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Newport 's Stamp Act Rioters: Another Look

Sheila Skcmp

In late August 176 5 a crowd at Newport, Rhode
Island, embarked upon three days of riot and de­

struction. Its members demolished the houses
of Martin Howard, lr ., and Dr. Thomas Moffatt,
two outspoken supporters of th e Stam p Act , and

continued thei r rampage eve n after the stamp

distr ibutor, Augustus Johnston , promised to re­
sign his post . No co mple te ly satisfac tory exp la­

nation has yet been offe red for th e activ ities o f
the Newport crowd J uri ng th e Stamp Act riots.

It is fairlv easv to comprehend the arguments
and motivations o f the men who drew up peti­
tions against the Sugar and Stamp aCIS, a ttended

the Stamp Act Congress in New York , and wrote

lette rs and pamphlets protesting British policy.

They proclaimed their position wi th remar kable
logic and consistency. BU[ most people who took

to the stree ts, burned effigies, and destroyed prop ­
erty never spoke d irec tly for themselves. they
left no written record to explain th eir ac tivit ies.
O nly th e observa tions of in teres ted - and bi­
ased-onlookers remain to account for the ac ­
tions of the participants in the Stamp Act riots.

A few generalizations about the concerns of the
Newport rioters may safely he made . The crowd
In Newport was no doubt "egged on " and at first
even ioined by members of the merchant com­
munity, as contemporary observer-and vic­
tim-Thomas Moffatt insisted. ' bu t this does
not account for the obvious selectivity, disc i-

Shcrla Skcmp IS an axsoctatc protcssor uf hl~tury al the

Umversuv III '''1 1 ' ~1 ' ' ' 1' 1'1 _

I . ThI>I1U~ Mu II.HI. Accoum ot the Ncwpon Rl<lh m Au ­
(USI 1761. Ch..lmcrs Papers Rdalln~ to Rh.Jtle leland.
I to)7 _ 1711) , New Yurk Public llhrary. New York _

1 See . jnl example. Paulme ."b ,er. Ftom R~slslan.-.. 10

pline, and thoroughness of the crowd. The riote rs
surely shared the an tipathy of the merchants for
the Stamp Act , as historian Pauline Maier sug­
gests, bu t If they had the support of the commer­
cial elite in the begi nning, they ce rtainly lost
tha t bac ki ng very qu ickly, as thei r activities be­
gan to take on a direc tion and move ment of th eir
ow n. The crowd m ay ha ve had it s ow n econ omic
grieva nces and m ay have ev inced so me hostilit y
toward the city's leadersh ip, bu t in New port th at
hosti lity was easi ly defused and directed not to­
wa rd the merchan t eli te as a whole bu t toward
those who supported the Stamp Act.

While a number of historians have dealt admi­
rably with the activities of the Newport Stamp
Act rio ters;' another examination of the prot ests
is nevert heless needed. A thorough study of the
eve nts th at occurred in th e ci ty In lat e August

17<'di will ind ica te th at const itutional issues
alon e we re not respon sible for th e ac ttvi rics of
th e crowd. Indi vidual s seldom act for one reason
an d one reason only. Crowds arc even less likel y
to do so .

The quest ion th en becomes. What were the
motives 01 the Stamp Act rioters, In answering
this question, It might be well to Ignore the con­

stitutional arguments that cha racte rized so much
of the Stamp Act debate in the upper reaches of
New port society, and to explo re Instead th e o the r
issues that concerned the ord inary members of

Revolutwn C" /"nlul Radicah and Ille lrevdoomeiu of
Ameflcan OPPU_~llI"'l w Bruatn. 176\ - /116 (New YOlk,
1<,111 1; David wvel'JY, RhoJe Island f'n/JII C\ and Ille Arne"
can RevuJullun , 1760- /776 (Provlt.lcncc, I9 ~H I, Edmund S
""uI~n and Helen M MOlgan, The Sla mp ACI Cfl SI ~ I'to­
I~ue 10 Rem iullun jChal'cl Hilt 19 \ \ 1

.'



N EWPORT's ST A."1P ACT R[nT ER~

the community. ' Schola rs need to examine the

specific historical and social context in which

the rio ts took place . Eviden ce ce rt ainly suggests

that British policy was the prime cause of most

of the frustra tions felt hy the Stamp Act rioters,

hut it also suggests that British policy touched

many of the rioters in different ways and to a dif ­

ferent degree than it did their soc ia l su periors.

Thei r suffering during and immediate ly alter the

Seven Years ' War, their fears of impressm ent , and

their insensitive trea tment at th e hand s of me n

in the co lony who consisten tly supported British

policy may well have bee n as Importan t to the

protesto rs as questions of liber ty and au tonomy

we re to the me rcha n t elite. And wh ile they un­

doub rcdlv shared tha t elite's anti pa thy for the

Sta m p Au, they had addi tiona l, mo re concrete

reason s of their own for distrusting British policy.

In June 1765 Newport's lea de rs we re rcla t i vely

sanguine . Samuel Hall , the print er of the New­
port Mercury, felt no trepidat ion when he began a

steady propaganda barrage against th e Sta m p Act.

He pu bli shed Pat rick Henry's Resol ves agai nst

the act , and by fall he was describi ng in graphic

detail the nets of unem ployed Engli sh wo rkers

who were being adverse ly affected by an Amer i­

can boycott of British goods. As if to ma ke h is

poi nt clea rer, he also pu blish ed accounts of th e

riots aga ins t the Stam p Ac t in Boston:

Tension increased throughout the su m me r of

176'1 . M uch of the ini tia l antagonisms we re, logi­

ca lly enough, directed agains t Au gustus Johnsto n ,

who, It was rumored, had been selec ted as stamp

\ Fur a sample ot the nature of the conv tnu uonal debate
takin~ place m the upper reaches of Newport socrerv. sec
lohn R. Bartlett. ed., Records ol l he Colonv flf Rh"de hlu /lll
and Providenc e Plantauons III New lmglarid. 10 vols . !ProVI­

donee, n, ,6 - I H6, 1, 6 4\ I - 11 [hereafter RI CR!i Stephen
Hopkins, "E ssav on the Trade " I the Northern Colomc's,'"
Newport A1erL'ur y. l> , 11 Feb 1764, Hopkins. Lelre/ lO rhe
Amlior of the Hohlax L"IIH [Newport, 17fo 'i l. II, ph otostat
copy from the Library oi Congress. fohn Carter Brown LI­
brary, Providence, and Mamn Howard, A Leiter trorn 'I
Ge n tleman ,I! Hahtn x INc' wpun. 171>\ 1. Sec abo Bernard
B;lllyn . 1'11ml'hleg of rhe Amt'flcl1n R" v(J!ull OlJ , 17 .\0 / 76 \
[C arnbndgc, r.. l> , l.
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dis tributor in lune.' But it soon became ap pa r­

ent that two other men, Martin How ard, lr., and

Dr. Thomas Moffa tt , had also been singled ou t as

objects of reproach . Howard was an Anglican

lawye r. Alt hough he atte nded the Albany Con­

terence in 17'14. he was not close ly invol ved in
Newport pol itics. Hi s last foray into the po litical

scene had been in 17o I , when he ran unsuccess ­

full y for the posi tion of attorney genera l." Moffatt ,

a Scorch ph ysician from the Universi ty of Edin ­

bu rgh, was even less in cl ined to subjec t hi mself

to the judgme nt of a n elec torate whose ab ilities

he did not res pect. Both m en were member s of

the in famous N ewp ort Jun to, a loyalist cabal.
com posed pr imarily of relati ve newcom er s to the

commu ni ty, that supported the Suga r and Stamp

acts and in 1764 had led a move to ab rogate rhc
reve red Rhode Island charter. '

As the Junto's princi pal spokes me n, Howard

and Moffatt had wnttcn a series of letters to the
Newport Mercury u nder the pseudonym "O,Z. "

Begin ni ng in August 1764 they hammered aw ay
for seven months, boldly proc lai m ing their un ­

popul ar posit ion and ridicu ling the "stupid he rd
of voters" whose sense of se lf-i m porta nce, they

tho ugh t, t hr ea tened the order and dig nity of the

enti re co lony. Howa rd had also written A Letter
from (/ Gentleman (Jl Halifax . which strongly

and cogent ly outli ned the m ain te nets of the
nascent loyali st posi tion ." In tact , accordi ng to

Moffatt, at leas t one of th e protestor s indicated
tha t the Halifax Letter alone was enough to ius­

t ify dea th to its author." Significantly, in the
end it was Howard .1I1J Moffatt. not Augustus

loh nsron. who suffered m ost at the ha nds of the

rioters.

4. Newpur t Mer.,un·, 241un~ , 2/, Aug . 17/co ,
\ IbId . , lune L7/co\ lohnsron had alw ays been well rc­

spcctcd 11\ Il.ho.k h l.lIJd Tlw town of lohnston hAd h~en

named 11\ his honor, and he was attorney general " I the co lony,
.\1" r/:an, SlumI' Ad Cn-a, 2 ~7 .

/co. RiCH \ . V' I> , ek O HJ Il proxcs. Il.hmlc h land Jh ,t"ncal
S"uety. Providence [hcrc ancr Il.lt-iSI

7, Ri CR /co 414
~ . Nt' .....pml MercUri'. 2, Apr . 17/co4; Howard . Lr u n
'J .'11oi!<m , Account otthc Newport Rllll'



NEWPORT' S STAM!' ACT RIOT1R~
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TO

J\:D <:I FOHn . C lSe, !Io ·" .

NEWPORT :

. A Gentleman at H A L I r A x,

rh er wi th their Spectacle." But Vernon indica ted

that he and his allies were "u nalt erably fixed

upon it ," wh ile Ward, although he promised to

help avert the protest , assu red them that th eir

fears we re groundless."

Augustus John ston was also preparing fur

possible disaste r. On Tuesday. the rugh r of the

rweruv-stx tb . two of his friends visited his home

and suggested that he eithe r res ign his position

or flee the town irnmcdiarelv. Johnston firmly
reiected bo th suggesnons. Ins tead, he rose early
the next morning and went about town trying to

rally support . While he la ter claimed that he re­
ceived a p-eat dea l of sympathy, no one would

come to his aid so long as the town 's authori ties

received on ly meaningless promises from his

friends to the effect that if the legal machinery

was activated to help him, they " wou ld protec t

h im with the nsq ue of their lives." Under the

circumstances, lohnston left town so tha t he

would not be forced to comply With " the Inso­
lent dema nd!'> of th e Moh." '!

Elsewhere on the twe nty-seve nth, the day of
the quarterly meenng oi freeholders tn Newport ,

the firs t s tage ot the demonstrat ions again st the

Sta mp Act began m a deceptively ca lm man ner.

