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The Early Years of the Rhode Island

Birth Control League

Christine E. Nicoll and Robert G. Wcisbord

The often-to ld sto ry of the birth control movem ent in America is one
of the great legal wars between demon s and heroes. Time and agam,
Margaret Sanger. th e movement 's founder, has been forced to do battle
with the ghost of Anthony Comstock and the legacy he left in law. In
n~73 , Congress had passed a law that prohibited the mailing of " lewd
and obscene" ma terial s. Comstoc k, the law's sponsor, tacked on a last ­

minute rider which mad e the mailing of birt h contro l information il­
legal, punish able by stiff jail terms. Comstock, sec reta ry of th e New
York Society for th e Suppress ion of Vice, was appointed special agent of
the post office, and carried on a personal war against members of the
medica l profession who attempted to ad vise women on birth control.
When Co mstock su spec ted a physician of providing such advice, he
often reso rted to entrapment. A desperate letter from 3 woman see king
informa tion would be sent to the doctor's office. If the doctor responded
in writing with advice on birth control, Comstock would prosecute.I

Thousa nds of pages are devoted to Sanger and what she termed "m y
right for birth control," and even those who have taken a jaundiced
view of her contri butio ns have dwelt heavily on her role in th e move­
ment. She becomes a ltern ately mart yr and devi l within the heroic
model, but th e sto ry ends happ ily with Comstock defeated and the na­
tional birth control movem ent murnphant .' New York, Massachusetts,
and Connec ticut are th e battlegrounds-microcosms of a national
movement. Most studies assume that the success of th e entire move­
ment depended un the outcome of batt les Sanger and others waged
within th ese " representative" states . The result has been a view of th e
national movement that focuses on the federal Comstock law, the
states tha t legislated their own versions of th at law, and the united and
powerful Catholic oppos ition to legal change. Yet only twenty-four
states had an ything resem bling Comstock laws and only a handful ac­
tually banned th e disseminat ion of birth control information , More­
over, although th e last of the Coms toc k laws were not overturned until
the late 1960 S, most were ineffective, as birth con trol advocates dis cov­
ered as long ago as th e early 19 205 . '

When th e courts ruled on th ese cases, they look ed to th e practices of
states lik e Rhode Island ." Unlike birth control opponents in th e " repre­
senta tive" states, th ose in Rhode Island never had 3 Com stock-type law
to support th eir position. Yet historians seeking to und erst and the dy-
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Birth con trol ad vocate
Margaret Sanger leaving a
New York Ca y courtroom
during her trial in 19/6
iollowmg a raid on a
Brooklyn. NY. clinic. Sanger
was con victed and served a JO

day iail sent ence. Photograph
courtesy of the Sophia Sm i th
Collection. Sm ith College.
Northampton. Mass.
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namics of thi s social reform have overlooked these sta tes in favor of
those th at possessed laws forb iddi ng th e d isse mi na t ion of birth co nt ro l

informa tion . Rhode Isla nd 's birth conHa l moveme nt is es pecially int er ­
esting because it succeeded against the wishes of the Catholic church
in a state that was the home to a highe r perce ntage of Catholics th an

any other in the nation . In 19' I, the Rhode Island Binh Con trol League

(RlBCLI, formed to educate the public about co nt raception, opened and
opera ted the first birth control cli n ic in Ncw England . The public's reo

sponse far exceeded th e league 's expectations; clinic hours had to he
ex tended to accommodate the steady stream of patients. By 1937 , the

RIBCl also maintained chrucs in Newport and the village of Shannock

in Wash ington County. The story of the RIBCl's early years provides an

important example of the movement 's success III a s tate without a

Comstock-type law on the books . It achieved this success with only

minimal public controversy and without a charisma t ic leader like

Margaret Sanger.
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Margaret Sanger was a visiting nur se in New York Ci ty in th e early
1900s whe re she saw firsthand the resu lts of wides pread igno rance of
birth control. The on ly sure method unde rstood by the women whom
Sanger tr eated was abortion at the hands of quacks. Sanger herself was
the mother of three children, and , as he r biographe rs point out, she
had suffered in childbearing. Furthermore, as a singularly ambi tious
woman, Sanger felt constr ained by and at times resen ted her own reo
sponsibrlines as mother.' As the wife of Will iam Sanger, an anarchist
and member of the Socialist party, she became active in radical causes;
anarchist Emma Goldman and the notorious "Wobbly" Big Bill Hay­
wood were among her mends. The influence of her new radical associ ·
ates, and her own experiences as a nurse, led Sanger to develop her
ideas about the right s of women and the need for readily available infor­
mation on birth COntrol. She first learned of Anthony Comstock and
th e law to which he lent his name in 1911 , when she attempted to pub­
Iish arn cles concemmg venereal disease. The post office notified he r
that such articles were 10 vio lation of the law and would be suppressed .

The story of the early years of the birth control movement and of the
Ame rican Birth Control League (ABCll, which Sanger founded in 1921 ,

cent ers around th e batt les waged against Comstoc k's legislati ve legacy.
Sanger 's medical experience, combined with her knowledge of th e uses
of publici ty [learned from her earlier radical association ] assu red her
not only of center stage but also kept the issue of birt h control before
the public. Her greatest contribution to the move ment lay in her ahi li ty
to usc the press til dnvc home the message th at her prosecu tion under
the Comstock laws was reall y the persecution of a hel pless and high­
mi nded woman . Man y women flocked to th e cause throughout the
19 205, and, Wi th the ABCL ass istance, the y carried on simila r battles
agains t th e federa l and sta te laws.

Proponents of the Comstoc k law also understood the uses of pub­
licit y. T hey portrayed th e birt h control movement as a threat to mar­
riage, fam ily, and publi c morality. Despite Sanger 's estrangement from
her hu sband and his radical associates, her early causes and friends
were offered as proof th at the move ment was subversive to the national
inte res t. Her second marriage , to J. Noa h Slee . a wealt hy philanthro pist,
brough t Sanger into a rich and respectable circle of people whom she
cult ivated for su pport. Undo ubtedly, she converted man}' to th e ca use,
but her associa tion wit h the movement she he lped to sta rt was always a
mi xed blessing. Many physic ians and mem bers of the m iddle class,
who might have agreed in princ iple wi th birt h control advocates, were
wary of running afou l of Comstock- type reformers and possibly even
more wary of assocratmg with " radicals." But the climate of opi nio n,
publi c and medical, was changing.

In 19 10, a federal court dealt the Comstock proponents a serious set ­
back when it ruled that birth con trol information and devices could be
sent through th e mails for the "prevent ion of disease.:" Though the
court 'S deCISIOn did not Interfere wi th state anucontracepnve laws. it

S Lawrence Leder and Milton Mein er,
MQIKQr~1 Sanger: PJOnf'f'r 01 Birth Contro l
INew York, 19691.17-18, Gray, Margaret
SanKer. l} - )6.

6. Kenn edy, Bmh Cont rol in Amenca.
111 .
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did have serious implications . While leaving the anticontrace ptive pro­

visions of the federallaw on the books, the court's decision nonetheless
deprived ma ny of those provisions of the ir teeth. As a result , disse mi ­
nation of birth control information increased and ma ny in the medical
profession began to take an interest. Because of her earlie r associa tions,
Sange r had an un savory repu tation, which, David Kennedy claims, de ­
te rred doctors and ot her professiona ls from joining the ABel. ' Accord­
ing to David Kennedy, th e medical profession had an aversion to the
"quackery" of birt h control and increasi ngly tried to exert control over
the dangerous devices on the market . Many doctors associated Sanger
wi th quacke ry, and her removal from the ABCl in 1918 facili ta ted th e

part icipati on of physicians in the move ment. By 193 I , the organ ization
had expunged the radical tain t associated wi th her name, an d it ac­

tive ly sough t th e support of doctors.
Whil e Sanger took her figh t against Comsrockery to Washi ngto n and

in reality lost effective power over the movement, local groups were
comi ng to sec the irrelevance of legal controversies and quie tly were

opening clinics . Bythe end of the I910S, no sta tes had alte red their laws.
There were no attempts to alter the federal legis lat ion , and throughout
th e 1930S suc h efforts failed. At the same time, th e nu mbe r of birth
control cli nics climbed stead ily. In 1930, there were fifty-five clinics in
twelve states , by 19]1 , the nu mber had jumped to eighty-two in eigh­
tee n states. Thereafter, new cli nics opened at a fast pace , despite the
defea ts of local and nationa l bi rth control legislation and several years

of imp asse over sta te Comstock laws.
It was against this back grou nd that New England 's firs t birt h cont rol

cl inic was establis hed on Main Stree t in Provide nce in July of 19 3 1.

