English muruci palmes.

The colonia l officia ls replied to spec ific accu sati on s as ht.: st they
could but had to meet severa l. T he Cenera l Assemblv began to over­
haul the laws and hi red an agent in London to speak for it to the En­

ghsh commission 10 charge of pohcv o n co lom aI affairs, known as the
Board of Trade: ' The first agent wa s a lawvcr and a protege of th e do m i­

nant figure on the hoa rd and wa .. .rble to reduce most ot the cont roversy
10 legali sti c qui bbles. He successfully argued the main point : Rhodels­
land wa s no t to be equ ated to an Engli sh rnunici palu v." Betwee n his
skill an d a polit ical change that sapped the hoard's zeal, th e anrag­
omsm between Whitehall and N ewport subs ided The Board of Trade
settled down to sending quesnonnaires to Covcmor C rans to n.
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By then Rhode Islan d had begu n co mpliance with th e dema nds 01

roya l officrais in othe r ways. In 16 99 the Imperial pos tmaste r com ­

plamcd of lack of roads th roug h the co lony , so the Gene ral Asse mbly

enacted a. law enabling the town councils (0 appoi nt IUfH'S to lay OUI

suitable highways. " In a few yea rs the post road was pieced together.
In Sarah Kemble Krughr's IOUm al. we ca n lead a n aveler's accoun t

ot II m 1704 The road was un remarkable-even the absence of

hridge!> ..ccmed ordinary to her-but she found fault with the

sccommodauons.""

With great er effect III london, Governor C rans ton undertook to

make hrs colon y a wrlhng hacker of Queen Anne 's War m 17 01 . The
assembly had a fort built at Newport that year and paid for a small gar­

nson." It soon planned a scout system for the mainland and a guard for

Block Is land." C ranston and the assembly stopped resrsung the re­

qutrcrncnt to "em) a quota o j the militia to imperial forces and instead

enact ed rcgulanon-, on us servi ce and sent an armed vessel to accom ­

pany the m en.': Then In the campaigns of 1709 -1 71 I the colony sent

more men and a small tleet . tar beyond the Im peri al requisinon.....
Furthermore. Rhodl" Island made possible roun ne appeals trom Its

hrgh court to the Ouccn-c-cr la te r, King-e-m Counc il. Indeed, Rhode

hland lit igant ... became especially apt to ap peal. ReVISIo n (If the laws

made proceedings III the colon y' s courts com prehensible m the un pc­

na l capunl.
These steps rnuy he regarded as retreats from the virtual mdcpen ­

dence before I 1'1 !'II'> , hu t encou raged the profound cha nges th at brought

the coloni al govc m m cn r rn a deg ree of co ntrol ant icipat ed III l he

charte r. It could en d most ot rhe long-standing co ntroversies ove r lan d

and bound.mcs . It could p;ISS law s on town government with ho pe th .lI

they wo u ld he obeyed. While nn penal officia ls hectored Rhode b lan d,

Governor Cruns ton cn rc red ncgon anons with Connec uc ut [wh ich was

unde r even seve rer pressure fro m london) to se t tle the old con flic t ove r

iun ..du-non m rhc No rragnnsc u cou nt ry. They rea ch ed an agreeme n t in
170' , each ...u rrcn dcnug part of what it clai me d." By ending their drs­
pure bot h colonic... could av oid exasperati ng imperial officials. Con ­

necticu t repudr.ucd the deal soon, hu t ha d to honor it afte r a ru hug hy

the Kmg -m -Council in 17 1 0 ."" In the process, Rhode Island su brly scur ­
iled the IltJ","k clauns to the Narragansett land right s and solidified 1I 'i

au rhomv there . Simuhancouslv, the colony 's po int of view on the con­

trovc rsies OVl'T land ncar Providence came to a com bination III murnph
and rumprunu ...e. Rhode Isla nd's agents in london managed to end the

claim... to a huge Pawruxet generated by Wilham Harri s; the assemblv

managed 10 ';l'ule other drspu rcs . vet the colony ha d to accept a provr­

siona l com pmrru -,c wuh ~1Js,;achusl·tts on the no rthe rn boundary ot
Providence and pn..tponc acnon on t he eastern boundary until another

rulmg bv the Pnvv Cou ncil gave Rhode Island the benefit 01 another

cnm prruru ,;c .
Under cuvc r lit rmpcnal denlJ.nd" to h;lck thc royal W;iTS, Gun·mor

C rol n ... tun he gan HI hnng thl· militia mto a descnhable sy'ill·m . Thl"
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General Assembly kept wavenng in the face 01 political demands. <;0 he
never li ved tu sec a final and full implementation of the charter 's provt ­

s ions giving the assembly authori ty to choose th e officers." Yet he as ­

sumed the ti tle of colonel-as did h is successors, including those who

we re Q uakers-to sign ify crea t io n of a ce nt ra lized cha in 01command.

And beyond th ese m easures to ti t Rhode Island into the Bn ush ern ­

puc, the co lony managed to put It s inte rn al affair s int o a tolerable st.uc

of order. T he assem bly was sti ll sty m ied on ta xin g pro perty hut 11

gai ned th e ah ility to crea te its ow n curre ncy and to regul ate town ROV ­

emmenr and es ta bl ish TOads and ferries. Also, it s cou rts gained respect .