Eff igies of Johnston, Howard. and Moffatt we re

ca rr ied through the mai n stree ts of town with

halt er s aro und their necks, accompanied by a

person III the "Chamc rcr of a Hangm an ." T he pa ­

rade halt ed anum fitty paces from the Colo ny

Hou se, where rhc cro wd has t ily erec te d ga llow s

u pon wh ich the effigies we re hanged . Cheers

went up Irum those who ga thered to watc h the

spec tacle . T he "bodies" we re guarded all day by

Vernon, Will iam Ellery, and Robert Crook, all

three respectable members of the merchant com­

m umt y. Wh ile "great Nu mbers " oi people m illed
about all day, the allair proceeded with deco­

rum ." Sometime betwee n four and five o 'clock

that evening, a few men ce remoniously cut down

the dfiglt.:!> and burned them, af ter ....·h ich every­

one dispersed . Symbolic violence. not attacks on

RET
OF T ilE '
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Howard and Motta n heard rumors as early as

August 1 0 , t7t. " that they were to be hanged III

dfi1o:Y a l(}n~ with the stamp drsmbu ror. Ala rmed

by rbc prospect 0 1 pubhc humil iation, bo th men

mcd to h....ad 011 the dcmonsrrauons , a ppealing to

both Governor Samuel '''''ard and merchant Sam­

uel Vernon , one 01 the " C h id Ringleaders " of the

dcmon-uanons. til " for hea r proceedi ng any fur-

MllrtllJ HfH,,/(J{d deirnded Jn~ Lett er from a
Ccn tlcman at Hal ifax in thi,~ pomphlel. The
ttatilax Letter had m(lIf;ated th e citizens of

Newport by ()UfJlIlill<~ the Icvalist P(HIt/OII. RIllS
CoJJe" f /011 (NI II Xl ( 226 ).

" rintCII and (old by S"- MI'H H ALL , on the Parade.
M.Dl:C.Lx\I

DEFENCE

~~ A" ..d"" C....M~'U"<~ li.~~ ' 0 a Sr i, il or por ..l..

0 r ro' l>oa, ........~ P,i",iplu or I .U U r .uuo..u .. . ~~I~ "

, ..,at TU<HIKJ 10 lool'~11 .h~ Rei•• of GOUtlllllUl, ""d .0 .II.~ ..

Ahlte" U.10 I nl cr.d COIlrllfiOll ,

A~ 0 ,r l.II~ COIIUIlO. RiJ IIII or U~ S.bjcll a.. rlll'po(~d 10 bt 1M

O~jf l\ i. \'int, lei il k ,e_ mbcred, 111&1 Libo:n, ;...eyer mOlT

' 0 Daar' d,,&....1Ic. ;1 ......111 ,..10 l.icu"io.fller. . C,,:.' < ~ c_

. :hed a Spiril ollKUliool Pop..!a.i IJ "Iaiollibe ScOll'C. C.....,,'

~ h.cTi lh rd Ihe r.IIMSpinl l . ai..lllhc ero.... aed ~nalC. Bo.h f«

~p. T yraaor of u .., owo, fubYCffi..e or true LiberiJ... h:cb • •~ ,

....II be fo..odrd ill L. w, uod f..ppor,~d bJ ii,

His Friend in RHODE- IS L AND .
~!i -K,,~t_· ,<V#,>~. 9

10 Ihld ,\ 1..n.lu d.l! rnl'J , h;ll menham ...... lha m E.llery
.....I~ the " ,he, "Chll'l RIO': Leader ' (II th e utly rW!<:~IS

Ibid

II lohn",," I n L",d~ Cnmml~~ ."nt"[~ III ~tJmr~. \ I AuI':
171> , . Pubhl Ree",d oU:k l' WROI. TTo;.I ~ 1/.1"I,

u lion!



NEWPORT 'S STAMP ACT RIOTERS

In the days before the Revolution . hanging in effigy was a popular means of expressing public disdain
and intimidating officials of the Crown. From American Heritage Book of the Revolut ion
(New York. 1971 ).

persons or propert y, was th e order of the day.
"The whole," said th e complaisant MerclllY,
"was conduc ted wit h Moderation , and no Vio­
lence [was] offered to the Persons or Property of
any man ." !'

The Mercury failed to point out , however, th at
the primary target s of t he demons tra to rs ' wrath
had allleft town, and tha t even loh n Robinson,
th e customs coll ector, had spent the nigh t III

New port 's harbor aboard His Majest y's ship Cyg­

net as th e guest of it s captain, Charles Lesli e,"
This, no t th e good will of th e crowd, may wel l
have been the reason for th e relat ivel y ben ign at­
mosphere prevailing on th e night of th e twenty­
seven th.

What ever th e reason for the peaceful charac te r

I , Ibid ; Mollan , Accoum of the Newport Rillls; Newport
Mercurv, 1 Sept, 17 6 \ .

14, Robinson to the Comm issioners ot the Customs,
17 Au-:_ 17 6 1, l'RO , Freas. 1/4 ,P .

II IIm1. Howard, Tcsnmonv before the Parliamentary
Commmee on American Papers, gnuvh Museum IIIMI, AJJ
MSS, \ \0,0 INewcast lel, I i'll_It IS not clear th.u Crandall

of the crowd on Wednesday, the mood changed
th e following day. The objects of the cro wd's ire,
no doubt hoping that the previous day's activi ­

t ies had put an end to th e prot est s, returned to

tow n. Toward dusk Robin son and Howard were

me t by chief agita tor Samuel Cranda ll and a group
of his followers. Both men were "attacked &.

Co lla red in the Publ ick St reet " and sca rcely es­

capcd to their hom es."
T he incident was enough to spu r the rioters

into more serious action. Their first target was
the ho use of Mart in Howard. Abou t eigh t o'clock
that night, accordi ng to Dr. Moffatt , " the Chief
contr ive rs with some ch osen Ruffians at their

heels " rushed in to th e streets wi th paint ed faces ,
broadaxes, and "loud hu zzas" and made their

was the nngleader of the Stamp AI:l protests rn general.
Howa rd ma y well have meant only that Crandall was th e
nnglcadcr ot the small hand 01 persons who assaulted him
and Robinson on the nJ)':hl of the twcnt v-cighth. Indeed.
subsequent event, md rcatc that Crandall 's quarrel wnh
Rohlllson W;lS a private m,llief not JlreLtly related to rhc
Stamp Act



NEW PO RT ' S qA~1P ACT RIOnRS

way toward Howard 's house , They totally gutted
th e build ing, "sm ppmg and plundering every

apartment of every article, carrying away wear ­
109 apparel, bed and tabl e lin en in the most open,
darmg. and unrestramcd manner breaking open
his ce lla rs, drink109. wasting and carrying off all
his wm e and othe r liquors." ,..The " ru ffians"
th en went to Moffatt 's residence, where they
"s plit down th e doors of hi s house and com­
mitted the same acts 01 rage. violence. and pil ­
lage in every point and instance."! ' Sti ll they
were not finished . About eleven o 'clock they re­
turned to Howa rd's residence, whe're they cleaved
th e doo rs and casements " into bits" and "cut up
all th e tlocrs, hearths, and chunncv piece s, leav­
109 th e house a miserable sha tt ered she ll on ly."
The rioters th en returned to Moffatt 'S house,
where th e scene was repeated. "

Meanwhile, Augustus lohnston sat nervou sly
at home. HIS wife and "four small Sick Chi l­
drcn" had tled ea rhe r In th e eveni ng. About eight
o'clock vanous friends informed him of the de­
struc tion of Howard 's and Mottan 's property and
urged him to Ilee immediately from the "fur ious
Ungovern ed mob." Johnston tri ed valiantly to
persu ade his mends to help him defend his house,
hut they insist ed that his life, as well as hi s prop ­
erty, was in danger. Finally, "partly hy force and

partly by Persuasion," th ey took him to the home
ot N icholas Lechmerc. Johnston 's friends began
removing his belongi ngs ItJ p!;H:CS of safety, but
not before some of the crowd's Ill...-mbcrs had car ­
ried oii "a great part" ot his possessions."

At last most of the crowd mad e their way to
lohnsron's residenc e and su rrounded it , but they

II'> .\tU n.lIl . Account "j th...NC"'l"nn Rlnl~_ Dick Hoerder
;Ullue~ Ih'" In fl,n<,wn the 'I.Un nl lht: IO-u h h the cro ....d en­
countered al Peter Ohvcrs revrdcncc mcrtcd the TIllIt: r~ ttl

jo\re"lt:r ange r and oun"j(c. thu-, rtupdhnll t hem III mort: VI'"
fence t1111:tJcr . Crowd Act/on In lItTulurwn<1'Y .\I<1.H<1chu ­
,ell<1f'>;t:1O Yor k. 1977 1. 9"' - I 10 There I_ no ha rd evidence
Ih"l Ihl~ 10 .1 ' the ca>ot: In f'>;t: ....pon

' 7.." "IUII . Ac.nun l "I the i'\.., .... p"JI RIIJI' . Sewrorl .\ Ier
curv 1 'i.o;p l. nt-'i

I ~ Mllti;ltl , Account otthc 1'0"10'1"'11 R I"h

1'1 lohnston to Lords Cornnuv ctonerv
10 Inhn~rnn ~dV' he med I" r,'lurn horne, h"plnj( 'hal hl~

pnpul,lIllv wnh th e l<Iwn~",,"pk mrght help avert an y 011 ­
t.Kk~ nn h" propcrt v, hu r hl ~ mends drsvuadcd him trom

4 \

left when th ey were promised that he .....ould re­
sign hi s pos m on as stamp distributor th e follow ­
mg Jay." The group th en march ed to the cus to ms
co llector's house, but again Its members .....ere
easil y dispersed upon heanng that Rob inson .....as

spending yet another night aboard the Crgnel.
They were sim ilarly dissuaded from doing much
damage to the residence of Cus toms Comptrolle r

John Ni coll. Toward dawn the rioters returned
once more to Howard 's house, where they com­

plcted what was left of their night of destruc tion,
even choppi ng down all the trees planted in front
of the house. Conte nt at last with the result s of
th e night 's labor, the crowd dispe rsed ."

By Thursday morning th ..., riote rs could claim
success. Moftan and Howard tied to th e Cygnet

for protection. Johnston reluctan tly resigned his
post . To be sure, one person "who from his sta­
tion In life better things ought to be expected"

cla imed that Johnston 's resignation was worthless
unnl u was submitted to the lords of the trea sury.
But when Johnston affirmed hrs subm ission to
th e paper he had already signed, the crowd ap ­

peared sau sfied."
Up until this point th e acuvmcs of th e crowd

had the tacit approval of the authorities. Moffatt
and Howard were loved by few and hated by many,
and while there may have been some concern
liver the excessive destruction of both gen tle ­
men's property, no one attempted to steer th e
crowd from its course . lndc-cd, whe n Johnston
unoffi cially resigned his post , nearly cveryonc'
was pleased with the results of Wednesday night 's
activities.

But by midday on Thursday It had become ap-

....h;lr , h..), cun-rdered " tuo lha" h- ;I1lt:mrl Instead. he: ~p<'nl
rh., MIllin aboard the (.)·/rnel ;llnnll lO'llh Rc bm son . who had
tied there ea rher In the evemng, aoo Beruamm WICkh am .
who h;lJ r re"lous l)" been m the kin.':" <oCl\'ICC and who ;11'00
sha red a house IO'Hh Rnbm son Ihld

1 1 ,\ 1" nilll, Acco unt ot the f"e lO' r".n R W h , Robinson to
Ihe Cumrrus-aoncrs "I C U'lOm,. 1/i AUIl. '71'>\

11 Ibid , The nun who ofucctcd t<l 1"hn~lOn 's reSI.':n;l­
lI<.n mav have been Clln.':rcllall on ;l1 rr ur ucte r Eara Strlcs
CJ pl Cha rln Leshe IU th e AdmHalr y and th e Adnural Lord
Cnl nlle, Rhude Island, 1~ and \0 Aultu~ r , 10 joseph Riding­
ton...d., C<11end<1f 0' H(lm!' O l1h e 1'<11'0.' olllr,' ReIX" (1/

( :""11-: " II/, 1160 IO,;wb"'! -17fol. I [London. IS7sl. fo l ]
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NEWPORT'S STAMP ACT RI(lTER~

and Howard . Only webber's release appeased
the crowd, whereupon he was immediately su r­

rounded "am idst the shouts of Numbers of pe r­

sons ." But by eveni ng the crowd had se ttled

down , and the mhabrrarus of Newport spent a
quiet , if uneasy, mgbt. '

The next day, however, Webbe r returned to the

streets. The "protectors of the affair," who, Cap­

tain leslie msrstcd. were " so me of the princi-

pal people In the town," were badly frightened.

leslie was convinced that the original organizers

01 the demonstrations feared that Webber would

reveal then names to the aurhonues if he were

returned to rail. hut to allow him to remain on

the streets surely invited more violence." They

did w hat they could ttl defuse the situation.