The RIBCL, comp ris ing a group of prom inent ci tizens, had been orga­
nized in May and subsequent ly was inco rpora ted unde r the laws of the
state . As se t forth in its bylaw s, the league's objectives were to educa te
th e public about the medical, social, econom ic, eugen ic, and ethical
importance of birth control; to provide services for birth control pre­
scriptions and tr eatmen t; and to coopera te wit h the ABCL. Contracep ­
ti ve advice would be given only to married women who were referred
by a hospital , private physician , recognized soc ial agency, or another
cl inic." Wh ether the ABCl too k the ini tia tive in the formation of a
local group or was contacted first by local sup porters is unclea r.

The RIBCL members, like those of si milar leagues in ot her states,
were overwhel mingly upper mi ddle-cla ss professionals. Doctors an d
academicians formed the backbon e of the grou p, although busi ness­
men and soc ia l service workers in Providen ce were well represented.
Unlike th eir predecessors in the early years of birth control agitation,
RJBCl members did not risk th eir repu ta tions by joining the move­
ment; th ey were not labeled radicals. Amo ng the leaders of the RIBCL

were several Protestant minist ers and physicians. Six doctors ran the
clinic with th e aid of a soc ia l worker and a tra ined nurse. The "honor­
ary com mittee of supporters," members of the league, incl uded th e
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president, a dean, and several professors from Brown Univers ity, thirty­
one doc tors, the owner of the Providence loumal, a rabbi , and three
Protes tant minis te rs. The league also att racted businessmen who saw
contrace ptives as a way to contro l the supply of labor and keep down
taxes and welfare costs during the Depression.tlf social position alon e
would have guaranteed succe ss, the reforms sought by birth cont rol ad­
vocate s would have been accomplished by 1930.

Both the national birth control movement and it s Rhode Island sub­
sidiary were impelled by a curious combina tio n of mot ives-mainly
humanitarian, but somet imes el it ist. Reproduct ive freedom Ii.e th e
right of a woman to have the nu mbe r of children she wanted when and
if she wanted them I was the principal goal of Sange r and her allies. For
decades knowkedge of efficient co ntr aception was the mo nopoly of
those who could afford private medical care. Poor people were not
allowed to share the secret. It was agains t this gross mequir y tha t
Sanger, a proto-fcrmrust, and man y of her Rhode Island counterparts
waged th eir crusa de.

At the same time, eugenic, cla ss, and nativist considerations un ­
doubtedly informed th e thinking of some birth control advocates in
Providence and elsew here. Birth rat es among white Anglo-Saxon Prot ­
estants were lower than among th e "hordes" of im poveri shed recent
immigrants from southe rn and eas te rn Europe. If th e fecund "un­
washed" alien popu latio n embraced birt h contro l, a m ultiplicit y of
problems that afflicted urban slu ms co uld be mitiga ted and th e tradi­
tional character of America preserved. Birth control was part of th e pro­
cess of Ame ricanization."

For many years conservative Prot estants had been in the forefro nt of
opposi tion to birth con uol in th e Unite d Sta tes. Several Prot est ant de­
nominat ion s, along with the Catholic church and some Orthodox Jews,
looked askan ce at contracept ion. By 1931, however, much of thi s sec­
tarian hos tilit y was in decl ine. A conference of th e Methodist church,
a special commission of th e Presbyteri an General Assembly, and th e
Ame rican Uni taria n Assoc iat ion all sanctioned birth contro l, as did
a Committee on Marriage and th e Home of th e Federal Counci l of
Churches in Christ in America, which represent ed more than twenty
million Prot est ant s. The Central Conference of American Rabbis also
endorsed birth control, but the movement's grea tes t interna tional tr i­
umph came when the Bishops of the Church of England decided to su p­
port cont racept ion."

By 1931, th e most formidable foe of birt h contro l internationally, na­
tionally, and certainly within Rhode Island was the Roman Catholic
church. Barely six months before the birth control clinic was found ed
in Providence, Pope Pius XI published the church 's stro ngest denuncia­
tion of contrace ption since th e sixteenth century, his encyc lical on
marriage, Casu conn ubi. Issu ed partly in response to th e new liberal ­
rzcd sta tement on birth contro l made by th e Anglican church, th e papal
docume nt also was intended to " tu rn sheep from poisoned pastures,"

II I
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that is, to protect th e Catholic faithful from the danger of depraved mo­
rality. Sexual intercourse was des tined by nature primarily for th e be­
getting of children , the pontiff argued. Those who deliberately frus­
trated that purpose sinned again st nature. They com mitted a shameful
and intrinsicall y vicious deed. The encyclica l served as the basis of th e
diocesan response to th e opening of th e Providence clinic."

When the RIBCL was formed in 1931, ABel members held a confer­
ence m Providence which received wid e coverage in the local pre ss. The
keynote speaker, Dr. C. C. Littl e, took the opportunity to discuss the
Catholic church and birt h contro l, arguing that the Pope's latest en­
cyclical was so absurd as to be th e catalyst th at woul d draw American
Catho lics and Protestant s together. Sexuall y isolated priest s, he con­
tended, were in no posit ion to give counsel on such matters. His mes­
sage was clea r: Rhode Islanders had th e cho ice of list ening to mi s­
informed priest s or the "expen sv-c-the doctors who formed th e
membership of th e RIBCL.U
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The Diocese of Providence was not cowed by social elites promot ing
what was, to the church, one of the greatest social evils .I ' Bishop James
Hickey, head of the diocese, understood the problems the church faced,
and he did not min ce words. Because of dissension within Protestant
ranks, onl y the Catholic church could wage effective war against birth
control.

Non -Cathol ic opposition to contraception merits respect and en­
dorsement. But that it cannot, in the long run, prevail against the
birth contro l prevent ion movement is a fact that no one appreci­
ates more thoroughly than the advocat es of contraception. Hence
the inevitable attack upon the Catho lic Church, one phase of
which was witnessed in Providence th is week."

Bishop Hickey pointed out that the members of the ABCl were det er­
mined to use the church as a foil, as Margaret Sanger had done for
years. He declared that the church was prepared to resist all "attacks
upon Chri stian marriage to the limit of her power and influence.':" The
question remains as to why, in a state in which the majority of citizens
were Catholics and in which there had been a declaration of resistance
by the church hierarchy, so little overt opposition was voiced when the
birth control clini c opened.

Rhode Island had no anttcontracepu ve law.This fact may actually ex­
plain the clinic 's success, but it by no means explains the lack of con­
troversy or the reactions of the Catho lic church and representatives of
government . Moreover, the Providence diocese was directly responsible
to the Archdiocese of Boston, which vigorously opposed birth control
in Massachusetts. Similar resistance in Rhode Island would seem to
have been inevitable. However, a wide range of forces precluded clear­
cut battles between strong adversaries , such as those that took place in
other states . In fact, each force acted to temper what was, potentially, a
volatile situation.

Several months before the Providence clinic opened , the Providence
Visitor-the diocesan newspaper-carried an article by the Reverend
John Ryan, a liberal priest and a well -known radio personality. Referring
to a court decision that favored birth cont rol, Ryan wrote that "nothing
encourages the pract ice of birth contro l and the spread of its propa­
ganda so mu ch as these legal decisions ." p In sta tes like Massachusetts,
which had both anncontracepnve laws and a high proportion of politi­
cally active Catholics, the church stubbornly opposed legal change. In
the absence of such laws in Rhode Island , the church was in no position
to test the legality of either birth control or clinics. An attempted law­
suit would have generated great publicity, and might very well have
ended in a decision favorable to birth cont rol advocates, bringing the
force and sanction of law to the cause of the church 'S adversaries . In­
stead, the church sought to stress the immorality and the possible il­
legalit y of birth cont rol, without resorting to risky litigation .