Yet the chid benefit of the imperial connect ion-and the goa l of much

of the in ternal reorgamzanon-e-was III the commerce tlowmg through

Newport . From th e start Rhode bland founders had hoped for wealth

through trade . Year by year European govemmeru sought to resmct

mtemauonal exchanges to their own adva ntage. By the time of the rna ­

lor wars around 1700, Rhode Island needed the benefits of being ms rde
th e English system . T he need grew mor e acute thereafter. Brit ish sue­

cesses in com me rce and war added value to parti cipat ion in the Bn ush
em pire. New port's bu sin ess predominantly harm on ized with the t rad e

laws. For many years the ch ron ic exception was tm por nng man utac­

rur cs on a sma ll scale fro m for eign Hag ports III th e Ca ribbean rather

than from Bri ti sh . Suspicious roya l o fficials irnaamed worse, to be

zure."., T hen after 1733 Newport engaged nn a maier scale III shady
evasrons of th e tax on foreign molasses-s-a business that British poli cy

com m on ly condoned.,,"

So if Rhod e Is land gave up some of u s freedom from Imperial control .

a gained m ore va luable reward!'>. Broadly speaking, coo pcrauon with

Whit eha ll and ccnccsstons to roya l aut homv gave the co lo nial govern ­

men t s t rength in its own tern to ry. T he change 10 the early eight eenth

ce nt u ry was less for m al th an poli t ical. It scarcely alte red the mstn u­
nons of government . Rather , th e colon y gain ed a com plex ot rcla ­

tionships th at served to hold all the con nec t ions, old and new, more

tightly togethe r. With ap peals of jud icial decisions ma de into a stan­

dard jud icial proc edure, the judgm ents of the cclorual cou rts gamed rc­

spee r because they we re less vu lnerable than before to political ma ­

neuvers . The appeals, like the presence of the adnurahv COUrt , led to

bener-wnnen. more respect -wor thy law and more careful procedure in

the co lonial cou rts. So the new rrn pen al tie toned up the colon v's Judi ­
cral muscle . Likew ise, calls for hel p rn the royal wars led both tit mtcr ­

nal revi sion - a spruced up mil itia and the bcgmmng 01 coastal lor ­
nfi canon-c-an d creat ion of an ex peditionary force, with all the nove l

organization required . which ac tua lly we nt to banl e for the queen. Lay­

lOR out th e pos t road led to creat ing pro cedures use d for many ot he r

highways. In sho rt, acce ptance 01 a hier archi cal n -lanun wi th Lon don

led to worki ng h ier arch ical relations w ithin the co lony.

Accom plishing all thi s requ ired sk ill. which Governor Cransto n and
h rs associates po ssessed, but It aIso requ ired a fu ndam ent al polit ical

dec is ion by the aspi ring Newport m erchants. Thcy expanded their
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business rapi d ly an d took ad vantage of English success , T hq ' learned
til make usc of the adm ira lty courts and accept the Briu sh tradl' [aws,
formally while evadi ng such confi nements as they could no t endure .
They hacked the colomaI gove rnment , which served their m tcrcsts in
many ways . In effect . they beca me more than ever a ruh ng el ne and at
las t could rule cffecnvelv. as they never cou ld before 16Mb . T he charter
rema ined vital for them. It pu t government into thei r control -in con­
tras t to the rule from an autoc ratic governor and a poorly o rganized
county ohgarchv in the time of the Dommion of New Englund . And
the new state of affalT.., let them USl' the colonial government as a
means Ilt adiusnng tht: subcrdmanon to the imperial for the pu rpose
of scrccnmg out unacceptable effects . Th us the Newport leadership
gamed mastery In ItS own runsdicnon .

This 1<' a version of wha t happened in many colonies around the tum
of the seven teenth tn the eigh teenth ce ntury. Nobody "an ever accuse
Rhod e Island of bemg typical. bu t In th is era it followed a course
roughly pa ralic! to seve ral others. It arrived at its des tination qu ite sue­
cessfullv. keeping the benefits of ItS sel f-gove rnment under the charte r
of I b b 1 III spue of s trenuous attacks on those privileges. while th e
co lony thnvcd . Accor di ngly, the Rhode Island govern ment finally ~ot

the pervasive endorsemen t of It S au thomy th at had bee n lacking, while
impe ria l officials guarded It agains t the designs of it s larger neigh bor s.
Establi sh in g th e bou ndanes ceased being an endless scnes of co mpen­
nve asserti on s ignor ed hy the op pos ition. The cha rte r became an obrcct
of vene ration in a wa y that foreshado wed respect for co nsu tunons afte r
the Ameri can Revolu t ion , because Rhode Island saw in the charte r
wha t Am eri cans later wo uld sec in their cons n n nions -c-rhat IS, a form
of high er law above th e exped iency of the day. Nothing was more rc­
flcxive in colon ial poln ics th an arguing for policy as an impli ca tion of
th e charte r or accusing opponent s of advocating measures that would
imperil the charte r. In thi s way the colony got a common sense of rhe
foundarmns (If it s soci ety that had fail ed to appear earl ier and that en­
dor scmcnr of dir ect democra cy had not provided.