They " begged and prayed him til be satisfied,

gave him money, and ordered him clothes, and

everything he wou ld haw." Shcnft Wanton re­
ponedlv cried ou t in frus t ration , " What would

you have of me! I will do everything to satisfy

yuu ; I will lay myself do w n and let you tread on

my neck, If tha t \".1111 sa tis fy yo u! " In the end,

some of the tow ns men, led by merchant Godfrey

M albo ne, lr ., resol ved ro take charge of th e s itua­

lion and to "o ppnsl' torcc to force , if th e riot er s

would not disperse by persuasion." The crowd

was finally encouraged to go home " by th e latte r

met hod," and Augustus lohnsron " he roica lly

seized" UpOIl webbe r and loc ked h im in th e tow n

iarl O rder was rest ored, and Governor Ward re­

tu rned to a quiet .1I1d peace fu l town. "

New port rcrn.um-d quiet un nl Novembe r I,

when th e Stamp Act was s la ted 10 KO into cf­

feet . She rill Wanton rep or ted th at on Oc tobcr j r

the re was an " uneas in ess appearing alre ady in

the People ." He hi m self did not know wha t til

expec t th e next day , hut he ohviouslv teared

the WOT~t." " Wanton's fea rs we re not totally

cbuncncal. To be sure, the "Funera l Process ion

for Lrbc n v" thai the aurbonucs held on Novem-

!'i Ihrd
l'" Lc- hc III I n . · AJ mll .3h\ , "' 10- 1 1

n Iblo1 em- W.afJ In Inhn Rohrn ....n .JnJ " Ihn , H Au):
17 "' ~ R/CIl '" .;q, l"hn~l"n I" Lor d-, Cnm mrc- aoner,
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her I was we ll controlled and eranqu rl. But th at

same day webber attempted to h ang himself in

hrs rail cell, and Wanton recei ved two th reat en ­

ing le tters dernandmg the prisoner 's release . The

following night men patrolled the streets, and
when a crowd gathered. threatening to storm the

Newport iarl, it was dispersed. Two agitators

were seized, "and instead of releasing their asso­

ciate m Prison , they .....e re forced to take up their

Residence in the same Place," l'>

With the aTTeM of the leaders. the effort col­

lapsed. Johnston officially resigned hi", post on

Christmas Day, 176, ; Ward won praise for his
opposition to the Stamp Act ; and the little town

of Newport, Rhode Island, was calm and peaceful
once more .on

II

Contemporary accounts o f the nots are both
puzzli ng and incomplete . They do not fully ex­

plam why the riot s occu rred, how th e " sens ible

sort " so quick ly lost co n trol of them, or even

who most of the participants were . Of th e crowd's

CTitlCS, Moftltt mcn non s only Vernon, Eller y,

Crook, and w ebber hy name. Howard add", the

name of Samuel C randall. leslie mentions the

Reverend Ezra Stiles; lohnsron . who was sure ly

111 a pos it ion to name name s, refers di rec tl y on ly

to webber . None o t these men indicates who

to ok par t in rhc nor s on the niulu of rb c tw ent y­

eighth or who conti nued to follow .1Od su ppo rt

w eb ber th e next da y. Ever yon e agrees that th e

origina l inst igators of the prot ests had los t con­

trol of evc rus by the afte rnoon 01 the twent y­

ni n th . T he crowd lt ~eH IS contem ptuously re­

ferred 10 Simply as " ru ffians," the " rabble ." or
the " mob."

Thl' Mefcut\' conveys a shgbt lv di fferent pIC­

ru rc of the crowd 's membership. While pru dently

nami ng no one hut webber. II unphes that th e

l K I"~"rh wamou. IT In \I" .....~ Brown..\1,,~c, Bro..... n
POII~r~ I "''i. RIII <;
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\0 Ihld \0 De c p"' ~ .1l Kahl:' lC:k I" 'camucl \\',1101 n d
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xewrosr's ST A 1I,\P A CT RIOTlR..,

prot estors were a ll lovers of libert y wh o were
si mp ly flghn ng parhmentarv oppress ion. The
paper ind icates th at at leas t in th e riot 's earlier
st ages, th e parti cipants const itu ted a rat ional
crowd, not an irra tio nal mob, and that th ey were,
furt he rmore, carrying out th e will of th e tow n.

Both the Mercury and the objec ts 01the notera'
wrath had an obvious interest in describing the
protesters' composition in the way that they did .
Moffatt and Howard were pleadin g th eir cases to

English aut hori t ies in an att empt to sec ure repa­
rat ions for th eir property losses. Johnston, Lesli e,
and Robinson wanted to just ify th eir actions to
an obviously unhapp y govern me nt at home. T hei r
acco unts were plamlv self-serving. Johnston 's de­
scnpnon of his brave defense 01his house, wife,
and "four small Sick children" and Robinson's
claim that he was helpless before a grou p of
people consti tuti ng "not a tritli ng Mob, hut ... a
whole country mtlamed to an Intolerable De­
gree" were surely designed to win a sympathe tic
car in London." Th e M ercury clearl y wanted to
projec t a positive image of the riot s, for Samu el
Hall was a staunch oppone nt of th e Stamp Act
and su pported any attempt to secu re its repeal.
Consequently the paper dow nplayed the crowd 's
violence, portraying its members as steadfast pa­
mots whose m a jor conce rn was to preserve Rhode
Island 's revered cha rte r liberties.

Despite the inco mplete and oft en contradic­
tor y evi dence concerning the com pos ition uf
th e Sta m p Act riot ers, a few generaliza tions can
safely be made . Given the nature of Ne wport 's
economy, most participants derived their living
di rectly from the sea . The riot ers were, at least
in the beginning. enco uraged and joined by mem­
bers of Ne wport 's gentry eli te , people like Vernon,
C rook, and Ellery. But th e bul k of th e crowd's
members were no doubt drawn from the " lower
and mi ddling sort"-blacks , worker s, and th e

unemployed ; craftsme n, shopkeepers, and small
property owners . Whil e de rogatory appe llatio ns
are typica l of the descriptions colonial au thon -

\ 1 lohnston to Lords Cum rmv-eon crs, Rob mson ttl the
Com mrss roncrs 01 Cu'tnm_, l!l Au~ , t 7h\

ti es everywhere applied to local noters. It see ms
clear th at th ese men were, indeed , primarily
lowe r and lower middle class, and thus person ­
ally unknown to the objects of th eir wrath ; the
latter were qui ck to nam e names and lay specifi c
blame whenever th ey could reasonably do so, but
when they described the Newport Stamp Act
notcrs. they could speak only in the vaguest of
generalities. Moreover, this characrenzarmn is

consistent wi th what we know abou t ea rlier
lint s 10 the city of Ne wport . It is also consistent
wi th th e actions of the crowd during th e Stam p
Act net s th em selves. Particularl y after Th ursday,
th e twenty-ninth, the crowd's activities indica te

th at a dispropo rtiona te numher of th e members
were drawn from the lower orde rs of Newport
society, for once webber assumed leadership of
the movemen t, the "sensible sort " tr ied to stop
furthe r rioting. The ques tion remains: Why were

these people prot est ing:
Thl' quest ion of moti vation IS a cruc ial one; it

is also extre mely difficult. Th e rioters, after all ,
neve r spoke for the mselves, and given th e natu re
of th e ev idence, any explana tion of th eir motiva­
tio ns must remain highly circumstant ial and in­

ferential. Still, a number of explanations fur th e
crowd 's behavior have been offered . All ot those
who were th e obrect of the crowd 's attacks m ­
sts ted tha t th e exa mple prov ided by Boston was
at least in some way respon sibl e for events in
Newport . The disturbance at Huston, said fohn
Robinson. "communicated th e Same Spine , 10

Rhode Island.' ''' All of them, too , saw th e an ti '
charter sentiments of Howard and Moffatt as the
main pretext lor rhc attacks on thei r houses . In
th is sense, the constitutional debate over pa rha ­
rncnrary au rho ruv in America was surely an Issue
of some importance.

Having agreed un thi s mu ch , how ever. both
witnesses and victi ms began to disagree . Ca pta in
Leslie lin ked th e riots to the Presby te rians In

rhc tow n." Inves tigator John Temple, surveyor
gene ral of the Northern Dis trict 01 America ,

;1 R"hm~..n 10 the C"mm l" lnm' r' " I Customs. l ~ AUI:
17" 'i
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NEWPO RT ' S STAM l' ACT RIOTlRS

Typi cal of wba riside businesses In Newport was the ropewalk. where hemp was twisted into rope. m«
manuiacturing ucnvny was strongly affected by the vagaries of the wa trade. Unemployed workers
from such businesses made up th e bulk of the rioters. RU fS Co//eclUJII (Ril, Xi 6228).

blamed Rhode Island's charter for th e distur .
banccs and claimed tha t this sor t of " rebellion"
would conti nue unt il th e colo ny's charte r was
revok ed. " Moffatt implied th at the "rabble" con­
st it uted a ll unthin king herd , sti rred up by un ­

scru pu lous merch an ts and egged on by liqu or and
Ches hi re cheese, and he insist ed th at the "Bulk
of th e People ... on ly lomcd for Pilla~e . " " While
Johnston adnu n cd that the re were a "se t of MIS­
creants who att end ed th e Mob with the hopes of
Plunder," he thought most of the riot ers aimed
at some thing more th an me rely lining their ow n
pockets ....

All of the not's vict im... wha tever individua l
d ifferences they may have had, pain t a horrifying
pic tu re of the mght oi the twen ty-e ighth. They

q .\ 1r T(mJ' I~' SUrl'C)'nr C encul ot the Nonbern DI~·

HILI n/ Amcrle~ Cnn<.; crn ml: the Rim .11 Rhode Island and Ihl"
Drvturbances ar Bl"tnn . PRO, Trl.".I' i r...u

H .\ lult.lH. Al cnunl 01 th" Ncwf'un RIl '" .\ 111It.lH. Tc~t1 -

describe a sce ne of wi ld de ba uchery and destruc­
tion , a mindl ess mob reeling back and forth be­
tween Moffatt 's and Howard 's hou ses, drinking
mor e and more liquor, destroying furniture , and
cleaving everythin g " into bit s." Johns ton 's friends
called the rim ers a " furious Ungoverned mo b,"
and in th e end Johnston was forced [0 agree with
this view."

But [he pict ure of a mob gOlll' mad is weak­
ened as mu ch by ItS own logic as it is by th e
credibili ty (If th e witnesses, for that same group
of drun ken " ruffians," whom hostile observers
pict ure as SIl ant mahsnc and out of co nt rol, so
ready to co mmit "acts of rage, vio lence , and pil­
lage in every point and inst ance," appare nt ly
beca me quite reasona ble when It marched to

monv "duro: the P~rh;ml"nur \' Com mi ttee on Amcncan
r.lrcr~, B." . AdJ ,\1S\. \ \0\0 {Nc wcacrlc1. 1_so .

l/' l"hn~l"n IU L ords Commrssroners.
p_ lbtd



NlwrORT' " ST AM P ACT RIOTl:R\

John ston 's, Robinson 's, and Nicoll 's houses later
in the cve nmg. According to everyone 's account,
th e crowd was turned away with relative ease . Its
members wer e obviously capable of act ing in a
disciplined. purposive. and selec t ive manner.
And , m or e to the pomt. it is cl ear that they bore
a particu lar grudge against Martin Howard, lr .,
and Dr. Thomas Moffatt .