14· ProVld,m~ VlSlIOl. 10 Nov. 19B­
15. Edn orul, Provtd~ll~ ViSJlor. 6

Mar ch 19 31.
16. Ibid.
17· Ibrd., 30 Ian 19 31.
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Cartoon from the Providence
Visitor, 17 Nov. 19B.
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The Providence Visitor characterized the founding of the RIBCL as
the beginning of a campaign against Christian marriage. Msgr. Peter E.
Blessing told a Catholic audience that the movement would break
down the Christian ideals of marriage and should therefore be called
"birth prevention," not birth control. Still another Catholic spokesman
described contraception as a greater menace to the family than that
posed by the Depression. To explain why, given the church's strong
negative reaction, there were no attempts at anticontraceptive legis­
lation in Rhode Island, one must look to both the profound prob­
lems within the Catholic church and to the unusual political situation

within the state.
By 1930, Italian immigrants formed the third largest ethnic group in

Rhode Island. Since the first maior influx of Italians into the state in
the 1890S, the Irish-American Catholic hierarchy had found itself in a
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difficult position. The overwhelming majo rity of these immigrants,
peasa nts from southern Ita ly, maintained a decidedly anticlerica l ou t­
loo k because the Ita lian church tradi tionally had sided with the land ­

owne rs. T hese irunugrants identified wi th their own folk religion
ra the r than with the church. In thei r new cou nt ry th e hostilit y was
mu tual . The Irish-Amer icans were co nvi nced that the Ita lia ns were
pagans, and the hierarchy was not particularly sensurvc to cultural dif­
ferences. The Italian community did not look to the church as the cen­

ter of social and spiritual guidance, and it resisted Catholic organiza­
tion and hie rarchical rule. They attacked and openly cnriciaed Bishop
Hick ey during the 1920S and rc jos. and felt persec uted by his hierar­
chy. In more than one instance, they succeeded in ousting priest s he
had appointed. It was almost impossible for th e ch urch to case ethnic
tensions , for which it was in some measure responsible, or to retain th e
loyalties uf Italian tmtmgrants.,.

French Canadians comprised Rhode Island 's second largest ethruc
group. During the 1920S, there had been a crisis in the Franco commu­
nity, which feared that the Josh hierarchy was planning to Amcncamze
them . A small group of French Canadians, calling themselves the Sen­

tinelles , militant ly fought all des igns by th e hie rarchy to control the
workings of th e French co mmuni ty. The sel f-styled Sent ine lles viewe d
this as part of a lon g-stan din g hierarch ical poli cy "to eliminate all ves­
tiges of 'national' pan shes trom Ame rica n Catholicism." j~ T he ma lar­

it y of French Canadians chose to support the church des pite their eth ­
nic and cu ltural concerns, but during the 1930S the French cornmumry
was torn and snll suffered from bitterness and suspicion over the Sen­
nnelle cnsrs." Bishop Hickey delivered press releases and arncles in
French to their ne wspapers, but the hierarchy itself was still not tree of
its ow n prejudices. Adhe rence to cu ltura l patterns by th e French Ca­

nadian s crea ted probl em s simi lar to those pose d by the Italians. The y
set thcm selve off; in fact, they Virtually isola ted th emselves from th e

hiera rchy."
Although the Pope 's encyclical on ma rriage and the fam ily had made

explicit the church 's responsibih ncs concern ing birth cont rol . these
fractu res within the diocese made It difficult for the church to take
effective action. While there is no reason to believe that ma ny members

of the Ca tho hc ethnic rrunortnes approved of or practiced birth cont rol,
the Italian s and Frenc h were suspicious of hierarc hical des igns and
would have nothing to do wi th churc h-led organiza tions. Through ser­
mo ns and pu blica tions, the hierarchy attempted to preven t th e accep­

ta nce of bi rt h control am ong its ow n ranks. Beyond th at , it could not
present a uni ted front against the c hn ic.

Rhode Island 's pecu lia r poli tical si tuat ion duri ng the early 19 tos also
hampe red the translat ion of Catholic opposi t ion into poli tical act ion.
Despite the sizeable immigration of ethn ic groups, Yankee hegemony
had been assured because of Rhode Island's unusua l laws and district ­

ing plan s. Unt il 1 9 ' ~ ' the Democra tic party had never been able to gain
majoriti es in either th e Senate or th e House of Repr esentatives, and be-
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tween 1860 and 1930 it had been able to capture the governorship only
twice. A state property qualification had successfully prevented large
numbers of Catholic immigrants from voting in municipal elections
until 1918. Although an amendment to the sta te constitution ended
this property requirement, state wide gerrymandering effectively disen ­
franchised large blocs of potential Democratic voters, transforming po­
tential Democratic strongholds into Republican districts .

Because of a unique districtlng plan, the Republican machine main ­
tained a rotten -borough Senate through 19 3) . Although Providence
had heavy Democratic representation in the House, the machine in

19 30 was able to add several new seats for Providence Republican s,
thereby dissipating the clout of th e Democrats on the state and munici­
pal level s." Providence voters continued to return large numbers of
Democrats to the Hou se, but their voice on state and local issues was
diminished. Furthermore, 19 30 marked th e first year that th e Irish
were proportionately repre sented In the Providence Cit y Council.

Other ethnic groups cont inued to the underrepresented ."
Only a concerted effort to register new voters and unite the Demo­

crat ic party could possibly change th e outcome of ele cti ons. Although
Democrats under Theodore F. Green did launch a voter registration
campaign, they, like the church, were badl y splintered." Four groups
vied for control of th e party, and only the two smalles t had any size­
able number of immigrants . In Pawtucket , one group was led by Irish ­
Americans and included some Franco-American s. In the Blackstone
Valley, another group had a similar makeup, but was less united .
Theodore F. Green and Joseph F. Gainer led one of the more powerful
Yankee -based groups, while Peter G. Gerry led the other . Each group
sought to gain at the expense of the others, precluding any unified
strike again st the Republican machine until the mid-r cjos."

The Democratic party alone was in a position to create ethnic co­
alitions capable of mounting an attack on bitth control, yet even its
splinter groups composed of immigrants were controlled by Irish­
Americans, which were , like the Catholic church, una Ie to retain ital­
ian loyalties. In several distri cts throughout the 19 30S, disaffected ital­
ian voters swung elections for Republican s."

A massive political attack again st birth control was inconceivable.

The Democratic party it self wa s a Yankee stronghold throughout the
1930S, and it never mad e birth control an ele ction issu e. Catholic poli ­
ticians showed no interest in the politi cal potential of th e issue. Had
there been a united Democratic party with propottional Catholic repre ­

sentation, it is possible that opposition to bitth cont rol could have mo­
bilized voters. Until 1935, continued Republican majorities within
both houses prevented th e possibility, however slim, of anticontracep­
uve legislation.

Sworn as it was to fight birth cont rol to the " lim it of her power and

influence," the Diocese of Providence was forced into a policy of non­
resistance which clearly reflected the minimal sway it held over its
members and government. An y attempt to interfere with either the
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RIBCL or its clinic would have resulted in free publicity for an orgaru­
zation the church viewed as a socia l evil. Not surprisingly, from 19 JI to
19B, the Visiwr pub lished only a handful of art icles about the RIBCL
or its Providence clinic, focusing instead on selec tive coverage of the
general birth control issue." The open ing of clinic s around the count ry,
increasi ng advocacy of cont raceptives by the medical profession , and
other movement successes went unnot iced. V,sitor readers learn ed in ­
stead of the closing of clinics worldwide and legal battles lost by the
movement, at a time when birth control advocates actua lly were win ­
ning more battles than they were losing.