' 11
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Rhode Island Renegade:

The Enigma of Joshua Tefft

Colin G. Calloway

In December I t.7~, In the winter of King Philip 's war, troops trom the
United Colorues of Plymouth , Massachusetts Bay. and Connec ticu t

launched a campaign agamst th e powerful Narragansett Indians 0 1

southern Rh ode Island . The acuon was Intended as a pre-ernpuvc

sm kc. to cnppf.. Narraaanscn power before the mbe tbrew In It '> JOI

with Km~ Phrbp. Hravm~ treeamg temperatures and deer snow dnns,

th e' a rmv-c-undcr th e command of Governor Josiah Win... low 0 1

Plymouth-marched mto the heart of the enemy 's territory. Six day ..

before Ch ris tmas, the troops 3113Ckcd the mam Narraganscn \'lJlJ~C

and burned It W the ground In what became known as rhe "Grea t
Swamp Fight. " The campaign resulted In the dea ths of upw ard .. 01 a
thousand Ind ian!'>. hUIH proved to be a pyrrhic victory tor the colonrs rs
The su rvivmg Na rragan..ens were driven into the a rms of Ph ilip 's
w am panona, and Nip mucks, ma king com mon cause with them
agains t th e hated Engh..h. The co lonial army u sclf expe rienced a night­
mar c ret reat hack to Its base at Smi th 's Camson [wic kfo rd], and sui­
fercd final casualties of abou t xo dead, 1 , 0 wo unded. I As the Na rragan ­

scus evac uated th eir cou n try in the aft ermath of th e Swamp Fi)(ht,
they left behind bands of wa rriors to act as a rea rgua rd and 10 dnvc oft

ca tt le ro feed th e ir s ta rving tr ibe. On lanuarv 14, 1f, 76, a force of men
from Providence clashed wit h one of th ese gro ups. In rhe ensu ing skir ­
mish , a whit e renegade by the na me of Joshua Tefft was wounded in th e
kn ee, ove rpowe red, and ta ken pr ison er. He was march ed to wic kford

unde r gua rd and imer rog.u cd. HIS capto rs were sat isfied tha t Tett t had
not only "t urned Indi an" hut had act ua lly fough t for the Na rragansens
in the rece nt battle. A mi li tary court sen te nce d him to a traucr 's death
and, on January 1.'1 , Te fft was hanged, drawn and quart ered. '

Joshua Tefft 's bac kgrou nd. the reasons for his defect ion to the In­
dians, the exact na ture of lus relations with them, and the ex lent of his
partlClpa t ion III the Swamp Figh t have remamed shrouded in mystery
from tha i Jay to thl ... It is doubtful that Tefft was ac tually as black a
traitor as hiS capto rs assumed, but exam ma ti on of the ava ilable eVI­
dence produces more questIOns than answers about th is mlri~UIO~ tn ·
di vidual. Ho wcver , (lnt' thmg IS clear: Tefft 's experience was not
umque . Time and agatn on the Amencan frontIer, people .....ho chose to

h \·c among the Indians found themselves labeled "rene~ades," Invan-

.\ 1r Cdll"WJ", ;a n,un'.- or ..... .·~ t Yorkshm- ,
England , h.l' wm rcn d number oj aruclev
on lnd ran hl,tnn.· He hvcv an d teaches In

Vel mum
I ,\\"sl vsumatcs 01 :-;alTd~an~1I

' Ueni:th .II t be li me rJnRe bet ween 2,000
an d \ .000 me n Thcv wo e J'C lh.l pS the
mO'1 I"'....cri ul mbe In New England bUI

hold alreadv been reduced bv dl ~"d'< oInd
the dctecnon ul lrlhutd'" bands. which
Old" account t", the \' alUlLtln~ In e-,n­
mares " I lhen num berc Sec Rh",k lvla nd
HI' lul!ed] s.-1C 1"ty Cullu/Jon' , III (lIq ,1
h On the IrI bc 's h!'t"", dnd cul tu re sec
wrlham 5, Sim mo ns, " f'.; oIn J~oIn~lI ," In

Bruce G TIl AAl·r. ed.• Handbook: '"~ .':"rlh
Am"'/<:<ln lndnm«. Vol. X\" SOT/hed'i
iWA, hln RI" n. D.C. , 11,17"1, I~O- I'.j7 , Fur
dltl';lInR VIC """ 01 the campaign ARaln't
the NJrrJi:Jn,.·n ~ sec [)"U~IA' Edwa rd
l,;ach. FlUl I/"t.!, und To m uhuwk S t''''
EnJ{/unJ IrI Io: w J{ /'h ll lp '" WUl lNcw York ,
I",M I, chap. 7; h.IIICI_ Icnmngs. Th c lnva­
,~ l(Jn "f America tndnsns. Colomahsm ,
und Ihe Cum o f COIl</ llt".I l lC hJ pcJ f h ll ,
N ,C. , 1\17\1.102 -111 For curuerupotarv
accounts WI: A[ ;ln an d Mary Simpson,
,;ds , Vld rv ollo:jn,~ l'tnhps \Vur 1(, ~,_7(,

h,v C(J lrmd Bctnatmn Church IC hc, rr l ,
Con n., 1\17 \ 1. \l~ - 102, Narh'IIIIC[ ~iml"n .

N",'" En!11and '~ Mt"m"r. l. rd. lohn J)a\'I~ .

\th ed . IB" , w n, 111161, -I l1 - ~ 11, Increase
Mather , A Hn l'! /{I\ /"rv ul lh", \-far Willi

rhe Indian... III .VF\I·t.n!11and ILonJon.
167h l. 10,

J , T d lt ·,. name I' ccrnrnmcs grvcn a-,
Till , Tutt. III Fette l wrsh III express mv
i:umud,; to Neal Sahsburv "i Smith Col­
lege lo r drJwll1~ my ateenuon ro Tdll
Unul he dlJ "0. m ~' h..search 011 Icnq:.Id... ,
had !'ot.·cn hl<.:u"CJ pllmanh' lin Ihl: el"h·
In 'nlh Jlld mn,,;tn·nth e,;nt uIlC,

•



, In 17<,I~, at the Banlc ot Fallen T un­
hers. a }'oun~ Can.u.Jlan named Charles
Smith, who was an adopted chid a nllm~

the Shawnee and who tou ght wnh rhc In­
dian" wa, shot through the knees. fell
mtu the hand-, o j rhc Americans and W,I,
quar tered ahvc. Sec. Eo , A, Crul k,han k,
ed., Til,' Correspondence ot LIt'u/. (;()\'er·
nor tames Crave, ,SJIIKrll' .....Irh Allied
nOel/III.'nrS, 'I vols j'Toronto, 1'12, - 19111,
lll, 1.'1 - 10·