The Mercury's description of th e activities of
the n ot en. appea rs to offer an explanat ion for
th at gru dge. Purely and Sim ply, it assumes th at
th e mob was prot esung th e enactment of th e
Stamp Act , and that Howard and Moffatt , tw o of
th e ac t 's most vocal supporte rs, were attack ed
became of that su pport . They represented British
im perial poli cy, and th e Stamp Act rioters were
protesting that pohcv. In this sense, the n ots rep­
resented th e fir~t effort to define and defend
Am enca 's constit u t ional rights; they were the
express io n of the colon ial dcsrre for liberty and
autonomy.

The Mercur.v's perspective, with some refine­
ments and modifications, ha s been echoed by a
number of contemporary hi storians ." But rh rs
explanat ion leav es us with some unanswered
questions. If the riot ers sha red the perspective of

Ncwpon 's elit e. wh y did the Stamp Act protest s
rnovr so quickl y beyond the lim its envisioned by
the town's leaders? Why was the Newpo rt elite
unab le to con tro l John Webber? If th e goa ls of
<Ill classes were virtually ide ntica l, why did the
crowd refuse to disperse as soon as its immediate
obicc tiv c. the promised resignat ion of Augustus
loh nston as stam p di stributor, was achieved ? If
th e crowd was not a m ere drunken mob, how do
we explain the feroc ity of it s attacks on the prop·
cnv of Howard and MoHan, to the point that not
eve n a tree was left Mandin~ on Howard 's lawn
by th e end of th e mght ! ,\ \urt'OVCf, II th e rioters
were co nce rned primanly wuh cons t it u tiona l is­
sues, wh y did th ey threaten to destroy th e houses

,1'1 f", ~ Ie,.. cxa rnplcv " I hl~l,m~n~ wh o tend 10 ~Urp()n

Ih"\ln clIT\" VI'·W ....,. c~pcc l ", lly .\1{lr~n. The ~{aml' Ac{
CTJ~"_ C~ r1 Bndcnbaugh. Clfln In Rel'fllI Urban LI'e In
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of suc h staunch opponent s of the Stamp Act as

Samuel Vernon , Will iam Eller y, and Sheriff Joseph
Wanton ?

There ar c a number of plausible explanat ion s
for th e inabi lity of Newport 's leaders to cont rol
th e rioters. Lack of lead ership and direction from
Governor Ward su rely created an atmosphere
where th e situat ion might easi ly have gotten out
of hand . Furthermore, Webber may not have been
as easily manipulated as hi s co unterpart John
Macintosh had been in Boston, since Webber was
a newcomer to th e town, an ou ts ider who was
not designated by Newport 's leader s to take an
active part tn th e protests .

But other Issues may hav e bee n at stake as
well . To explain th e charac te r and act ivities 0 1

th e crowd during th e Stamp Act nots, on e must
determine whether or not it s members opposed

th e Stamp Act for th e same reasons that th e mer­
chants 01 th e com m unity did. It is possible that
th e crowd had grievances of its own against th e
Sta m p Act in general and Martin Howa rd, lr ..
and Dr. Moffatt in pamcular . While th e goal s of
th e Stam p Act riot ers and th e rest ot th e com m u­
nit y were iden tical, their reasons for embracing
those goal s ma y well have been different . If suc h
.1 di snncuon between goal s and reasons can ht,
establ ished, many 01 the apparent comradrc t ion s
in all of the versions of Newport 's Stamp Act
riots I1My be resolved .

A carefu l scrun nv of the SOCial and ccononuc
cha racter of postwar Newport revea ls on the onc
hand that the riot ers of August 17'6;; were indeed.
J S the AferClIf\' su~ests, protesti ng the Stamp
Act : that th ey did sec th e act as inimicaltu th eir
own int ert'sb, a threat . either real or pot ent ial.
to their livelihood . In this sense. they surely
..bared th e goals of the enu re co m m unuv. On th e
oth er hand, It becomes equal ly apparent th at th e
rioter !'> had other grievances that were linked
on ly tenuou sly to th e impena l s truggles that so

II,pol \- H. -Revoluuona rv VI" !cOl:C and the Relevance ,,'
H I~1UI V, " '''umaJ ,., 1",("/JI'''-lpll1llln' 11I<lOn ' 2 ( I 'J7 11
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N EWPORT'S STAM I' ACT RIOTER,>

occu pied the minds of the me rcha nts and profes­

s ional people of Newport . They were , for in­
stance, at least as concerned with the British

policy of Impressment as they were wi th the
co nst it ut iona l issues surrounding the Stamp Act .
Members of the middlmg sort . in particul ar . may
well have resented the iunto's attack on their

~rowmJi: political importance and self-esteem as
much as they worried about ItS th reat to the
co lony charter, and they had reason to be as d is­
turbed hy a sense of insecuri ty and frustrated
ambi tion bro ught un by th e effects of Newpor t 's
pos twa r depression as th ey we re hy th e British
th reat to co lonia l libcrnc s.

III

To ana lyze the possible motives of the Sta m p
Act noeers, we must understand the climate in
which the crisis Itself was nurtu red, the climate
of Newport In the rmd-r reos . when inhabitants

were rrvmg to recover lrom the wartime disloca­
tum ot their lives and to adjust to a peacetime
economy. While the signals he re are ce rtainly
mixed. a few generalizations can be made. First ,
wealth III the t iny seaport town of 7,SOO was
both highly visible and unevenly divided , Sec­
ondly, the economy was III rurmorl. and no o ne ,
rich or poor, could he ce rtain that the future held
anvthmg bUI fina ncial disas ter. II was, as one
merchant said, "a world uncer ta in and s t rong ly

chec ke r-d.":" T h is un cer taint y created an atm o­

sphe re of anxiety and tens ion . Fin all y, much of
the blame tor the difficulties facing Newpor t
could be placed on Bnnsb colonial po licy, a po l­
icy explicitly and vocally supported by Mar tin
Howard, lr ., and Dr . Thomas ,"" uffatt.

Erghteenth-ceruurv Newport societv was oiten
noted tor the " pom p and show," the "whul and
ndc ot tashron and frolic ," thai exis ted there ."

Ill· ........, ,> hel l.1 Ske mp. ·A WOIloJ Uncc nam and Stronglv
C h<:<: ke t' oJ." m .\\n.1I1<:n Vllee. cd AJap/lnK 10 Condrnonv
\ \ .., "lid 5OClcfI· m l:/l{hut>TIIh Cernurv A m " flL·d {F usca­
10,1'.1. I Il~ n l, ~ " - IOl, j", an anah·'!' . " the t' llee l that th e
rrud eighteenth cc nrurv war~ ha d on f',;t'Wruu, mcrcannlc
o;" m m u ll ] ()' .

.. 0, R. ,I.1 nd Cotton to Samuel vernon. 10 M.1Y (7 .. ' , Lopez
.m J Vernon 1'.11'<:r~ . box .. x. toldcr I , I' ..00. N<'w p"n HI~ltJTl'
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But benea th the venee r of ~alety, opu lence, and
" fro lic ," Newport 's economy was a troubled one,

tor at least by 176 3 the city was suffering the
effects of a commencal depression that virtually
dominated ItS economy. Coming on the heels of
the Seven Years ' War, which itself had caused se­
vere dislocations m Newport 's economic and so­

cial s t ructu re, di srupnng both the legal and illegal
trade ac t ivi ties of the city 's me rchants, th e de­
pression often spelled disaster to th ose who di d
not have the reserves 10 wea ther the stor m.

Merchants as well as tradesmen were hurt
by financial condit ions dunng and after th e
Seve n Year s ' War. Indeed, Ihey were often h it
first , Joseph Whipple, for ins lance, st unned the
com m unity whe n he suffe red complete financial
disaster in 1763 and res igned as depu ty governor
m idway through his term the following year, A
decade later Walter Cha loner, Jonathan March,
lohn Channmg, and Benjamin Tucker all peti­
tioned the General Assembly tor permission to

declare bankruptcy, assemng that any efforts to

pay their arrears while languishmg in debtors '
prison would be as if " to remove mountai ns e,

throw them into the Midst nf the Sea ," Iecob
Rodcnguez Rive ra was able to avoid fin ancial
ru in only by resorting to th e Solvency Act and
unlimited credit. Merchant Godfrey Ma lbo ne's

sons were also "losing grea tly in trade." although
they too ma nage d to surv ive the hard times. Even
Henr y Co lli ns, once referred to as the " Lore nzo
de Med ici of Ne w port, " 'J faced eco nomic d rsas­

tc r. and he was forced into bankruptcy and had
to ..ell h is prope rt y 10 George Rome, a member 0 1

Newport 's loyalist communi ty. Indeed, fur many
entrepreneu rs in this peri 00 , trade co nditions
had taken on a mghtmansh qualnv as the ex ­
penses of wa r, d severe drought in 1762, a gravely
dislocated system of trade, and the chrome lack

c. 1 \l1<; 1...t)', r-;... ...'pe rt
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Newport cabinetm akers ~old their work to wealthy mercham .. in Rhode tstond. Ne w York, and
elsewhere. Bot h crattsmen and mercbams were affected h\' a com m ercial depression aiser the Seven
Yean ' War. RIHS Collec tion (RHi Xl 6:Z:Z 9J.

of spec ie all worked together to give the town
" a most aloornv a<;pect. " · '

Nevertheless, if individual merchants suffered

in the 17 , OS and 17(.,os, 11 is true that as a class

the elite remained solvent throughout the pe­

rind . Indeed, the depression hit many members

of the middling SlITt at least as hard as it hit their
econom ic supenors." Problems began even he ­

fore th e end of th e Seven Years ' War, as both the
lower and middling sort s were forced to contend

with the same di slocations m the com m erical

economy that plagued th e m er chants of the cit y.

Ind eed, Newport 's en ti re soci al matri x wa s se­
verclv disrupt ed hy the war . Deserters from the
arm y and those who were si m pl y fleeing mi litary

4' (\-1111" n ) oj l h l· Rhod e b l.lnd A)~<:mhh. "1 ...,I ~
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(Bo!.tun, l 'IOl l. 1 \\"'. Samuel .....at d til l " rJ .. ,.j Tra de and
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service inundated the City, mcreasmg the number

of roblcss workers there . They ca roused in the

ta verns, gambled awa y the little money th ey had .

and frequented th e brothels on the wat erfront ."

The government did what it could to take care

01 Newport's burgcoumg rOOf population . It .IU ­

rhonzcd the town to send drifters and "sn ag,gling
persons" out of town summaril y, or to incarcer­

at e th em in th e almshouse. whe~ they could he
se t to work making oak um . The town could also

bind them (JUt as apprennces, mimmizing th e
burden on Its rreasurv an d providing cheap labor
for Newport 's employers."

De..pit e the best ctfon s of th e town 's leader -

..hip, condit ions d id not apprccrablv im prove . A."
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early as In8 wood had risen to "an Exuavagant
Price ." As one observer noted, this was parncu­
larly harmful to the poorer and middling sort. for
the rich could bargain for reasonable prices "in
proper Season" and were not at the mercy of
those who controlled the supply. By 1760 the
poorer sort could not afford more than a quarter
cord of wood per winter ," The winter of 1760

must have caused a great deal of hardship for the
marginal members of Newport society, for the
city also suffered a severe pork and corn shortage
that same year."