Given the church's defen sive position, its response was limited to
keeping the general issue alive and making it s stance clear to those
who would listen. A few articles by William R. McGuirk, an attending
surgeon at St. Joseph 's Hospital and a member of it s executive commit­
tee, contended that physical and mental ill s were traceable to contra­
ception. These represented the diocese's onl y response to the increasing
number of Rhode Island doctors joining the RIBCL. In McGu irk 's judg­
ment, the int imate and public discussion of contraception was to be
avoided , but since its advoca tes had seen fit to publicize it, he felt com­
pelled to speak out . In those cases where childbearing was dangerous,
he said , a physician shou ld recommend self-contro l, but he had no
right to give specific cont raception advice."

The RIBCL also became a matter of concern to public officials in
Providence. In August 19J I , the ci ty 's Board of Aldermen approved a
resoluti on condemning the operation of the clinic and urging Provi­
dence residents to boycott it . The resolution said that the birth control
clinics might harm the health of the people of Providence. Alderman
Ant onio C. Ventrone , a Catholic doctor and the driving force in support
of the resolution, told his colleagues: " If a physician were to attempt an
abortion he would be found guilty of murder in the first degree . This is
one step earlier. It is a business proposition from beginning to end ." He
went on to argue that all cont raceptives were harmful to the patient and
that the promotion of family planning was sacrilegious, a "hideous,
shameful crime.'" 9He wanted to see the clinic closed and its operators
iailed.

Among the aldermen present at that meeting, eight favored prosecut­
ing those who ran the clinic whil e three opposed. Th e resolution was
report ed in the publi c newspapers and the Providence visitor, but gen­
erated no public response. At the next month 's meeting, several East
Side aldermen, absent previously, successfully managed to have the
resolut ion tabl ed. Rush Sturges, alderman for the fashionable First
Ward and representative of most RlBCL members, was qu ite blunt in his
assess ment. He pointed out that

no opportunity was afforded the distinguished citizens who have
sponsored th is movement of explaining the purpose and method of
operation of said clinics .. . it seems to me that the members of
this honorable body must have taken action without adequate

I"
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knowledge of th e fact s or of th e peopl e connec ted with th e clinic
und er discussion ... It is inconceivable that cit izens of th e experi­
ence and standing in th e co mmunity who ha ve sponsored this
movement have don e so without first being entire ly clear of th eir
lawful right to do so. As a matter of fact , they have been and arc
now being advised by a reputable finn of local counsel. ~1

Several Providence new spa pers provided from-page cove rage for th is

meet ing. but the VIsitor. whi ch had reponed th e decision to prosecute
those involved in the cli nic, igno red th e action to table the rcsolunon.

EAST -SIDE SOCIAUTES
PUSH BIRTH CONTROL

PROPAGANDA IN R. 10-
1
97 Percent of 01'-

L;ye in One A.....
Survey Showa -

ITWO CHANCES ·THIS
IWEEK IN DIRECTORATE,
' Huobendo of Moo. l.tend­
o lied in Menufacturiat

and Money Circle.

The attorney general 's office had been contacted th e previous week
hy City Solicitor John C. Mah oney. Attorney General Benjamin M.
McLyman was unable to find an y law th at banned birth control or
clinics, and he wanted no pan of th e controversy. He suggested that the
state legislature was th e place to chal lenge th e clinic 's legalit y." Not
surprisingly, there was no move in this direction .

The resolution before the Hoard of Alde rmen remained tabl ed and un ­
discussed until 19 '2 , when it form all y was dropped .'l In the absence of
forceful and adverse medi cal or public opinion, the board did not cha l­
lenge those person s of influen ce who supported th e clinic, and no op­
position groups att empted to mak e this an e lectio n issue .

Although the clinic 's opening sec mcdto be legall y, politicall y, and so­
cially safe, RIBCL mem bers were acutely aware of the Catho lic ch urch 's
continued opposition . In sta tes like New York, force of law supported

the church's posit ion . But unh ke Margaret San ger 's early batt les, the
RJBCL was not faced wi th the task of arousi ng public opmion again st
repressive laws. Furthermore, 10 th e twenty years since t he first clashes
between Sange r and Comstock, public opinion across the nation had

- 1
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shifted. The bruta l effects of thc Depression, most particularly on
those burd ened with too many children, increa sed public interest in
and sym pathy for birt h control and family planning. Whi le Sanger and
her compatriots had challenged both the Comstock laws and the Ca­
tholic church in earlier fight s, the RIBCL practiced nonaggression .
This is not at all surprising. The clinic was opened primarily to trea t
poor women, and the RIBCL obviously wanted to appeal to Ca tholics .
Rather than risking the controversy that undoubtedly would accom­
pany public advertisin g" the RrBCL hoped to build a referral service
from its own social and professional ranks.'

The league rarely issued press releases, and when it did the announce­
ments acknowledged neither th e content iousness surro unding the
cli nic nor the poss ible existence of opposition. The newspapers ac­
cep ted and pn nted th e informati on, but otherw ise left th e issu e of birth
control untouched. Ge nerally, press releases announced the extens ion
of clinic hours or the sizeable addition of new members . It then listed
th e names and academic crcdenuals of the organization 's patrons and
honorary supporters." The unspoken message was clear : this was il

powerful and growing organization composed of Providence 's most
prominent cit izens. Unlike th e church, RlBCL presented a un ited
front. The league never indulged in open attacks on th e Catholic
church. as had visit ing members of th e ABCL. With political and so­
cral power behmd It, th e RlBCL avoided entanglement in needless.
contro versy.

Between I f.,J3 1 and 1933, Providence new spapers reported no negative
publi c response to th e clin ic. Certa inly the involvement of Stephen O.
Metcalf , president of th e Prcvuience ioumal. as a leading RlBCL mem ­
ber, explains the willingness of th e state's largest new spaper to publish
the leagu e's press releases. The ioumal provided tree space for press re­
leases, but Met calf did not make an issue of the cl inic unnecessarily."
Similarly, th e Providence Even ing Bulletin . the Journal's companion
paper, con sistently carried announcements concerning the RlBCL, but
attempted no independent report age. While th e newspapers of the time
ca nnot tell th e whole sto ry, th e lack of a public response may he some
indication of the extent to which th e middle clas ses accepted th e clinic.
No written records or accounts have been discovered of th e number of
peop le, Catholic or otherwise, who boycotted and disapproved of the
clinic and th e RIBCL.

In 1933 th e Providen ce Vi...itot confronted the RIBCL wh en the
new spaper learned that certain social service agenci es were referring
client s to th e clini c. It; In the latter part of the year, the Visit or con ­
ducted a firsthand inves tigation into the work ings of the Main Stree t
clinic, sending an "experienced newspaperwoman, not a Catholic" to

pose as a prospective client. Th e art icle pain ted a "sordid picture": con­
tr aceptive devices were displayed, demonstrated. and made available for
purcha se; a papier mache model provided a graphic demonstration ;
women were advised about family planning without their husbands'
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knowledge or conse nt and asked persona l questions about physical ,
moral, and domesti c affairs. Th e investigator experienced " involunt ary

revulsion ." Leaving th e cl inic , she noti ced in th e waiting room the
same five or six women who had been there wh en she first arrived :
"T hey sti ll wore the fright en ed loo k. I opened the door of th e clime and
stepped out and took a breath of clean, fresh air. I was glad It was over ." "

The visitor also lashed out at social workers who assist ed in spre ad­
ing " life-suppression propaganda ." It further alleged that all but 3 per­
cent of the league 's officers and di rectors lived on the fashiona ble East

Side wh ile RIBCL che nrs came from poorer neighborhoods. imp ly­
ing that th e wealthier , Anglo-Saxon Protestan ts were victi mizing the

poorer, Ca tho lic, immigrants. It was true, of course, that th e ma jorit y
of the cl in ic's clients were poor ; m iddle-class women had the option of
obta ining cont raceptive informat ion and devi ces from their own physi ­
cians . An edito rial in the Visi tor in November 1933 clarified the dio­
cese's stance to ward the clinic:

To remain silent in th e face of thi s di rect menace to morality m ight

be cons trued by the promoters and the publi c at large as ind iffer ­
ence, or even conse nt . That such indi fference or consent has no
place in th e Catholic att itude toward public morality has been
made clear beyond question by th e Holy Father in his encyc lica l

letter on marriage."