~ Evere t t \I . Sroncqurcr, The ,\farglll<J!
Ma ll A Sllldl-' III t'ersonolnv <1nd Culnue
Crm/llet! Nc w York. I 'Ihll. Introduction,
WIlha m Barrows, "The Halt -Breed lndrans
01 Nurth Amenca." Andover Revle w , XII
II ~1'\'11, I I - ,hi lames Axt ell , "The Whi te
Indians of Colomal Americ a," wilham
and Mc1 rv (juana/v, \d Svt., XXXII
11'17'11, v1- ~ s ; Alden T, Vaughan and
Darnel K. Richter. "Crossing the Cult ural
Divide : Indians and New Englanders.
1601- 176 , , " A m encan A nnq uanae So­
cre rv. l'roct'edmjl"I, XC II')ilo!, pan I ,

2l -')<I
I , For examples 0' renegades who diS'

plaved s ~ trll1l~ rdcnuttcauon. an d III
some ms tancce acrua llv foug h t. fur th e In­
drans see Rich ar d Dnnnun , Whllt' ,~ll,'ajl,e,

Tht' Cll"e of fohn Dunn Hunter [Ne w
York , 1'171 \, Edwm tamcs . cd., A Na r­
r<l ll ye of the Capnvuv and Advt'nlures uf
luhn Tanne r during thirty year,~ resrdence
among Ihe lndrans III Ihe mlerJ{)r uf
Nnrth Amenca IM lnneapohs, Mmn.
1'I6'it Thomas Bovd. Srmon e mv: The
Whil e Sllvagt'l New York, 1'1211 1; Consul
W Burterti cld, Histotv 01 th e Glflys IC m·
cm nan. 11'\ <)0 1; Reu ben G. Thw aucs. ed.,
Chr(mic/n of Borde r wariare , , by
Alexander .I;eolt withers iC mc m nJ tI,
I 'I0 ' !' I ~O-,ot,; nen Anson, The Miam I
lndums {Norm an, O kla., 1':1701, I Hi; Dan
L Tbrap p, TIll' Cmu/uesl uf Apachena
[Norman. Okla., 19711. l7'l - 2ilo

(" WIlham Bradtord, Of Plvmmuh t'lan­
tallmI, ed Harve y w rsh [Ne w York,

1':1 6 21, q o - r s v. I. Hammon d Trumbull ,
ed. !'ubllC H.eeord.~ of Ihe Cotonv of Con­
necnan, 1'1 vols. [Har tford. I~ 10- II'':IO!,
I, 7S thc rcaucr cited as l'ubhc Rec<;. of
Conti!, Massa ch usens Hrsroncal SOell'I)',
ColJeC/w/1S, ~ th Sce., VI 11 1'1.., 1. 2 1"
22 I - 22l. l otI; lames Axt ell, Th,' fUr<!'
p/'an and rhe [mlt<1n, EIs,w<; III the flh­
notustorv uf Co/villa! ,\'orlh America
INe ....- York, 1':1 1'11, 179

7 Cf. Pau l Beer" "S imo n Clrt v: hea, t
m hurn,lll lorm ," AmellC<lIllilslOry Jllu ,l'
u ateJ , lIl lDec, I\lh~\, 1O-2~; N od L
Loomi S, " lntrnduC\lflll ," III lam es , cd.,
Narr<lIJ'ie of Ihe Cuplll'ltV <lnd Adven­
tures vllolln TUIlIJer, Dnnn on , While
Sal'<1gt', Illtr odul't w n Jnd pllHlm,

~ la llles N Arnold, " l(l~hu" Tdlt ," ,".'ar·
ra~amert 1I1,~lOflCi11 H.egister, III I I sS..I,
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ably they incurred th e hatred and con te m pt 01then white count rym en,
occasionally they suffer ed a tate sim ilar to Tefft 's ,'

The mccnng oi Indian and wh ite cul tu res in North Ameri ca pro ­
duced man y " ma rginal" people wh o belonged to bot h soc iet ies and yet
to neither. Frontiersmen and tur traders operating in th e wilderness
often lived more like Indians than like white men , Whit es who to ok
Indian wives found themselves os t rac ize d from "civilized" soc iety ,
Their rnix ed -hlood children lived in a kind uf cu lt ural no -man 's land or,
more ofte n, grew up 10 Ind ian soc iet ies wh ere th ey we re accorded a tol ­
eration den ied them by whncs. White capt ives som cnrncs refu sed to

return from th e Indi an coun try, ei t her becau se they had dev eloped at­
tachments and produced farruli cs am on g the Indians, or because th ey
feared th e st igm a to whi ch their cxpcriccc would expose them onc e
they returned 10 white soc iety.' A few of the se "w hite Ind ians" ca me en
identify so closely with th eir ado pte d Indian fam ili es and fricnd-, that
they fought alongside, or at least aided, them in their war s against in­
vadi ng whit e men . Joshua Tefft wa s one of the first of these renegades

but he was by no means the last. '
The evidence whi ch su rvives about individual ren egades is both trag­

rncntary and questionab le. Reports about th em tend to offer a fleeting
glimpse rather than a composite picture, and ren egades th emselves left
few or no records. Those people who did put pen to paper wer e mvan­
ably hostile . From th e beginning, English coloni zer s regarded th e In ­
dian and h is wilderness as a threat to th e kind of civihzut ion they were
st riving to create in the New World ; and Englishmen who mingled
with th e " savages" in curred the di stast e of their neighbors and th e di s­