Although some ambitious small businessmen
were hurt directly by the war ," the economic set­
backs endured by most artisans and shopkeepers
arrived by a more circuitous route. The financial
difficulties of small businessmen .....ere the result
of their symbiotic relationship with commercial
capital, for their prosperity was inextricably tied
to the prosperity of the merchant community.
When trade was depressed, their businesses were
hun. Commercial decline meant tight money
and reduced buying power for all consumers. It
also meant that supplies from abroad were less
plentiful and that those goods brought into the
harbor often sold at exorbitant prices. The com­
mercial decline that affected merchants directly
and small businessmen indirectly was, of course,
largely the result of the disruption of normal
trading activities during the wars with France
and Spain . It was British foreign policy, then,
that was ultimately to blame for many of the fi­
nancial woes that so troubled the lives of the
lower and middling sort in the years before the
Stamp Act crisis .

The Situation did not Improve with war 's end.
With fc....' reserves to help them weather the post­
war depression, members of the lower middle
class once agam suffcn..d dramatically. A perusal

~1 N":" 'J",n T" ..-n ,\ k ..: tln ,R. Rl"';;"I.t, 11, . tv cwoon .\let
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of the pages of the Mercury in 1764 and 1765 in­
dicates the hard times besetting the artisans and
shopkeepers of Newport. In those years scarcely
an issue went by without at least one announce­
ment of a small businessman's intent to declare
bankruptcy, Many, like Peter Franklin or Thomas
Webber, gave up completely, sold their property,
and left town."

As the Seven Years' War drew to a close , New­
pen's merchants, themselves under pressure
from their creditors in London, began to demand
immediate payment from shopkeepers. This
forced shopkeepers to sell their goods for " ready
cash" or "short credit only." As a result, money
became tighter than ever, consumers bought
less , and small shopkeepers, victuallers, and ar­
tisans could neither sell their goods nor pay their
debts . The results were often tragic ."

Dunng this period many Rhode Island debtors
were sent to jail. Since their chances of paying
their arrears were almost nonexistent there, leg­
islation had been enacted in 1747 giving im ­
prisoned debtors the " liberty of the yard," which
often extended to the town limits, and this al­
lowed them opportunity to earn enough money
to compensate their creditors." Even so, the
plight of Newport's imprisoned debtors was
bleak."

Ezra Stiles unwittingly noted the desperate
straits of many Newport residents when he docu­
mented the reaction of the " rabble" to a huge fire
that raged near his own house, leaving thirty-five
people homeless . As soon as the blaze was put
out, scavengers pawed their way through the
rubble, stealing any furniture and other goods
that were salvable . Stiles saw their action as in ­
dicative of a lack of Christian charity, but others
might have seen in it as well an indication of
real necessity....
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NEWPORT,
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The )0 April 176~ edition of the Newport Mercury run a vcnerv 0; notices abo ut bankruptcies, debtor
sales. and other smhcotiane 0; com m ercial dn fre\\. RIHS Collect ion IRlli X I 6:nol.

The world that confronted the lower and mid ­

dling sort of Newport in the J 760s was a world

that often mocked th e arnbtnous among them, a
world that did not always reward dili genc e and
industry, shrewdness and thrift . The uncertain
and ofte n declmmg fortunes of the rrnddlmg sort

created a suuauon in which Its members ' pohti ­
cal grievances could be magnified and their trus­
trations could . In that violence-prone age, easrlv

lead to nor s and destruction .
Frustration and anger did not lead irr evo ­

cablv to publi c attacks on the merc ha n t class as



NEWPORT ' S STAMP ACT RIOTERS

a whole. The parnctpams in Newport 's Stamp
Act riot s were never a revolutionary force . They
were not levelers, nor did they wish to alter the
social and economic order. Nevertheless , there
were two forces that were particularly obnoxious
to th e members of Newport 's lower and middling
sort, forces th at threatened both their economic
posmon and their self-estee m . These force s be­
came the focal POint for their co llective acti on
and the scapegoats for their gene ral frustration .
One of th ose targets was th e new and tighter im ­
perial poli cy of Great Britain, a pulley felt con­
cretely by them well before the Stamp Act had
even been proposed. The other was a group of loy­
ahs ts composed of professional men like Thomas
Moffatt , Joseph and Pet er Harri son , George Rom e,
and Martin Howard, Jr .

IV

Gene ral dissanstacuon with economic condi­
tions no doubt produ ced trustrauon among New­
port's lower and middling SOrt . It may even have
engende red a sense of disillusionment with Great
Bruam's im perial policy. But a gene ralized sense
of un ease IS hardly suffic ient to produce th e kmd
of riot s that occurred in Rhode Islan d In AURUst
r76~ . At most , It co uld only have provided th e
kind of enviro nme nt within whi ch specific griev­
ances could more easily act as the catalyst for
violence. Speci fic grievances against C rown pol­
icy were not difficult to find in th e years imme­
diatcly preceding the passage of th e Sta mp Act .

Even before Newport 's me rch ants began to
protest the effects of the Sugar and Sta mp tax es
on co loma 1trade and to objec t to Parli am ent 's at­
tempt to tnx them without due rep resentation ,
th e lower and nnddhng sort were engaged 10

their own quarrel with Bnush poh cy. Bcginrnng

as early as th e War of Austrian Succession . the
presence 01 British troops on American soil was
a sporadic source ul nu ta tion to Newport 10 ­

habitants . Sailors from the kin,!:;: '!'> naval vessel!'>

'i'i RICH'i 11, Andre w " {Hoe m th e G m'e rn nr 01 Rh".,k
bl,1nJ. 1 t)<,; \ 174 ' , CnlTuo.I(' S Klm b,1 11. ('0.1, Correspondence
of Ih e C"I'>IIwl Con-w"" of Rh"de I sl and I? 2 j-l n \ ' !

were e tten disorderly, obnoxious, and rude . Then
spending 10 th e city 's taverns and shops conmb­
uted to th e colony's growing inflanon. Some­
times they sough t work in the town and thus
increa sed the pressure on the nght rob marker.
Their presen ce threatened to destroy the peace
and order of the comm unity. Even worse, th eir
arrival in town often meant the forced recruit ­
ment of sailors 01 att empts to apprehend desert ­
ers from the king's navy. Impressment was rarely
an immediate probl em for mer chants and law­
yers, but it was often a distinct possibili ty for
seamen as we ll as for laborers, craftsmen. and
shopkeepers. Understandably, relations between
Briti sh officers and the civilian populace rap idly
deter iorated, and mobs gathe red to "obstru ct,"
"assault," and "abuse" office rs who were even
sus pected of hav ing impressme nt on th eir minds. ~

With the end of th e Seven Years' War, the in­
hab itants of Newport hoped that Briti sh inter­
terence would also cease, Bot th e king 's ships
were in no hurry to leave the cit y's harbor, and
with the passage uf thc Sugar Act in 1764, it
becam e clea r rhat th ey would rema in th ere m ­
definitely to en force both new and old cus toms
regulat ions. Briti sh sailors on shore would can­
nnue to disrupt th e town, and thc obnoxious pol­
icy of rrnprcssmem would go on distressing an
already suHering community.

Ott en tensions arose over a sccnunglv minor
Incident. In lulv r7 (q a group of (Jew members
irom Capta in Hill 's schoone r St . Joh n were found
guil ty of "some Irregularities" whil e ashore In

Newport, and w hen tWO of th e gud ty men es­
caped to th en vessel. the enraged townspeople
demanded th eir return so that th ey co uld be run ­
ish ed for th eir mi sdeeds hy civil authoriti es. Ten ­
sums were further heightened when th e St . fohn
tri ed to retrieve one of its deser ters, and a crowd
around the docks irnmedlatclv presumed that
some lit th em might he Impressed. A "smart
ski rmish " resulted. th e desert er was prot ect ed by
the cro wd, and an officer of the St John was

\' " l ~ . (l1.<"l<In. 1901 l. r l \ 7 . Elame form.ln C rane, A tscocn
dem PI'"ple N~"1'ml , Rh,~ /I' Island. In rhl' Rrl'o!urlOn<Jn"
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taken into custody and used as a hostage .
Rumors quickly spread that the schooner in­
tended to escape with the two guilty seamen still
aboard , and when th e St. fohn did indeed begin
sailing from Newport harbor, trying to take ref­
uge with the king '! ship SqUirrel. the gunner at
Fort George fired on the vessel. Significantly,
colony leaders countenanced the entire affair .
Authoritie s refused to promise justice to any of
the king's officers who had been abused in the
fracas.'lI

It was not only an occasional act of thievery
or drunken high spirits that incensed Newport's
lower SOrt, however. Much more unsettling
was the British policy of impressment. Captain
Smith of the Squirrel tried to ease tens ions , prom ­
ising to impress no Newport resident and indica­
ting that no small-boat men sailing int o the har­
bor would be molest ed." The prom ise was not
enough. By June 1765 the king's ship Maidstone
was impressing everyone who was not an in­
habitant of the city. Th e consequences of this ac­
tivity were fatal to Newport 's economy. Wood
wharves were almost bare of fuel ; neighboring
vessels shunned Newport 's harbor ; the fish mar­
ket suffered as few fishe rmen dared venture into
the harbor. Conditions finally became so un­
bearable that a group of about five hundred
people took one of the Maidstone's boats, hauled
it onto the commons, and burned it ."

While the perpetrators of the action against the
Maidsrone went unpuni shed, at least some mem ­
bers of the community publicly, if anonymously,
decla red their disapproval of the "measures taken
by the Rabble." They were nervous because the
whole incident had occurred so quickly that th e
"sensible SOrt" had been unable to prevent or
even control it. They were caught in the uncom­
forta ble pcsruo n of those who could not hut ap-

,f> NewT'''''l \It'l~ur\ '. ...lul~. If> luh' 17f>~. Ca rt Sm ith to
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prove the goals of the "rabble," even whil e th ey
decried its methods."

Governor Ward's reaction to th e affair is reveal­
ing. In a letter of apology to Captain Antrobus of
the Maidstone. Ward tri ed, as always, to put the
riot in a favorable light. He pointed out that
Newport residents were being impressed, and
that the city 's fishing industry was in ruins .
Moreover, he insisted that the crew of the Maid·
stone had itself inci ted the riot by its "inso­
lence" in trying to impress a man from a small
wood boat, even to the point of following the
boat into the harbor. Nevertheless, Ward ex­
pressed the "greatest uneas iness " at the "violent
&. scandalous Measures" of the rioters. He
claimed that only " Persons of the Least Note,"
the "Dregs of the People and a number of Boys,"
were involved in the affair. It was obvious [Q him
th at the "bett er sort " had to learn to control th e
social forces th at had unl eashed themselves on
the Maidstone.Nl

Interest ingly enough, the testimony of
Th omas Moffatt to the commissioners of the
customs in 1766 provides eviden ce to indicat e
that the attack on the king's ships, part icularly
the St. fohn incident, and the Stamp Act riots
were not totally unrelated- at least not in his
mind. In his statement to the commissioner s,
Moffatt referred, apparently with out any prompt­
ing from his examiners, to the riots that had oc­
curred in Newport in 1764, claiming "that the
Parliament in Great Britain had no authority . ..
in Rhode Island when [the] Forts flred on his
Majesty 's Ships in 1764." Although he did adm it
that the quest ion of parliamentary authority was
not "agitated" until the passage of the Stam p
Act, it is apparent that he believed the two Issues
were somehow related."