This wording is revealing. The church was no longer silent, but prom­
ised no pub lic action. Moreover, the attac ks on the clinic were printed

on ly in the Visi tor. The church ac knowledged its duty to respond , but
it cou ld do little more .

Amo ng Catholics, th e Visitor's cam paign to arouse th e publi c met
wit h conside rable, if tempora ry, success. Those who opposed birth con­
trol demonstrated their zea l at a meet ing held in December 191:\ at
Providence 's Biltmore Hot el. Despite freezing weather, more than five
hundred peop le attended th e gathering, under th e auspices of the Di­
ocesan Council of Catholic Women. When Pope Pius Xl 's encycl ical was
read, they rose to th eir feet to show approval . In what the Visitor called
"one of the most signflcant assemblies ever held in Rhode Island." th e

crowd reaffirmed its pledge to safeguard the morals of youth and to pre·
serve th e sanctity of the hom e.,..

Despite th e large turnout, on ly the Visi tor reported th e meeting. The
Yankee-dominated daili es apparently did not cons ider Catholic meet ­

ings, no matter what size or topic, to he of gene ral interes t. No poli t ical
action was planned and none resulted. Wh ile call ing for "aroused pub­
lic opinion: ' the church remained powerless to translat e its opposi tion
into law. Despite a few plaintive art icles in th e Visitor, th e cl in ic re­
mained open . Birth control cont inued to he a matter of intense conce rn

for Catholic Rhod e Island ers, hut th e ti me for forceful opposi tion had
passed. In fact , such an oppor tunity had never arisen."
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The story of the RIBCL in Rhode Island offers an inte resting example
of the Catholic church 's response to the birth control movement In one
diocese. Perhaps because their interest has been mo tiva ted in large part
by recent battles between advoca tes of legalized abo rtion and the Ca ­
tholic church, historians have, unwiuingly, failed to pay proper atten ­
tion to the variety of actions and responses within the church and to its
local. internal workings. It is also possible that recent analyses of the
birth control movement have proiec ted current con troversies into the
past, assuming that the forces of action must have been much stronger .
Certainly the constant focus on Margaret Sanger , a volatile leader, has
reinforced the view that birth control became available because of he ­
roic leaders who were not afraid of confrontation and controversy. The
introduction and acceptance of birth control in Rhode Island, however,
presents a different story. The absence of law, fac tional splintering
within the church and Democratic party, and the skill of nonheroic
members of RIBCL who were unwilling to invite strife, sen..ed to neu ­
tralize pohtical opposition and to assure success in Rhude Island for
what was, even in 1911, a controversial reform. The Rhode Island story

also illuminates the neglec ted middle passage of the birth control
movement, in which clinics ope ned quietly and remained in ope ration
decades prior to the judicial battle that fina lly provided the deathblow
for Comstock laws. Unti l m uch more is known abo ut birth control ad­
vocacy at the state level , gene ralizations about this movement may
very well perpetuate distortions concerning modern reforms. St udies of
other states withou t Comstock laws and contain ing only a small pro­
portion of Catholics, for example, may reveal th at ofte n the battle for
birth control was won without a war being fou ght.

•
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The Bonds of Friendship: Sarah Osborn

of Newport and the Reverend Joseph

Fish of North Stonington, 174 3- 1779

Barbara E. Lacey

Women in cigh tccruh-c entu rv New England outnumbered men in

ch urch membership, and. to make their in flue nce felt In the reli gious

com m u nity, Joined forces with chosen ministers. While this alliance
has been descri bed for th e post -Revolut ionary period , It had ItS c mgm
in some localiti es at the time of the G reat Awakening.' Women with a

spiritua l ca lh ng were largel y unable to serve the ch u rch in the min is­

try, but their work 3 S organizers and as writers came to be SOC ia lly ap­

proved.' While ch u rch work sou n was sanct ioned by minist ers as a

proper part of women 's sphe re, it was a cont rovers ial issu e early in the

eigh teen th cen tury. Only m ini st ers were accustomed to lead ing the
congregation in h ymns and prayer s, and rel igious societi es organized by

women for these purposes broke new ground for fema le leadersh ip . In

Newport , for example, while women were " rather inconspi cuous" in

public li fe, they had "greater access than was common to spheres nnr­

ma lly rese rved 10 men," accordi ng to historian Sydn ey v. lam es. AI·

tho ugh women had " no say in the Anglican or Cong regat ionalist

ch urches" of the ci ty, accord ing to lames, they voted in th e Bapt ist

chur ches and ha d thei r ow n office rs amon g the Quake rs, giv ing them

"a stronger voice in rel igious affai rs than women h ad in most other

places. '

Looki ng at corres pondence and diaries for this per iod gives evidence

indicating substantia l influence on the pa rt of women in religious af­

fairs , including Congregat ionalis m. Indeed by 1769, a society of women

at the First C h u rch of New port was responsible for the call ext ended to

the Rever end Sam uel Hopkins, and for providing to him a "co ns tant

source of moral, intell ectual, and ev en financial suppo rt" throughout

his period of m ini stry.' The roo ts of this alliance between women and

mimsters, and the process of changing gender roles , can he an alyze d in

some deta il by examin ing the le t ters ex changed between Sarah O sborn.

founder of the women's soc ie ty in Newport, and her friend, the Rev­

erend Joseph Fish, minist er o f the Congregationa l Church In North

Stonington, Connect icut."
Sarah Ha ggar , ho rn in London III 17 q , came to the color ues as a

ch ild . Her famil y lived in Boston and then m oved to Newpo rt , where

Sarah res ided for the rest of her life. Married at the age of eigh teen to
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6. Osborn's skill as a needlewo rk in­
structor prov ided her wnh esse nt ial In­

come: see Beuv Ring, Let Vl r/ue Be 11

Guide 10 Thee : Needle work In the Educa ·
uon of Rhode Island Women. I?)0- 18)0
{Providence, 191'1 .11. 41>- 41'1·

7 . Samuel Hopki ns, Memm{\ of the ufe
of Mrs. Sarah Osborn [w orces ter. Mass.,
17991, II; .

Advertisement for Sarah
Osborn 's boarding school. From
the Newport Mercury 19 Dec.
17 58.

THE llOND S OF FRIEND SHIP

Samuel Wheaton, she soon had a child, but was widowed in 1733 when
her husband died at sea. She kept school to support herself and her in­
fant. Eight years later, she married Henry Osborn, a widower with

three sons. Although her husband had a business, he was in debt and
their money was soon gone. Sarah Osborn resumed teaching school to
support her family, and continued to do so for thirty years, until her
eyesight and ph ysical s t rength failed."

SA R A H 0 S B 0 R N , Schoolrnifrrefs in Newport,
propofes to keep a -

Boarding School.
ANY PerCon defirous of fending ·Childre~, may

be accommodated, and have them inllruCted in Reading, Writ­
ing, Plain 'Work, Em broidering, Tent Stitch, Samplers, &c. on rca.
fbnahle Terms,

At the time of the Great Awakening, her home was a gathering place
for neighbors to discuss and share their religious experiences. A group
of women met weekly and chose Osborn as head of their society. The
members conversed, collected money for th e dissemination of the gos­

pel , and regulated their organization by written ru les. Although atten­
dance waxed and waned over time, Sarah Osborn headed the society for
fifty years.