tr us t of th e authorities. In I 621l , Thomas Morton 's sett leme n t at Merry
Mount was suppressed and Morton himself sh ipped back to England on
charges of consorting with and sellmg guns 10 th e local Ind ians. In
If'q,2 , the General Court of Connecti cut im posed fines, imprisonment
and whipping as penalties for anyone caugh t living with the Indians, ln
English eyes, those people who ran away to loin th e Ind ians WCr(' trai­
tors to their king, th eir ch urc h, their country, ami t ~cir race: Those
w riters who paid auennon to these outcasts produced diatri bes rather
than obiecuve assessments, and the historica l image ot charac te rs like
Joshua Tefft , Simon Cirtv, and fohn Tanner is one bla cken ed by legend
and the hatred of their contemporari es. At this distance in time we
may not be able to reconstruct the tru e life -st ori es of thsc ind ividual s,

but we can, at least, recognize the pre judices of those who helped to

create th e stereotype of the cruel and heartless renegade, '
Tcfft seems to have been a nanvc {It Providence or Pettaquamscut

and first appears, doing military sl:rvice, ahuut 1M 2,' What motivated
him to ahandon his count rymen and lOI n the Indians is unclear. One

version maintains that he turned Indian followmg some disa~reement

with his ne ighbo rs; anothl:r, that he deserted th e colonial army in re­
sentment after havmg receivcd "a deserved Punishment " for some mi S'
demeanor. "One thing is ce rta m: when Tefft left hiSown people for the
Indians he went , not to th e Narragansetts am(ln~ whom he was even-
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tually cap tu red, hu t to the w arnpanoags. the tribe of Mct acom (Km g
Phil ipl. In tact , he married a wampanoag woman. She mayor mav nol
have hccn the cause of lus apostacy, hut , so long as he rcm am cd mar ­
ned to her , lus co urse was set : whi te society had no place for " squaw
men" or for fam ilies of mixed blond. For the next fou rteen ye.Hs he
lived among or near rhe warnpanoag Indians. Only at the end 01 th»,
time, as a resu lt of crrcumsranccs created by Kmg Phihp 's War, did
Tett t 10m the Nanagansens.'

Later rumor and legend sa rd that Tefft actually killed hrs ow-n mother
and father. Thrs seemed a fiumg cnme for a renegade devoid III human­
rty, hut there IS no evidence to support the story. How ever, a letter lrom

Captain fames Oliver, descnbmg Tefft after his capture , ends ....-nh the
enigmatic statement: "A sad wre tch , he never heard a sermon but once
these touneen yea rs . HIS fathe r, gOing to recall him losr hIS head and
hes unbuned.?'' Tradition holds that Tefft's father , disgusted by
Joshua 's abandonment ot "crvrhzcd" ways and lus marrtage ItJ a " "3 \'­

age," excluded h im from his will. wnnng a century ago, lames N
Arnold challe nged thiS tradit ion and suggested that the father died he­
lore Josh ua turned Indi an and therefore cou ld not have punished his
son for a crime nOI yet commit ted . Douglas E. Leach , however, finds
conv mcmg evidence that in the fathe r 's will, dated Novembe r 10,
I n 7 ~ , Joshua was cut uif with only a shrllmg, whrlc hrs bnuhcrm-law
was bequea thed the lather's house. - Clearly, Tetn 's preference tor the
Ind ian way 01 hfe and tor his adopted Indi an family was rhe cause 01

much dlstrt.:s" ttl lus natura l farruly , who had to bear rhc pain of n-ice­
tion and live w ith the fact tha t their neighbors cons ide red rhci r son ttl

'I wuham Hubbard Tht' P,n/'nl StUI<'
I/r l\'t' w f:nxl.m J [London, ]/'n!. \ 9.
C h.lrll:" H Lm",,,ln. cd .....atranves 0/ th,·
IIIJr,m W Uf' 11>-'-1 - /6'11}. Ou,(mal Sdr·
I,HIVI:" " I Earlv Amcncan HI..rorv ,l'\CI<o
YOlk , 1'>Il l l, 1>7

10. G,'o rR" \1.1d",('O Bodue. Soldrcr-; In

"lOX rhlllp'~ l\ u r, , ...I ,-d , R"" lOn. lyOI>1
1' 1 . Arn" ld , 'I ,,~hu.l T CIlI. ".'au H I ' I
R..x . 1II11 ~ s JI II>J Edaar .\ 1.1 \"hc l<o· Bacon

c1.1 lm" l h.l1 Tcttt tled 110m "1..'".Khu'' ·II'''
atn-r , um m Hl ml/: .1 r nmc and took rct ugc
wu h r hc Sdrl.llo:.lO....· l h ' <'I: Bacon x ar
I UXUO H' 1I 8'11' It I HIlton, and ROmUnlK

A\« ....·lutI"n' l l'\cw YOlk , 19OJ' 1', 1

II ATm,ld ru,h u.l TdH. .\'urr 1/nt
Rex. 1II ( 1 ~ ~ -1 I I> I Thuma' H ur chmson
dllllhuted rhr-, letter III \ \.II"f \\"1111,,10
Bradtmd I""n or rhe Plvmo uth >:OHTnnr