If Brit ish officers consut uted a threat to the se-
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,

curity of Newport's laboring class , the middling
sort confronted an additional obstacle to its sense
of well-being. Th at obstacle was the Newport
Iun to, wh ich seeme d to be leveling a concerted
at tack on the digni ty and power of small prop'
erty owners at the very ti me when they were ex­
perie ncing a ta ste of real political importance.
Throughout the 17605 Rhode Island politics was
domi nated by a constant struggle between the
Providence factio n, head ed by Stephen Hopkins,
and the Newport factio n, led by Samuel Ward. As
both groups stru ggled for power, election cam­
paigns became increasingly volatile and candi­
dates for publi c office had to appeal directl y to
the lower middle class for its vote. When elec­
ti ons were close, as they oft en were, each per­
son's vote became extremely valu able .

At electi on time the ego of th e average man was
inflated to grandi ose proportions . Each spring,
complained one critic, "every voter feeling in
hi mself some importance from all the flatteries
bestowed on him by the tribunes of the people,
foresakes his proper calling, becomes a member
of some political club , and wastes away the sea­
son . .. at taverns and market places .":" Bribes to
prospective voters were not uncommon, and
large sums of m oney were hab itually spent for
the purpose of "debauching the health and con­
science of the voter." MCandidates for public
office ceased to appear as aloof and slightly un ­
willing servants of the publi c good and began ac­
tively to seek votes through advertisements in
colony new spapers." Members of Newport 's
lower middle class could not help realizing that
th eir cont ribution to the political process was
significant , and that winning politicians owed
their success, at least in part, to them.

Th e importance that th e lower middle class
attached to its political power can be seen in
its resent ment of occasio nal attemp ts on th e part
of poli tical leaders to avoid factio nal disputes.
At tim es whe n acrimony becam e particularly

61. Ne wporr Mercury. 13 June 1764.
63. IlJneumes and Correspond ence of Ezra Stiles.

l111- I714, ed. Franklin B. Dexter [New Haven, I \l161, 103.
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heat ed, th e leaders of either the Ward or Hopkins
facti on would withdraw from the race, making
some son of arrangement whereby members of
both groups would be represented in th e new
government . Such efforts to settle issues outside
the political arena were m et with marked hos­
tility. Some decried the "insolence of th ose popu­
lar tribunals" in their bold -faced efforts to end
party dispute by deciding for themselves th e out­
come of contested electi ons . It appeared " that
tWOparties had for a long time contended for the
government, that th ey at length grew tired of the
quarrel and were now about to share the prize
and enslave the people." 6!

But now the Newport JUntO, not th e Ward or
Hopkins facti on, seemed to be intent upon "en­
slaving th e people ." Members of Newport's elite
had learned to appeal to th e pride of the average
voter at election time , to allow him to speak at
town meetings, and to encourage him to hold
minor public offices at th e local level. But mem­
bers of the junto, most of wh om were only mar­
ginally involved in colonial politics, had less
reason to cater to th e whims of the ordinary
man. Thomas Moffatt, the "Scotch doct or," was
a foreign-born resident of the town and was not
involved in local polities. George Rome had ar­
rived in the colony in 1761 and served there as
th e colonial agent for a number of British mer­
cant ile houses, and his connections with the
Brit ish were of far greater importance to him
than his ties to th e colon ists . joseph and Peter
Harrison were also relative newcomers to Rhode
Island , Peter had alienated two of th e colony's
most influential families when he eloped with
Elizab eth Pelham in 17461 Pelham's parents and
her uncle, John Banister, vehemently opposed
the match, and the Banisters and Harri sons there ­
aft er became bitt er rival s. loseph Harrison 's ti es
to th e city were also tenu ou s. He had many con­
necti ons with "eminent person s" in Britain, and
he used th ose connections to obtain positions in

64. Newport Mercury. u Apr. n601 18 Apr . I7/l 31 16 Apr.
1764.
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the ktng's customs service for himself and lus
fnends.v With the possible exception of the ex­
tremely vocal Martm Howard , none of the junto's
adherents was closely Involved In the colony 's
affairs , and even Howard was not particularly
successful in pursuing a pohncal career In Rhode
Island."

Alie nated from the sources of power in the
colony, the membe rs of the ju n to had little need
to flatte r and caiolc the members of the mid dling
sort. To the contrary, they did every thi ng in th eir
power to express their utter disdain for the "st u­
pid herd of voters" .... and ad vised them to exhibit
"more Moderati on & C tviluv, mor e Meekness
and better Manners." .... They denigrated the abil­
tty and aspirations 01 the forward- looking mem ­
bers of th e lower middle class, saying that "a
devotion to speculation, study, or books is nei ­
ther the proper business or duty of the gene rali ty
of any people." '" In a di rect attack on the aspi ­
rations of the middling sort . they asserted that
" the tyranny of a mob IS more hateful than that
of [a Kingl." ' ] When he first heard of the Stamp
Act riot s, Joseph Harriso n, by then safely tucked
away in London, .....as both shocked and disgusted .
"Surely th e people arc distr acted and infa tuated,"
he wro te, and added th ai " the minist ry would
certai nly have relieved them from those griev­
ances they have so much com plained 01had th ey
behaved with tol erabl e decency. But now they
must expect no favor." 'j

While it is clear tha t tht· iunro did not have the
power to des t roy the polit ical aspirations of th e
middlmg sort, it is equally apparent that men
like Moffatt and Howard could "expect no favor"
from those they had verbally abused in t he past .
Indeed , they had reason to expec t to be the sub­
jeers of special resentment once the deba te over
the Stamp Act emerged. These were men whu
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had led th e figh t against the Rhode Island cha rter ,
who had steadily denigrated the abihry, powcr.
and influence of the lo.....er middle class. These
.....ere the men who .....ere the self-appointed apolo­
grsts for an English government whose pohC1CS

had become increas ingly inimical to the eco ­
nomic and political well-being of the middling
sort . They, much more than Augustus Johnston,
had earned th e dis pleasure of Newport 's artisa ns
and shopkeepers.

The lower and middling sorts, th en, had rea­
sons of their own for destroyin g th e propert y of
Martin Howard, lr., ami Thom as Moffatt. AI­
though it is und eniable th at the riot ers were
moved in part by the ideological issues surround­
in~ the Sugar and Stamp acts, it may well have
been the ir animosi ty toward the IUntO, both for
its outspoken support of British pohcy and for its
denigration of their virtue and dignnv, that led
them to reac t with the devastating thoroughness
characterizing then attacks. Indeed, ideological
Issues and the hatred of the junto went hand In

hand . It is easy to see how the riot ers might have
hated local collabo rators more than they dishkcd
Lord Grenville or the members of Parliament
who supported the Stamp Act, for Grenville and
his minions were but hazy figures in the rm nds
of most Americans , wh ile Moffatt and Howard
were concrete reprcsen ranons of unpopular and
harmful policy. The continued attacks on the
virtue and digni ty of th e lower and middling sort
by these two men were palpable exam ples of the
apparent lac k of respec t tha t English men had
for thei r Ame rica n cousins . And if the members
01 the junto actually obta ined their proclaimed
goal of revoki ng the Rhode Island charter. It was
probable that the membe rs IIf rhc middling sort
would gain nothing and rmght lose a great deal
when the new government was formed .

Hrsroncal Socrcrv Collenwn'. Iot h...: r ,1l1l'l~ "11 ,42,4 1,

" , RI CR <; 1St>, election J"T"l<C~, RIHS
" " "'r",po F! .\ ferrun'. l \ Apr 17tq
n'l IbId . 12 Oct 17n,4
70, Ibid . In Nov . 17"'4
71 Ibid . III No v n fl4
71 J"seph HaUl~nn to luhn Temple, I I Oct . 1"1"' ,. 8o"

dum arut Temple Paper< . 70.



NEWPORT ' S STAMP ACT RIOTERS

While Newport 's Stamp Act rioters sha red
many of the views held by the merch ant eli te,
they were not merel y acti ng on behalf of the
town's leaders. Evidence that th ey had special
grieva nces and quarrels of thei r own with the Brit­
ish , as well as wi th Martin Howard and Thomas
Moffatt, IS st rong . Howard and Moffatt may have
provided a focus lor th e anger, frustrations , and
helplessness felt by many members of the lower

and middling son. Perhaps they came to see junto

spokesmen .10; symbolic of the repressive policies
emanati ng lrom Great Britain. And lor them, un­
like the elite. th e poli cy of impress me nt pro­
vidcd a mor e ta ngible example of that repression
than arguments over rep resentation and taxation ,
libeny, and the " rights of Englishmen ."

This explanation of the Stamp Act riots sug ­
gests that the act did not serve as a primary cata ­
lyst for rebell ion, bu t rather provided yet another

19

example of the hardships that average people
could expect to endure as a result of Brit ish influ ­
ence on their lives. Having suffered the conse­
quences of suc h inter ference in th e past , crafts­
men and shopkeepers cou ld easily believe: that
the Stamp Act , too, would seve rely disrupt their
al ready shaky economic pos ition . They could
agree that the power to tax was the po.....er to de ­
stroy, and that oppression that .....cru unchallenged
was likely to breed furt her oppress ion in the fu­
turc. They knew this. not just because of the tell­
ing argu me nts prin ted in pamphlets and broad ­
sides, but because th ey had felt it in th eir ow n
lives. T hey were not fight ing antici pated reduc­
tion of their freedom , bu t rat her they were op­
posing the very rea l effects of Bntish policy on
their everyday lives , effects that the membe rs of
Newport 's merchant elite could rmagmc but had

only partially experienced.



A Crisis in Rhode Island Mental Health Care:
The Closing of Butler Hospital in 1955

Valerie Quinney

"Butler Hospita l to Close Sept. 1: State Rejects
Plea"-thcsc were the headlines in the Provi­
dence papers on 18 June 1955. Today we find it
hard to believe that the thriving hospi tal was
ever a silent, empty place , but it was just that for
over a year. Selig Greenberg, the Providence lour­
nal reporter who covered the closing on I Sep­
tember, walked in to find an eerie stillness in
the halls . The last superintendent, Dr . Henry
Babcock, sat amidst his boxes of books, packed,
ready for his next job in the student heal th ser­
vices at Harvard. All the nurses had left, and the
nursing students had transferred to other psychi­
atric hospitals. Doctors and residents had moved
to posi tions in other hospitals or else gone into
private practice . Some patie nts had gone home,
bu t mos t had been taken to the sta te ins ti tu tion
or to Mclean Hospit al in Ma ssachusetts. When
the reporter asked Dr. Babcock how it felt to pre­
side over the liquidatio n of such an insti tution as
Butler Hospital, the superintendent "thought for
a minute and smiled wanly, 'It 's been a haunting
thing, a wrenching experience.':"

Greenberg felt the presence of ghosts around
the place, " the ghosts of the public-spirited men
who in the 184 05, at a time whe n the mentally
ill were incarcerated in dungeons and treated as
criminals, conceived and carried out the revo­
lunonary idea that kindness and unde rstanding
can help cure and rehabilitate many of the men-

tally ill. " J Indeed, the hist ory of the hospital had
often been recounted with pride . Just before the
middle of the nineteenth cent ury, two entrepre ­
neurs, Cyrus Butl er and Ni cholas Brown , had
given money to erect a hospital " for that un ­
happy portion of our fellow beings who are by
the visitation of Providence deprfved of their
reason ." Brown left S30,000 and Cyrus Butler
gave S4o,ooo-handsome sums at the time. But­
ler 's gift was given on condition that the amount
would be matched by citizens in the commu­
nity. They responded to the challenge and raised
S55,000 . The donors were from all occupations
and from every social class: teachers, mill work­
ers, doctors, groce rs, lawyers, and farmers. No
doubt they were inspired by Dorothea Dix's plea
for the humane treatment of the insane and also
by the rea lization that mental prob lems do not
always hap pen to someone else . These people
made the hospita l a reality.