During the 1760s, when the First Church in Newport was experienc­
ing difficulties with its minister, a new wave of revivalism came to the
city, and many turned to Sarah Osborn for advice. The women's society
again flou rished, and other religious societies that formed and met
in her home included free blacks and slaves, young men and women,
groups of children, and heads of households. Moreover, from r77 0 until
the British occupation of Newport, the church society held monthly

meetings at her residence. Her biographer, Samuel Hopkins, notes,
"Th us her house was indeed, and in an eminent sense, A House of
prayer.:"

One minister Sarah Osborn consulted about her religious activities
was the Reverend Joseph Fish. Born in Duxbury, Massachusetts, and
educated at Harvard, Fish was called to the church in North Stonington
in 17p. His ministry included the period of the Great Awakening, and
his congregation was greatly affected by the preaching of Jonathan
Edwards, George Whitefield, and Gilbert Tennent. Du ring th e summer

of 1741 alone, 104 individuals were added to his church. After the ap­
pearance in North Stonington of James Dav enport, the powerful and
wildly enthusiastic preacher, Fish had second thoughts about the re­
viva l, and made his views known in sermons and in print. As a result, a
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number of members left his church, until hi s congregation dwindled to
a thi rd of it s former size . While he receiv ed calls to serve ot he r con­
gregat ions in Newport, New London, and New Haven, Fish remain ed
with hi s original parish until 1781, when he ret ired at th e age of
seve nty-six.'

Joseph Fish and his wife were anxious to provide their on ly surviv­
ing children. Mary and Rebecca, wi th the best possi ble education. He
taught th em at home whe n th ey were young, but later sent them to

Newport for instruc tion unde r Sarah Osborn." Fish and Osborn initially
exchanged letters periodically conce rni ng the progress of his daugh ­
ters. but the correspo ndents grew closer and th ey exchanged lett ers on
a varie ty of topi cs for over thirty years. Yet th ey never engaged in face­
to-face inte rchange. Osborn was frequently invi ted to visi t the Fish
family in Sto mngton, but always found an excuse not to go. Fish came
to Newport several times, but always was tOO occ upied to visi t Osborn.
They seemed to prefer th e formal ity of th eir letters, which began with
th e amenit ies and the n engaged in topics of deep emot ional and intel ­
lectual conce rn . Perhaps their frankness abou t these matt ers was pus­
sible only when they were safely separated by a distance of many mil es.

One topic Sarah Os born discussed with th e Rev. Fish was her relation ­
ship with th e mini sters of var ious Newport churches. In th e ci ty were
Baptist s, Quakers, Congregatio nalists , and Episcopalians, as well as
Jews and Moravians. Osbo rn was a member of th e First Congregationa l
Church, not th e larger, wealthier, and less troubled Second Church,
which was und er th e direct ion of the Reverend Ezra Stil es. Osborn's
famil y had originally attended th e Second Church , hut she herself pre­
ferred the preaching of th e Reverend Nathaniel Clap, and joined with
the First Church in 1717 after the death of her hu sband . After Clap's
death, William Vinal was installed as minister of the First Church in
1746, with an ordination sermon by Fish, but Vinal was dismissed after
twenty years of service because of failing health, excessive drinking,
and dwindling support among the membership. Osborn 's female pray­
ing society, whi ch was the core of th e First Church at this time, acti vely
backed th e th eologicall y conservative candidate Sam uel Hopkins, and
succeeded in bringing him to th e First Church in J 770, despite th e op­
position of Stil es and th e influential Second Church. "

Despite this evidence of politicking, most of th e congregations in
Newport were on good terms with one anothe r. and mini sters some­
times exchanged pulpits. Sarah Osborn heard a Baptist minist er preach
in her church on several occasions, and described him to Fish as an m ­
spiring speaker. She was content, however, [Q remain a Congreganon­
ah st , and enjoyed her relati onsh ip with Vinal, telling Fish "I am happ y
in dear mr vina l far beyond wh at 1ever expectd." However, Osborn also
wrote, she preferred words of encouragement from Fish whenever pos­
sible, dccla nng to him : "I pationa tcly Longd for a Letter or to see you
but 1beseech you dear Sir Let no t my mention ing this prevent you from
writ ing for time to come Since I can freely converse with my own min-
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ister." II Sarah Osborn enjoyed the socie ty of several Newport ministers
over her lifet ime, but valued her relationship with Joseph Fish as a prin­
cipal source of comfo rt and advice .

During the early stages of thei r correspondence , when Osborn was in
her mid-thirties and marri ed, she tri ed to define her relationsh ip to

Joseph Fish . She discussed it with her close friend Susa Antho ny, and
decided she had been too forward in her manner of address. "For rcaly
to me my Lines (now) appea r Saucy, and imperious," she observed. She
and Susa decided it was "a grea t privil idge, that you indulge. us with
such freedom: . .. [Susa] wondred indeed th at you should be so plcasd
with low poor servants. " 12

In an early letter, Osbo rn assumed the tone of an infe rio r address ing
a superio r: "bless the poor weak endeavors of a feeble worthless worm. "
She blushed "at the review of the freedo ms I have us'd wi th one so
much m y superiour in all respec ts, " and wondered "yt you could dis­
cern an ything in my Poor writings worthy [ot] your acceptance." She
request ed Fish to "pray for me dear Sir for I am a poor needy worm as
ever askt a rememb rance wi th you ." Neve rthe less, she aspired to reach
a high er sta tus . By seeking informa tion and guidance from th e min­
iste r, she expected her m ind to be st reng thened. She observed, " I can­
not be willing always to remain a dwarf in religion tr uth."! ' As th e
years passed, th e tone of Osborn's letters grew stronger and more
self-confident, and she came to correspond with Fish without self­
disparagement .

Os born wrote frequ ently and at length to Fish concerni ng her spiri·
rua l experiences . For examp le, one such expe rience occu rred at the
time of an eart hqu ake, and she rela ted the event to Fish with reverence :
"At th at Mo ment Neve r to be forgotten by me God by His Spiri t gave
me out of or in His word this cordial- the Mountai ns sha ll depart and
th e Hills be removed hut my Kindness sha ll not depa rt from thee etc
follow'd by th is be not dismay'd I am thy God and again it is I he not
afraid ." 10 Osborn expec ted Fish to read her accoun ts of spiritual experi­
ences, dream s, and interpretations of Scripture, and to judge whet her
they came from God or were delusions. She also expected him to criti ­
cize att itudes expressed in her writ ing: " I entreat you dear Sir by all the
bond s of friendship never to be afraid to reprove me, but Point out to me
freel y, my Errors and mis takes believe me tis impossible for you to en­
dear your self more to me than in th is way." L< Whilc Osborn seems to

have sought encou rageme nt, as well as correction, from Fish, she in­
creasi ngly turned to him simp ly as an audience , someone to whom she
could direct her lengthy spiri tua l wri tings.

Whil e Fish welcomed Osborn's letters, and repeatedly asked her to

write, he was also a little hu mbled by his respon sibili ty: " I find my self
both refresh ed & reproved by your lett er.-Refreshed with those ardent
patheuck breathmgs of your sym pathizing soul after spiritual bless­
ings... . I also find myself reproved, in th at I fall aw fully short of the
characte r, frame and temper which your letter charitab ly [att ributes to
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me. ] " ' ~ Nevertheless, Fish enco uraged Osborn in her express ions of
faith. On one occasion, afte r havin g read " the narrat ive of Gods Deal ­
ings with you," he obse rved, " It serves to Co nfirm Me in th e Belief of
th e Riches of his Grace and the Way of Life spend in the Gospe l .. . I
read It over with close Attention & great Delight, not observing any
thing III It that Needed Co rrecn on.''" Like Osborn, Fish drew suste­
nance from their relationship, because he felt stre ngthened in his call­
ing . Also, he probably enjoyed th e attention given to him by Osborn ,
and gene rally approved of her spiritual accounts. On occa sion he would
not only be a sounding board for her creat ive ideas, but wou ld see k her
opinion on subiects of his own choosing.