...h" w" " wounded In rbe right bu t t he

.Iulh", w""O hver Br.lJtold dId ...·l1fe d

kiln rn which he rcterr...d 10 TdlL bUI he
did not me nuon the ren egade bv na me
Thomas H Uf <.:hm'>lm . Ttie iIISUI/\,' 01 th ..
Co/unv and rmvrnc.. 01 \I <J ' ., ach u I..tl>
Huv. ed. l S ,\ 1J \·o. , vol .. tCoI rn hn J R",
Mol'" 1'1\ 61 I z vvn. c t. godge. .\a/J/en
m I<mx "hI11p', I\'u r , P \- P'i Brdd'''ld '..
kiln I" In \-1ullon Xew England's .\1e­
m,mul. Jl-l- -I\;; TdltW.lSO"lthe nnl \'
rl:ol:l:.IJ" In "'-' wronarullv ..uspccrcd 01
murder. \ el: Idm"" eJ X <lU<lrl ve· 01 th .·
C<ll'rJI"IH'lJnJ Ad\'enrure ~ 01 lohn T<lnner.
\1\' X\"I

I I , Arnold, "Iochua Fette." Narr Htct
RI:X 1II 111'1 1ol -l \, 1I>1ol . LC;Jc h , f lm/Jodi. ,m,}
Tnmah awk, 1\11

A mnctccmb-centurv
chromo!J1 }wxwph of King Philip

(Mclacom), cbiet sochem of tbe
Wat1lpanflllX tmiions. Gift of

phIlip Simonds. Cpu Tle.'il,-' of

Rhode Island Historical Society

ls brorv (RH i XI 491 'iI .
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The attack on the Great Swam p
fort . Engraving from lacon
Abbott , History of Km~ Phi lip
( 1901 J. Ccurresy of Rhode Island
Historical Societ.~· Librarv
(RHI x J .J92 1).

11- A tonher Bnet and True ,,,,'aUllflOn

01 the { "t'ar .\w<Jmp F1Xh f In rht' .\'a r­
tagun se tt evunln', Dcn'mbet /9. t6~1

IJon..: ruhll fo 7l'i j Pmvrdcnce, 1'11 11, np
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THE ENICMA OF JOSIlUA TEFFT

be a degenera te outcast , Attitudes against Tefft obviously hardened
when war broke OUt with the warnpanoags in 167\ .

With the bexmmng of King Philip 's War, the wampanoags sent their
•w omen, child ren , and wounded ttl take refuge with the Narragansens
who were still at peace. There was lill ie love lost between the t ....-o
tribes, but nat ive custom demanded that, in time of war , the Narragan .
sens should prov ide asylum lor the non -comba tants of a neighbormg
tri be, if reques ted. Untonuna tcly, the Na rragansens had earlier made
cc nfhcu ng commitments to the English , undertaking to deliver up any
host ile wa rriors who fell mto rhcu hands . A number of wampanoag

heads were brough t In to the colonial authorities but , on the whole, the
Narra ganseu s refused to hand ove r those who sought refuge with
them . part icularl y since- ttl do su would have condemned the Warn­

panoeg women and child ren to he so ld in to slavery.': The Narraga nseu
st and does credit to th eir humanit y bu t it brough t Puritan retribut ion
down on their heads. The Comrmsstoncrs of th e United Colonies,

meet ing in Boston in Novem ber 1" 7\ , de te rmined that an army of
[ ,000 soldiers shoul d be raised and scm into the Namiga nseu country
to punish the tribe: "For .1S much ;1S the Na rragansen Indians are
deeply necessary in the present ou trages of the barbarous natives that

arc In open hostili ty with the English , this appeanng hy their harboring
the actors thereof,-relievin~ and succounng thei r wo men and ch il­
dre n an d wounded men, and dc tammg them 10 their custody, notwrth­
sta nding the covenant made by their Sachems to delive r them to the
English ." For the second time III less than fon y years , the Narragan­
se tts were about to be embroiled against their better Judgment III a ....-ar
not of their making."

Acco rding to Arnold, Tefft went to the Na rragansens as a member of
an embassy sent by K IO~ Philip 10 ur~e um red acnon agamsr the En­
glish. It is more hkely that TelTt went as .1 non-combatant . When racial
war erupted on the frontier, so-called renegades often tried to avoid
having to fight against their own people, and It made sense tor Tefft to
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abstain from the conthct by accumpanymg th e wampanoag women
and ch ildren to a supposed refuge among the Narragansetts. This Nar-
ragansen contingent wen t to seek a haven from ar, not to incite tur-
ther bloodshed." The Narraganscns, however, ere un wIlling to ac-
cept an English renegade at face value, particu larly one who came to
the m fro m the w arnpanoag, and they ap parently put Tefft '5 aposracv to

the test by requi ring him to kill a wh ite man ..... ho had wro nged a r ncm ­

bcr of th e tribe , Tefft seems to have carried out the dee d and brought in
the victim 's scalp as proof. At any rate, the Na rraga nsens ' suspicions
we re allayed to the extent tha t Tett t was allowed to remain among

them ."
The mam Narragansett Village was located in the area of present -day

South Kingstown and the inhabitants relied for their sdfety upon the
protection afforded by a large swamp, However, th ey also erected pal ­
rsades and other defens ive structures around then wigwams , the at­
tacking so ldiers desc ribed the vi llage as a fortress. The fortifica tions
we re we ll-p lanned and effectively cons t ructed, and th e colonists as­
sumed th at Tefft was respon sible for bu ildi ng the m, or at least tor over­
see ing th eir co ns t ruc t ion. In fact , th e fortress probably was buil t hy an
Indi an blacksmi t h, kn own to th e Engli sh as "Stone-Wall John ," poss i­
bly with Tefft 's help. Tha t Teff t contributed in some capacity is cc r­
tam : he him self admitted to havmg worked on the for ti fications , albeit
unde r threat of death from the Indians ."