In 1844 the trustees purchased a r ra-acre tract
of land along th e Seekonk River and erected a
beautiful neo-Cothic building. At first the hospi­
tal was called The Rhode Island Inst itute for the
Insane; in 184 6 the name was changed to Butler
Hospital for th e Insane . As the decades passed,
gifts made it possible to acquire more land and
build additional buildings. Indeed, the building
process went on for nearly a century.

The first superintendent, Dr . Isaac R.ay, was

Valene Quinney II an ..ll n anl profen or of luSlOry and
women " tludlu al Northern Illinoil University. Thll arnc le
il pan of a hlltory that she prepared for Butler HOIplt....l to
mark the thtnleth anniversary of IU rw penlng.

I. selig Creenbt'rg. "Butler, A Monu ment to Dedrcanon ,
Devcncn," Providence Evening Bulletin , I SePt. 195\

J . Ibid.
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A CRISIS IN RHODE ISLAND MENTAL HEALTH C ARE

Superintendent Henry H. Babcock rakes a last look at the empty halls at Butler Hospital at the time of
its closing on I September 1955. Courtesy of the Providence Tournai-Bulletin.

one of the founders of the American Psychiatric
Association, and each superintendent in the hos­
pital's history was a leader in mental health care .
At the centennial celebration in 1944, Dr . Karl
Menninger , of the famous Menninger Founda­
tion, declared that " the name of Butle r Hospita l,
that first fighting unit in the great war against
fear and hate, remains in the front ranks." Hun­
dreds of residents in psychiatry and nurses who
received training at the hospi tal spread its fame
as a center for the treatment of the mentally ill.
Dr. Arthur Ruggles, the superintendent at the
time of the centennial, had a national repu tation
in the mental health field. He was a former presi­
dent of the American Psychia tric Association,
and during World War II he served as a consu l­
tant to the Uni ted States government 's mental

"'

hospitals. His leadership, the hospital 's fine repu­
tat ion as a teaching inst itution, its distinguished
history, and, mos t im portant , its tradition of hu­
ma ne and scientifica lly advanced treatment made
Butler Hospital look strong and prosperous .

But this appearance was misleading. Since the
hos pital's foundi ng, the trus tees had faced an ex­
tremely difficult financial reality. What the pub­
lic did not know was that nearly every year since
the hospital began, its budget had shown a defi­
cit. Although the hospital's location ncar elegant
Blackstone Boulevard suggested that it was a rich
institu tion caring for the rich , the tru th was that
Butler Hospital had always cared for people who
could not pay t he full costs of their treatment, as
well as for those who could pay. At the beginning
of the rwcnncrh century, 70 percent of the pa-
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u ents did not pay th eir full COM S, and some of
th em paid nothin g at all. In th e hospital 's early
h i... tory, deficits had hem made up by trustees
who dug into thei r own poc ke ts. In 189 } sixty­
four individu al s known as guarantors agreed to
conmburc eac h year whatever was needed .' This
practice was d iscontinued in 1900, then rein­
sta ted in 1I}2 J when pos twa r inflation caused an
Increase In the defici t.

In th e m id -twent ieth centu ry, however , defi­
cits sudden ly bec ame too large for a sm all group
of indi viduals to cover. The average defi cit dur­

109 th e Second Worl d War 119~ r - J9451was
$6 ,019. Alter th e war the deficits grew in amaz ­
ing leaps : for th e years I Y46 - I Y50 th e average
annual los ... was S ~ 6 ,O I 9 ; in 1 9 ~1 and r9P it was
$n ,ooo; and 10 1954 th e trust ees conf ront ed a
los s of SI2 1 , ~ 71 . ·

In that yea r Bcniarru n Stu rges , a Providence
law yer and a Butler Hospital trustee, became a
member of the hospital 's Ways and Means Com­
mittee, which he later said could have been better
named th e " Keep the Hospital Afloat Comnut­
tee ." The com m ittee fo und that the hospital was
little more than half full -IW patients in a 200 ­
bed facility-and that 'i 1 percent of the patients
were not able to pay the full cos ts of their care.
People on the sta ff were leaving, but not as fast
,1S the hospital was losing patients. At one point
there was a ratio of more than two employees for
every pnnern.'

Supennrcndcru and Physician-in -Chief Henry
Babcock di scussed rea ...ons lor the declining pa­
tient population with the trustees . Elcctrocon­
vulsi ve therapy sho rte ned hospital stays , he said,

and newly discovered drugs, principally thorazme
and reserpine, made It possible for patients to
live at home. Another reason was the burgeoning

number of psvchiamst s. lor many doctors who
had been rap idl y named in military hospi tal s
were nnw pracncmg m Providen ce. Since Butler

\. Waltci Ld ..'a" h " To ~'cmber' (lj t he Corporation,
Iuly 19\ \, Daniel Blam , "The Fut ure III f1u lln Hos prra l"
II'H 61, IV. II

~ Ibid
\ . Bcnramm ~(UlltC" Oul HI"nrv Ill luh' 19t>~ 1. I, om'

tThe ti" , number reters tn (he tape ode . the '>«Cond, In the

6,

MmJern trea tment in 1944 included electro­
convulsive tberopv. as seen in this staged photo.
Courtesy of the Butler Hospit al lsbrorv.

Hosp ital permitt ed on ly doc tors on its s taff to
treat patient s In [h e hospital, othe r psych iatri st s
took then patients to the new wings of general
hospitals bu ilt to care lor people in cri sis, and
lat er th ey treat ed th em as ou tpatients In th eir
office s."

In addruon. labor costs were rising. Employees
had obtained a forty -hour week, and the trustees
had had to hir e additional s taff. Accord ing to

Sturges , th e tru stees believed they would have
to nnse nurses ' salaries. which were lower than
those in tither area hospital s. Other costs, such
as building maintenance expense s, were rising
too , and th e tru stees anucipatcd a considerable
expense in th e ncar future wh en [hey would have
to replace th e heating system .'

For several year s th e " Kee p Afloat Com m itt ee"
had wrestl ed with th ese problems. Members
sough t advi ce from ...up enntenderus of other pr i­
vatc menta l hospital s and even engaged a firm
of m an agement experts to study the ho...pnal's
situ ation. The co m m ittee advise d the ho ...pn al
ad rrurust ranon on measures to cut COSts, and

rape ~"untci H\dIC.lWI I All " Iiil hl'lUI)' (iif'l'" an.. In ,h.· ar ­
chive, 01 RUIler H,"pllal

to. til-my Babcock, Rq'''f1 ot the Supermtendent m.d
sen se mdlc.lte, 19H 1 .\ 1mutc,01the Board nl Trustees I ~ <i 'i

volume
1 "1U11t.:" Oul HI'Wr\ . .. 0',11 and l~l .
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I

th ese recommendations were dutifully carried
ou t. Nevertheless the deficit increased . Patient
fees were already as high as the trustees deemed
feasible; rai sing fees was out of the question.

There were gms. but the 19'14 deficit had been
calculated alter the annual gifts we re figured in.
The possibility of staging a fund drive was re­
jected because the trustees decided, as Sturges
put it , that it IS " im possible to raise money for
an institution that 's losing money." Finally the
huge defi cit for ced the hospital [0 begin spending
ItS endow me n t; th e trustees ......ere very much
afraid that th ey would " ru n through the unen ­
cum bered endo w mcn t," Sturges recalled.'

Butler Hospital ......as not alone in this dil emma.
When Dr. Babcock traveled [0 Washington to sec
it the hospital cou ld secure a grant from the Na ­
tiona l Insti tu te of Men tal Health , he had no luck.
He found that o the r private mental hospitals in
the country ......ere in a similar Situat ion . Some,

such as the Pinel Institute in O regon, the Ring
Sanato rium in Arlington, Massachusetts, and the
Norways Sanitarium in Ohio, were dosing.

Facing a gnm Situation, the board of trustees
believed that It had no alternative but to offer

the hospital to th e state in hopes that the state
would continue to operate it , The offer was de ­

live red to Governor Roberts on 1'1 Apn119'1 'i,

bu t the govcnor declined." Cost, not quali ty, ......as
up permost in state offic ia ls ' minds at a t ime
when the state had to jusufv eve ry tax doll ar
spen t. The governor 's study committee estimated
that the daily cost per pat ient wou ld be from
three to SI X times greater at Butler than the daily
cos t of keeping the same pat ient at the exisnng

..tate msntunon. Their offer rcicct ed, the trust ­
ecs then decided they had no choice bur to ac­
cept the mevuablc: the buildmgs and land would
have to be sold and the money u..ed to build a
wi ng to an ext..ung hospital."

It was not an easy decision tn make. Hospital
president walter Edwards-an elde rly gen tle­
ma n of o ld Yankee stock, the head of the pres-

" lbrd
Q PTO'ihJ",n(C Evenmg bullenn II< june I QH .

10, ,\1 IOu t l'~ ot thc Board ui Truvtecs rn june 19';';

n giou s law firm of Edwards and An gell , and a
co nsciennous public servam-c-vhad a bear by th e
tail and had bee n pre sident long enough that he

could han' ver y gracefully retired and left It to

somebody else," Sturges said , " hut he wou ldn 't
let go." II

Members o! the boa rd wen: frum families living

in Rhode Island for generations, and many had
fathers , grandfathers, and even great-grandfather..
who had served on the hospital 's board. As trust ­

ees, they felt th ey were responsible to th e com'
munity for using th e endo..... ment to ensu re con­

nnumg care of th e mentally ill. Their tradition
......as not so much to involve th e publi c as to serve

It. They made the decision to sel l on relune 19'1 'I ,

When the newspaper printed this news, Sturges
said, "all he ll broke loose at once .''' l Board
member Rober t Goddard remarked, " I th ink we
wro ngly didn 't consider that the community had
a fee li ng about it ." U T he board had not in formed

the hospita l staff of the gravnv of the situation ,
much less consulted them about the decision .

Members of the Rhode Island Society for Mental
Hvgrene kn c..... that an offer had been made to th e
state, but they .....ere shoc ked .....hen they read about
the closing . They were di smayed that the hoard
had not di scu ssed the desperate situation and the
alternat ives with them before the decision was

made. The socie ty-an umbrella organization for
socia l se rvice grou ps in the state - included psy­
ch iatrists , psych ologist s, teachers, socia l worke rs,
nurses, and ministers. T he membe rs telephoned
their friends and wrote letters to the newspapers,
but there was no precedent to suc h an event , and
nu one knew what to do othe r than to protest .
The society's e xecu t ive co m m ittee sough t an
appointment .....nh Edwards, who sa id he could

not meet them until July. The announcement
about selhna was made public on 1 1\ June , and
the society's membe rs feared that 10 the t .....o
interve n ing wee ks the hospita l wou ld be so ld .

Lauric Kaldrs, secretary of the society, Or.