Osborn conti nually turned to Fish for information related to the reh ­
gicus Issues of the day. One subject she wanted to know about, afte r
talkmg with Seventh Day Baptists, was their obse rvance of th e Sabbath
on Saturday. She thought it her "duty in all respect s to be full persu aded
in my own mind, that I do practice agreeable to the divine will ; and a lso
to be able to render a version to those that ask [for my opinio n]."" Fish
told O...born that the Baptists had dev iated from the tru e church by
denying baptism to infants. Still. she continued to remain on frie ndly
terms With them, telling Fish that "We Have sometimes been favr'd
with mr Maxens assistance minister of the sevemhdav Bapt ist church a
gracious good man who feeds us with wholsom e food sincie r Mil k and
Strong Meat roo.":

Mrs. Osborn and Rev. Fish were more in accord conce rni ng Sepa­
rates. T hese individuals operated under a "false spiri t," inspir ed by th e
devil, Fish believed, because they encouraged exhorta tion, zeal, and
bodily expression. Osborn agreed with him co ncerni ng lay exhorti ng:
" I cannot think that every real Christian is qua lified, or has a right to
preach ye Gospel." And she agreed t hat the sta nding ministry had been
"brough t in to such contempt" that a "Flood of error" would be the "fa­
tal Consequence ." To help Fish in his effort to regain the allegiance
of Separates , Osborn wrote a letter on his behalf to a Separa te in
Stonington. She praised Fish 's preach ing, which was not a "Skin deep,
Polnc, Fashionable Preaching," but rather a form of discourse which
emphasized original sin , hu man depravity, and iusnficanon by faith
alone." Yet she did not agree totall y wit h Fish, because she did not find
th e formation of "diffe ring sentiments" to be a threat .

In an extensive com menta ry on Fish 's book, The Church of Chris t a
firm and durable House. Osborn made use of reason and logic to defend
variations of religious views: (II all rules and drrecnons given by the
Lord concerning his church are complete. III All men, even the wisest ,
arc smtul and imperfect. 131 When men come to apply the rules of th e
church, they differ in th eir opinion as to form s and modes of service .
They find it difficult to worship togeth er, and hence th ere are various
Christian denom ina tio ns wherever the gospel comes. (41 Therefore
there is no churc h which can claim to be perfec t. lsiT here is a need for
mutual forbearance; everyone must thin k and iudge for hi mself, and
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grant the same libert y to his neighbor." With this lin e of reasoning,
Osborn indicated a tolerance for diverse views, in contrast to Rev. Fish
who believed that the standing churches alone were the descendants of
the original church. Osborn presented her opinions in a rational argu­
ment, and defended a position which was in opposition to that of an
educated minister. Fish solicited her opinion, and was interested in her
com mentary, which no doubt helped her self-confidence to grow.

On 26 December 1760, Osborn informed Fish that a society of about
twenty women was once again meeting weekly at her house, afte r a
lapse of several years. She asked his blessing for this endeavor: "Pray
sir pray for us yt gods glory may be Promoted by us and we may be
strengthened in every duty and bond of Love to god and each other."
The gathering of this group of women came to play an important part in
Sarah Osborn's life. She en joyed the warm com panionship of like ­
minded women, she had th e opportunity to describe her spiritual expe­
rience s to interest ed list eners, and she was regarded by all as the head
of the group. Osborn was successful in this role, because she was care­
ful not to arou se invidious comment from the watchful or iealous
members of the community. She smoot hed the way for discus sion of
any issue, see king th e full support of the group in its resolution.

Besides th e women's group, another religious society, composed of
blacks, began meeting at her house . Slaves formed a distinct element in
Newport life; in I70B and again in 1783, at least ten percent of New­
port 's popu lation consisted of "black servants. '121 Laws restricting th e
movement and free association of blacks were passed in an effort to
keep peace and order in the town." Blacks, who were given free time on
Sunday, welcomed th e opportunity to meet at Sarah Osborn's house for
prayer s; it was a chance to socialize as well as an occasion for spiritual
renewal. Owners of slaves were glad to see them attend th e religious
meetings, whi ch gathered th em at a well-known location, and kept
th em out of trouble . Osborn sent to Rev. Fish an account of the reli­
gious experience narrated by one of the men, without altering the
broken language. Fish responded favorably to the account, stating that
th e self-examination of unworthiness had the "Gospel Stamp," and led
him to think the man 's experiences were genuine." Fish's interest in the
case indi cates his support of Osborn in her work with th e society of
blacks.

By 1766, the number and size of private socie ties meeting at th e Os ­
borns ' house had increased; one or more met every even ing of the week
except Saturday. There was a society of young men; a society of Baptist
brethren ; th e black society; groups of children; and a number of Baptist
wom en "with whom we have a sweet harmony Having determined on
both sides not to touch on points of controversy." Concern ing their ac­
tivities, she observed : "All this while the re is Nothing More attempted
then reading, singing, prayer perforrn'd by my Hu sband or an y chri st ian
friend . and a plain familiour conversing about the things that belong
to their everlasting peace.">
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Osborn applied her gilts as a leader to all th ese associations, but she
apparently felt the need to defend her role in th em . She wrote to Fish
th at she had wanted to tell him of th ese many kinds of meet ings for a
long ti me, but feared It would be "ostent atious," so she held bac k; now,
however, she decided she did not want to rob God of his glory.

Rev. Fish had long approved of the society of women . He wrote in
1761: " I was much pleasd &. edifyd with your acct of the Female Reli­
gious Society; and am even transport ed with Gods Goodness to our De­
arly Beloved Susa .. .. I saw nothing Savouring of Vain Os tentation in
anything you Said ot Her or the Society," >

Concerrung the growing society of blac ks, "which above all the rest
Has been exe rcising to my Mind," Osborn told Fish in 1767 tha t she
had tried to "commit it into Supe rior Hands," but no one wou ld hel p.
Her pastor and the brethren of the chu rch had not answered her request
for ass istance, and she had given up tr ying to find someone else . Osborn
seems to have been conscious of the potentially revolutionary nature of
the blac k society, and tried to defend her act ions : " I only read to them
ta lk to th em and sing a Psalm or Hymn with th em.... they call it
school." She observed th at "Ministers and Magistrates send th eir ser­
vants and approve.':"

As tor the society of young men whi ch met once a week in her hom e,
she not es, " I have noth ing to do with th em ." l" Apparently her hu sband
or a male friend led the prayers and hymns in th is societ y, since a male
leader would be appropriate for a mal e yaup, and Sarah Osborn had no
des ire to offend convention. She minimized the importance of th e role
she played in some of the se group s, which was consistent with her
modest y and sense of appropriate female behavior.

Besides defending th e existence of the societi es, Osborn felt impelled
to explain her role in th em . She wanted to answer Fish 's que stion about
whether she had th e "s tr ength, ability, and Time consistent with other
Duties to fill a Larger Sphere. " She observed, concerning strength, that
she alway s felt "s tronger when my com panies break up then when th ey
came in"; as to abilit y, she tru sted in Christ 's strength; and as to time,
she was "ca lled by th e Providence of God as well as by His word to be a
redeemer of time." She described her day of prayer and wilt ing, meal s
and school, and observed, " I think m y family does not suffer thro My
Neglect tho doubtl ess if I Had a full purse and Nothing to do but Look
after th em some th ings Might be don e with more exactness than
now."> The meenngs were "sweet refreshing evenings my rcsu ng reap ­
ing times and as God Has Ga the red 1dare not scatter in an y wise." 10

Throughout her lett ers, Osborn grappled with defin ing her role as a
leader of rel igious socicnes. When the wom en 's group first formed and
ask ed her tu be Its head, she was conce rned with how it woul d appear
to othe rs. Fish 's support helped her overcome her hesitati on . " I was
convinc'd of my folley in being tOO anxious about th e opinion or Judge­
ment or anger of others.'''' When th e religiou s groups grew in number
and size und er he r tut elage, she defended herself from th e accusatio n

I :B

16. Prsh eo Osbom, 11 Sep t. 1761 .

17 . f ish to Osborn . 18 fe b. 1767 _
lS. Ibid,
19 Osborn to Fish, 7 Ma rch 176 7_

\0 . Osborn 10 f iSh, 18 f eb. 1767.

\ 1 Osborn 10 f ish. 10 M.3 Y 17(, 1



13 4

p. Osborn to Fish, 17 lun e 1766.
H Ibid.
34- Osborn 10 fish, 9 Aug. 17M,
J) . Osborn IU Fish, 1. lul y 1769.
36. Osborn to Fish, 1.8 Dec . 1779.