When the Engli sh attack came, the Na rraganserr's protection failed
them, just as th eir neutrality had tail ed to keep them out of the war . An
Indian capuve guided Winslow 's army through the swamp, which , hav ­
mg frozen ove r rn the severe co ld, allowed the English troops to ad ­
vance across it withou t Imped imen t. In the hea t of the battle, the En­

glish pu t the Indi an wigwams to the to rch , tu rn ing th e fortified Village
into a death trap , will iam H ubbard , the Purit an hi s to rian, late r rc­
curded that "o ur Soldie rs came upon th em when th ey were read y to

dre ss their Dinn er. nut our sudden and unexpected ass au lt pUI rhcm
besides that work. mak ing th eir Cookroo ms too hot fur the m at tha t

t im e, whe n they and th eir Muchen fryed toge ther." " Betwee n 700 and
1000 Ind ians, of whom the m aicntv .....ere women and childre n, per­
ished in the conflagration . Suffc rmg dreadfu lly frnm cold and hunger,
the survivors fled to King Phihp for sustenance and revenge, The colo­
mal army re trea ted through the night to Wic kford, dragging then
wo unded wi th them. T he destruc tion of the vi llage had depri ved the
so ld iers of any shel te r, bu t th eir decis ion to ..... uhdra..... was prom pte d by
th e prospect of strong Indian reinfor cements arrivi ng on th e sce ne, " to

w hom if God had so pleased , .....c had bee n bu t a morsel, after so much
di sablemcn t." I"

Tefft was ce rta inly present in th e N arragansett village during the
Great Swa m p Figh t. The exac t nature of his invo lve me n t an d part lcipa­
u on in the co nfl ict is less ce rta in , since our only in form ation co mes
from sta temen ts made abou t him after his capt ure, almost a month
lat er . It is possible that the Narragansens forced Teff t to take up arms
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aga inst the English : III th e hfc an d death struggle that developed, lus

non-combatant status was a lu xu ry that the Ind ians could neither af­

ford nor tolera te . Once the attack sta rted, however, Tefft would haw

needed little pro mpting: he cou ld expect no mercy If captured by lus

former countrymen and was fighn ng for his life as surely as it he had

been a full-blood Na rraganse n wa mor. " Tefft himself denied having

participated in the ti~ht ing and mamramed that he was there under du­

ress. Nevertheless, the weight 01 the evide nce suggests that he es­

poused the arragan-ctr cause from th e sta rt and that he took a willm~

and active pa rt in the defense 01 rhc Indian village . According to a re­

port made by Indian spte.. sent (JUt by Massachusetts the followmg

month, the Narragansens said that Tern " did them good scrvt ce e, krld

&. wounded ) or n English . III that fight ." Another accoun t credits hun

with keepmg up a steady ..trcarn ot gunfire dunng the engagement and

holds him responsible lor wounding Ca pt. un Seeley nt the colonial
army."

Reahcmg that the battle wa.. los t , Tctf t and the surviving warrior s

w ithdrew to fi~ht another day The tate ot Terft '.. Indian wife IS un ­

known . Some sIx ty wampanoaa, died m th e fighr and, if she was in the

Narragansett stronghold at thlo ti me ot rhe anack. n IS possible tha t ..he

was one 01 the vrcums. Ii "0, her death would have completed Tern's

a lie nation lrom the people ot Iu s bmh. While renegades on sub..equcnt

fronne rs we re trcqucndv denounced a-, surpassing the India ns m

crue lty and ferocit y. So me may have drsplavcd a k md oi conversum

ze al in fi~hti n~ axam..t their uwn kind. more often they were driven to

an In tense ha tred ot the wh ite race by the atrocmcs they saw perpe ­

[fa ted aga ins t their India n friends and relauves. Tefft 's wife may have

escaped the m assacre, but It wou ld have bee n u nusual If Tettt had IHlI
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been revolted by the Purita n soldiers ' butchery of the lndrans who had
granted refuge to the wampanoag women and children."

The most com plete account of Tefft 's part in the hattie was given hy

Tefft himself aft er hi s capture. Thi s testimony otfer s a far more sympa ­
th eti c picture of th e ren egade than that left by his enemies, hut it can­
not be taken as an accurate record . A number of his state ment s appear
to be untrue, and hi s capto rs certa inly di smissed most of what he said
as a desperate at tempt to save his own skin. Tefft was capture d near
Prov idence when Captain Fenner and a pany of fifteen or sixteen men
enc o unt ered a group of Indians stea ling cat tle. Among the group was
Tefft , dressed like an Indi an warrior. Th e renegade was wounded and
seized before he had chance to discharge his musket , which was fully
loaded. That night . Fenne r and other office rs interrogated th e prisoner,
and Roger Williams of Providence was ca lled upo n to take down a rec­
ord of Tefft 's examination and confession . Wil liams the n sent a report
to Governor John Levere tt a t Bost on " 10 present you wah an extrac t of
the pith &. substance of all he an sw ered to us. " "

Tefft said that he had been w ith the Narragansens abou t twenty­
seven days . He claimed he had been abduc te d irom his farm a mile and
a half from Peu aq uamscut by a Narragansett raiding party who kill ed
his cattle and th reate ned him with death . His life was spared on condi­
t ion that he become a slave of one of th e Narragansett sachems. The
Narraganse us took him 10 their stronghold and put h im to work , When
the English attack came, Tefft "wayted on his master th e Sachi r n
there" un til the Indian was wounded. Tefft denied that he himself bore
arms in the fight. After the soldiers withdrew from the village, some
Narruganse u s n.. turn ed to count their losses and salvage any food and
supplies that had esca ped the fire . He said they found nine ty-seven
dead and fonv-eighr wounded Ind ians, bes ides those who had been
shot or burned to death in the wigwams, and half a dozen English
bodies. The Indians were almost com pletely nut of powder at this
point , w hich explained why they had allowed the enemy to march
back 10 Wickford unmolested. This situat ion was no w changed. how ­
eve r, for Mctaco m had sent word th at the French had promised to sup­
ply the Ind ians with a ll the am m uniti on and powder they nee ded in th e
wa r, and had sen t the first ship ment (along wi th a brass gun and han d­
cleer for Me tacum hi mself, who was now at his headqua rte rs nea r
Ouaboagj . Tefft reponed tha t the Narragansett sachems were in a
swamp about ten miles no rthwest of Wickford. He said tha t on ly
Cano nicus (called Pessacus by th e English) was in favor of peace ;

Cano ncher [als o kn own as Mianton om il an d the younger sach ems were
resolv ed to contin ue the figh t . Indeed, Canonchet and the maj ori ty of

th e Nar ruganscr ts had al ready left for a ren dezvou s with Metacom . T hey
began the evacuation on January I I , leaving some 400 warr iors behind
to prot ect their rea r, whi le ano ther sma ll group was to d rive off catt le."

In add it ion, Tefft offered in formation t hat the Mohegan and Pequot
wa rriors who marched wi th the colonial army as allies had pro ved false
in the battle, par leying with th e Na rragansens at the beginning of the
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ac tion and delibera tely shooting high during the figh t." Mor eover . he
im plicated Nuugrct . sac he m of the Eas te rn Nianncs. Thi s tr ibe had
close cu lt ura l and po liti cal connccuons with the Narraganscns. but
Ninigret cons iste n t ly worked to prese rve his people's autonomy hy
keeping th em neutral In rhe war. Accord ing to Tefft however, Ni an t ic
warrio rs fuug h t against the Eng lish In the fort and Ni r ngrer sent ma ts
and other provis io ns to help the Na rraganscns after the bat tle. Tefft 's
infor mation conthcred wit h NinL~re t 's professions of friendship tor the
English and, not surpnsmg lv, it W.1S not dec ided that an army shou ld be
sent to Nimgrer's village " to sec If he be sueh a Inend as he pre tends."
T he record s m ake no ment ion of torture being employed to extract th i-,
informanon from Tettt and It was pOSSIbly not needed. Tefft was fully
aware o f wha t h rs fat e was likely to be, and his charges against the Pe­
qUOt, Mohegan, and Niunnc we re probably no more than a lasr-duch
effor t to curry favor with hrs captors by volunteering valuable informa­

tum. James Arno ld. attcmprmg to set th e record st raight wnh regard to
Teff t , appa rently found the " betr ayal" 01 Nimgrer difficult to rusnty.
Instead. he decla red ' " It is a well -esrabhshcd lnstoncal tact that
N inecraft was a coward and a traitor. and that the lit tle tribe over which
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he was sachem was saved t hrough their cowardice and perfidy," which
does no ehmg to exonerate Tefft and does li ttle cred it to Nimgrer's d iplo­
mat ic efforts on beha lf of his people.M

Tefft 's predicame nt was ho peless. Kr ng Philip 's W;ll was the CIl!'o d ies t
Ind ian confl ict in New England 's history and the colo nists we re on

their knees by the winte r of 167 'i - 1"7". The colonial army wa!'o st ill
smarung from the heavy casualties mcu rred in the Grea t Swamp FI~t

and the commanders we re In no mood to show mercy to a white rene­
gade caught running with the Indians . Withm four days of hIS capture,
Teff t had been tried, sentenced to death, and executed, his head stuck
upon a gatepmt In the o rne-honored me thod of proclaiming the fate
that awaued all trait ors. Hubbard, 10 his history of the war, otfere d a
fina l com me nt on th e unfortunate Tefft : "As to his Religion he was
found as ignoran t as an Heathen, which no doub t caused th e fewer
tears to he shed at his Fun eral . standers by bei ng un willi ng to lavrsh
pity upon lurn that had divest ed himself of Natu re 1t ...elt. as well a... Rc­
hgron , In a umc when so much pity wa ... needed elsewhere, and norhmg
lett bcsrdes wberew uh to relieve the sufferers ." " In the midst 01 a
bloody and bru ta l war. men had lit t le time or IOdination to concern
themselves With one who had turned against his own people and for­
sakcn his God. It was left for lat er historians to speculate as to whe the r
Tefft wa s as black ;1 rogue as he was paint ed by contem poraries or
whether he was a victi m of ci rcu mstance. "

Wounded and powerless 111 the hands of his forme r countrymen, vol­
unteenng mformauon in J. fu tile attempt to save his life, Tefft presents
a wretched and tr agic H~UH· . He personifies the wider tr agedy 01 people
caught In a bnter racial wa r that allowed lor no neutrals. For " m ixed
blood s" and " lndramzed" w hi re people. Indian society offered the only
possible refuge from the intolerance of th e ..... hi re man 's world . Un for­
tunat ely. th e advance ol whue "c ivrlizauon" across No rth Am erica en­
sured that there was no h id ing place for th ese person s. Soon er or later
th ey ha d ttl take sides. Their dil emma was wh ether to figh t alongs ide
the Indians who accepted th em but were doo med to defea t, o r to side
wit h a victorious whue society tha t regarded them w irh susptcton and
loathing. For one reason or another. loshua Tefft found hi mself identi­
fying with the wampanoags and figh ting with the Na naganscns and he
sha red 10 th e tragedy of those peoples at the hands of thei r Pu ritan
conquerors."
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