THE B ONO S O f F R IENDS HI P

that she was setting herself up as "some great one." She as ked herself,
"Who am I and what am I indeed and why do any come Near me." She
answered her own questi ons by observing, "I can resolve it no where
but in to adorable sove ngnty thlat sulch a wea k ungrat eful wret ch
should be alowd to splela k one word acceptable [0 any." She prayed for
humility so as to " resolu tely proceed to do wha t soever m y hands find
to do wi th all m y Migh t with in m y Proper Spherc. " 32 Hoping to avoid

being too cons picuous, yet ben efitin g from th e attent ion and respect
she received as a leader, Osborn resolved any internal conflict, and an­
swered any object ions, by observing th at she sim ply was following th e
will of God in all she did.

Osborn had no desire to cha llenge overtly the tra ditional orde r of
men 's and women 's roles: " I do solem nly decla re I delight Ministe rs
should stand in thei r Places and Private christia ns of bot h sexes in
th ei rs in the beautiful order God has Plas'd them and abhor intrutions
into Minister ial office." She asked Fish to te ll her if he perceived that
she had ventured " too far heyo nd my Line." But she devout ly believed
that "God will C lorific him Self and Make Every Path or duty strait and
plain before m y face." 1.1

Osbo rn did not wish to us urp the mi nisteria l office. She feared she
wou ld "be cha rg'd as the ring Leader of rents or separations which from
Her very Soul she abhors," and hoped to avoid the accusatio n by having
regular ministers address her groups. But she was unable to get much
help from the standing clergy. Man y minis ters seemed to have had sec­
ond thoughts about helping Osborn . Perhaps they resented the spec­
tacul ar success of her religious groups . She described losing sleep and
health, and hav ing fears concerning her mental stability, because of
anx iety on thi s account."

Osborn gained confide nce in her work, and in 1769 she could defend
her act ivities to Fish as being part of her prope r sphere . Her self-confi­
dence had strengt hened because no serio us controversy or scandal had
developed. " For more th an sixtee n years Has God preserved me from
open scandalo us sins etc. and now I can say thro grace tis More tha n
twi ce sixtee n yea rs I Have Had experience of His power trut h and
faithfulness in preserving me. " ,~ " As a woman and Christian, Osborn
felt assu red tha t she had not moved beyond her sphere.

In her last letter to Fish, written in 1779 dur ing the siege of Newport ,
she indicated she was upheld by her faith during the ordeal. T he ci ty
was occupied and th reatened to be burned, hut it was spared from de­
struc t ion and her friends return ed. And "now a new scene opens, for
th e first fortnigh t or th ree weeks upon the return of Christian friends
to visit me my Elevati on of spirits and alternate sinki ng ... were al­
most to much for my feeble frame.... th e great redeemer ... will
in his own time grant repent ance and maintain His own Right In
America.":"

In the cou rse of a lifet ime of experience and reflect ion, Sarah Osborn ,
with the approval of Ioseph Fish, had expanded the role of a woman in a
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colo nia l com munity, Marri ed, wit h pupil s and boarde rs in her home,

she found time to lead rel igiou s activities in privat e soc ieties, and to
cult ivate close friendship with a m inister. These activiti es became
more common to women after indusmalizanon. but it has been seen
that, at least in the case of Sarah Osborn, women responded sim ilarly
in the period after the Great Awakening. It is also noteworthy that
Osborn discussed, well before industrializat ion , the conce pt of her
sphe re, While she found no conflict bet ween he r religio us activities and
family respons ibilit ies, it is apparent that women 's work in th e church,
par ticularly if it involved the teac hing of ma les, was a relati vely radi cal
idea that needed a defense. Osborn 's ultimate argument, that she was
following the path shown to her by God, seems to have been accepted
by her spiritual advisor, losepb Fish .

The Osbom-Pish relationship has been ana lyzed by Mary Beth

Norton, who emphasizes the defensive attitude ass umed by Osborn
when wri ting to Fish about her socie ties, In her extended discussion of

one Osborn letter, Norton argues th at Fish "a ppea rs" to have criticized
Osborn and advised her to discon tinue her activi ties, in part because he
seems to have though t they were "unfeminine."!' However, if the Fish

letters in the Silhman Collection at Yale are consulted, there is eVI ­
dence that Fish supported Osborn in her chosen role, and loo ked to her
for help concerni ng his own problems. In a second analysis of Osborn's
letters, Norton sta tes that whil e Osborn did no t found a new sec t lik e
Jemima Wilkinson or Mot her Ann Lee, she did blaze a trail for
nineteenth-century Ame rican women to follow in working for female
religious and chari tab le organizations . Osborn, in this view, pushed
woman's role " to its outer limit," and was "as independent as ci rcum­
stances will admit ." ....

While Norton's second interpretat ion is basically sound, it can be ar­

gued further tha t Osborn was seeking not only independence and au·
tonomy, she was looking for a posi tion of authority and influe nce, yet
one that would win social approval for her. Osborn was not a "tra­
ditional " woman, meek and submissive; she admitted she talked at
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length, and had a tem per, and her express ions of mod esty may best be
understood as offered for the sake of conve ntio n." Essent iall y, Osborn
wanted to emov a sense of power, altho ugh not unabash edl y so, and she
sought th e approval of ot he r author it ies, namely mini st ers, in order to

exercise her control. Fish gave her the endo rseme nt she wanted when
he wrote : "Never let a Friendly Cau tion agt [agains t] acting from a
wrong Princip le, prevent your trying to do wha t you kn ow is right ." '"

It is also important to reali ze th at th e nurturing relati onsh ip betwee n
Sarah Osborn and Joseph Fish was not one-sided. Fish wrote to Osborn
about his problems, particularly wi th thc Separa tes , and Osborn offered
words of condolence: " You shall see the work of the Lord Prosper in
you r Hand s yt you sha ll see good according to th e days whe rein you
Have see n EviL" Further more, Fish sent Osborn a copy of his publi ­

ca tion and as ked her opinion of It , to which she responded at some
lengt h . Although disagreeing with him conce rni ng di fferent religious
persuas ions, she observed : " I Have fulilfi lld your requ est s in gi ving you
freely my sennmelnts] on you r hook and do assure you th e whole of it is
to my sa tisf acnrm." -'

Fish felt encouraged by Osborn 's letters. He informed he r that one of

her letters " ministered deligh t &. profi t to me & mine." He planned to
sho w it to some neigh bors wh o had separated from his church, in an
effort to convince th em of th eir errors and sec ure th eir return . "S ure I
am willing yt ye Honour of th eir Recover y sho uld be asc ribed to ve
Hand of a woman.''"

On an emo tional level, the bond s of friend ship between them were
deeply satisfying. Osborn would spea k of a relat ionship whi ch would
cont inue in heaven : "O h May I be Prcpar'd to Meet you and enjoy you
in God wh ere we shall Never Part again .' On his side, Rev. Fish would
describe their relationship as on e which enabled him to do the work of
God : "The only Favour I ask is an Intrest in your Addresse s to ye throne
of Grace, That I may be Suncufvd for Gods Service, & obtain Mercy to

be Faithfull unto Deat h.":"
A new relationship between minist ers and women at the time of th e

Great Awakening is apparent In th e correspondence of Sarah Osborn
and Joseph Fish . In a community that had lost man y members to th e
Separates, one min ist er turned to a woman for advice an d consolation,
and appreciat ed her active suppor t on his behalf . In return, Sarah Os­
born benefited from advice and encouragement of her spiritual ac­
counts and her wor k wit h rel igious soc iet ies in her city. Th e Great
Awak ening ma y have created in some communi ties an early form of
disestablishment, requiring the mini ster to sec k friend ship and volun ­
ta ry support from members of th e predominantly fema le congregation,
and offering th e woman an oppo rtunity to develop reli gious associa ­
ti ons and to achieve recogn it ion wi thout leaving her sphe re. The
woman 's proper sphere itself, recorded in the Osborn-Fish correspon­
dence , had been expanded as ea rly as the mid-eighteenth century to in­
clude self- relia nce in matter s of theology and active leadership in reo
ligious affairs. Sarah Osborn was able to hnd support among the clergy
for activit ies that a century earlier had brought Ann e Hutchinson con­
demnation an d exile .

-
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