Melvyn Johnson, a psych iatris t, and Ma ry May

I I SlUr~",~. O r.l1 HI ~I "I Y. I , 010

D. lbrd
Il. Robel! Cndd.a rd, DralHrsmrv l rn Au~ r 'l~4 '. 1,001\
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Blume r, di rector of the Volunteer Bureau of the

Council o f Community Services, decided to bring
the matter to the attention of the Butler Hospit al
Corporation. Hm ng a lawyer to study th e bylaws
with th em, they found that if at least ten mem­
bers petitioned the hoa rd of trustees to ca ll a spe­
cial mcenng, the president would have to call
on e. They quickly contacted membe rs of the cor­

poration they knew personally and got eighteen
signatures on a petition requesting a special meet­
ing of the Butler Corporation " to discuss and act
upon the decision of the Board to close Butler

Hospital on September 1, 19'1 , ." "

The corporation was an honorary group of
about 800 members who met annually to approve
the trustees ' work and to vote for whomever the
trustees proposed .1S office rs . Now a letter sent to
all members called them to a different ki nd of
action :

There is a diticrcnc e of op imon as to the need of
closmg Butler Hospital. We WIsh to make sure that
every means ha .. been explored to keep Buder Hospital
funcuomng " in It s p resent building." We wish to
rhmk with the Trustees and not agamst them and to
give all posstble a ld."

Ma ry May Blumer, Dr . Mel vyn Johnson, Kenneth
MacColl, Norma n Macleod, and Mrs. Archibald

Silverm an, among ot he rs, signe d this letter for
th e co mm ittee of " Friends of Butl er Hospital ."
Desp ite th e dis claimer-c-vwe wi sh to think with
th e Trust ees and not aga in st th cmv-c-tbe chal ­
len ge was unmista kab le. An organ ize d group was
going to put up a fight agains t th e hospital 's
closing.

The: Friends we re supporte d by th e Rhode Is­
land Soc iety for Mental Hygiene. The society se nt
a te legra m to several em ine nt psychiatrists in­
Iorrru ng the m of the closing and asking thei r
opin ions o n whether the private psyc hiatric hos­
pit al had a TIlle to play in the fut u re. The execu­
tive committee of the American Psychiat ric Asso­
ciation replied through its secretary, Dr. Will iam

Ma lamud, who expressed "great regrets that

I~ " I{I' lOry »r rhe Fnctl<h "t Buder Hospnal" teubmm ed
to [he bnard ui tru~[~"1.·~ al the an nual rncetmg 01the Bud ...r
fl o..pltal Corporation, 11 Fe'" 19~1 1. l-l ; ;\1dv)'n lohn....in,
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Jul1 13.
1 9 ~ 5
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Friends of Busler Hospital rallied members of the
coi porauon to get the trustees rareconsider the
closing. Courtesy of the Butle r Hospital Library.

Butle r Hospi ta l. always one of the outstand ing
ins ti tutions of its kind , would be closed and not
he in a position to continue the h igh ly worth­
while conmbunons It had made for more than a
centu ry to the care, t reatment and study of men­
tal discases. " ' ~

Hoping to influence members of the corpora ­
tion and gam support for then cause, the Frie nds

OT;l1H.~IUIY 112 Au~ 1<;11'1..1 I. 11\
I ~ "H."..T)' 01th ... Fn...nd~ . · ) ,

If, ihhJ
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decided to ho ld a public forum a few days be-
fore the corporation meeting. At thi s forum Dr.
John son presented a plan that the hosp ital could
follo w in the future. Th e new organizat ion of

ser vices he proposed included an outpatie nt de­
partment, a geria tric center, an acu te inten sive
trea tment center wi th priv ileges to ou tsi de ph y­
sicians, and an adolescent center for emotio na lly
disturbed children. To obtain funds , the ho sp ital
could laun ch 1tS ow n financial drives, parti cipate
in th e Uni ted Fund, and work wi th Blue Cross in
devi sing a plan to exte nd it s bene fits. Finally, Dr.
John son pointed out th e advantages of an im ­
proved publi c relat ion s policy and of th e esta b­
lishment of a women 's auxilia ry. Co ncl uding his
presentation, he identified Butler Hospital's great­
est s trength : its provision of "a way of hfe in sur­
roundings conducive to restore drgrn tv and faith
to man and the security necessary to re-establish
huma n relat ion shi ps." I'

At the cor poration meeting on IX July, Walter
Edwards ca lle d the dec is ion to close " irrevo­
cable." Tw ice he ignored a motion made by Mrs.
Silve rma n to appoint a committee to work w ith
the trustees 10 su rveying possible alternative.. to

the closing. Judge Alben Baker mov ed that " the
President be authonzed to appoint a committee
to consult with the Trustees on future plans for
carryi ng on the wor k for which Butler Hospital
was fou nded ." ThiS motio n was a taci t acccp­
ran ee of the decision to close, and it passed.
Judge Baker advised the pres ide nt to appoi nt
Mrs . Sil verman to the commit tee .I" This wa.. no
doubt rmended to placate the Friends, but she
proved tn he the on e comnunee member wh o re­

fused to let anyone accept the dO"'lIl~ as final
Although th e Friend... had good rl':N IO to ted

defeated , they worked with even grl';lter ctton

Dr. lohnson met Edw;Hds fur lunch and "rent
th ree hours prcccnn ng a program for kee plllg the
hospual opcn . " Thank yo u, Dr. lo hnson." the

11 1" ".1 ~

I " . P""",,/f'lKt' IOUlrIll 1000 Iu l \' I~,<, 1 1 1~t"I\ "I t h ,·
Pru-nds." <,
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presiden t said at the end of their mcenng. " It's
been most ill uminaung, but you 've done no thing

to cha nge my mind." Iv Mar y May Blumer met
Stu rges to urge him to accept an offer mad e by
Dr, Daniel Blain, medi cal director of th e Amen­
can Psychiatric Association, to cond uct a su rvey
of the area 's mental hea lth needs. Such a survey
would give the trustees information to Judge
whether there was a need for a private psychi ­
atric hospital, she argued. She prom ised that the
Friends would raise the money to pay for th e sur­
vey. Sturges informed the board of the offcr at its

next meeting on 4 Augus t. but th e trust ees vote d
against acce pti ng it, fur th ey beli eved th at a sur­
vey would only prolong th e ago ny," The hospital
closed on I Septe mbe r 19 SS.

The hospita l 's superintendent . Dr. Babcock,
had only recent ly come to Butler, bu t he was
very much concerned about the employees . Both
he an d the trus tees made sure that all the em ­
ployees who had worked for the hos pita l over J

period of ti me received pensions . Dr. Babcoc k
wro te recommendation s lor the younge r peop le
and assisted them in Anding other jobs. T he tru st­
ees gave em ployee.. vacation pay and generous

severance pay. Dunng the last month ... of opera ­
tion Dr. Babcock had ttl balance staft and pa­
tients, always rerammg enough staff to care fur
patients until they cou ld be placed elsewhere.
These ma tte rs were consc icnnouslv attended to,
but, .IS St urges sa id, a gene ral who carries o ut a
successful retreat doc ... no t get m uch praise."

While furmsh tnas, buildings. and 'land were
being assessed and made ready fur the sale, th ..,
Friends 01 Butler Hospital plotted strategy and
began their next course of action . The driving
force was th en pre-adem, Jd ;l I ~1r _Archibald ]
Silverman, a woman III he r srxuc , known H1

Prov iden ce as a person who bad [wen specrucu­

lad y successfu l in r ,l i ~ i n~ funds fur l- rac l after

the Second World wa r Secretary-Treasu rer Mary

" I Blu tTK,1. 'l Au ~ 11/; , .\t.U \ '1,,\ Blumer W" ,k ml: 1',,1"' "
JnJ CUflt"J""l<icIlI:C

21 "" U1..:n, ()rJllh~t"l\ I , o<,f>, Iknl~- n"ho;,,,, k. 'TnA lI
Ern plov ccs " I Rutl .'r II'h plt" l ,' 11 hnu- 10.) "
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One of many hIghly attended meetmg.~. Courtesy of the Butle r IImpital Library.

May Blum er also believed passionately in the
mi ssion of the hospita l. Her emotional invol ve­
me nt stem med from her earlies t mem ories : her
father had been superinte nde nt of Butler Hos­

pital from 18lJ9 to I (,Il l and she had grown up
on th e grounds . She felt so outraged over th e
local new spap er 's coverage of the Friend s' cam­

paign that she kick ed th e editor in his shins."
Concerne d citizens, suc h as Lauric Kaldis of
th e Rhod e Island Socie ty for Mental Hygiene,
worked cons tantly. Local psychiatrists and phv ­
sicians-Me lvyn Johnson , Alex Burgess, Joel
Ordaz, and Laurence Senscman am ong th em­
gave their t ime and effort generously to th e cause.
Many others, like Mrs. Paul Kenner, received
little public credi t, bu t th ey wor ked also: th ey
met in each uthe r\ houses. wrote letters, licked
sta mps, telephoned. con tributed mon ey, attended
pub lic mee tings, and spo ke befo re sma ll grou ps of
cle rgy, socia l wo rkers, and uruon me mbers. Dr.
lohnson descnbed the situation for all of them
when he said that the work he and his wife put

n I"hn>otln. Oul t-h~hlr)·. 1. 1h!l .

II IhIlJ .1.44 ~

nn

mto the campaign to save th e hospital " too k two
years ou t of our lives. " "

The Friends: main stra tegy cente red on educat­
ing th e public about mental health care and th e
necess it y for a survey of needs and faciliti es in

Rhode Island. Beginning in November, not ed psy­
chiatr ists came to Providence to address public
meetings on mental health care developments.
The mccnngs were usuall y sponsored jointly
hy the Rhode Island Society for Mental Hygiene
and th e Frien ds of Butl er Hospital. At large and
small g;a he..'ri ngs th e Friends stressed that Butl er
Hospita l had not been a facilit y for the rich alone.
for the hospit al had treated man y who could pay
very litt le or not hing at all . They also reminded
people th at one important measure of a comm u­
nity was how It rook care 01 its sick and emo­
tionally dis tu rbed members."

Meanw hil e, on the "Com mit tee of Seven," the
..rudy cornmutcc the hoard had appointed . ,\1rs.
Silverman ..rood he r ground . 01 the erght mem­

bcrs tcounn ng the president, Walter Edwards.
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who "a t cx-officiol. three wanted to se ll, four
wavered, and Mrs. Silverman alone held out for

reopening. She connnued to urge th e co mmittee
to recommend to the board that a survey be car ­
ned out by the American Psychiatric Associa­
t ion . With Mr s. Silve rman insis ting on accom ­
panying him, Edward s went to w ashm gton to

consult Dr. Blain , head of the Ame rican Psychi­

at ric Association, and Dr. Leo Baneme ier, med i·
ca l directo r of the Seton Institute in Balt imore.
Both advised Edwards to have a survey of th e
area's needs ca rried out . At first Edwards agreed,

hu t rhcn. on second thought , he consu lted other
psyc hiatr ists, who advised agains t a survey and
urged him to keep th e "a nnq ua rcd" hospita l
closed . The comm ittee decided to rejec t th e sur­
Vl'Y plans! '

Both the board of trustees and the Friends of
Butler Hospital began to prepare for the annual

meetmg of the corporation, schedu led for 16 Feb­
rua ry 19 \6 . The Friends sent a letter to cor­
pota tion members u r,!:.i ng them to attend that
rnecung, and they enclosed a ret urn pos tc ard for
me mbers to indicate whether they we re for sell­
In,!:. the hospital or reopen ing. Retu rns were in

favor of rcopcrung the hospita l, I'~ to I I . U> At
the sa me time, th e boa rd sent corpo ration mem o

bcrs a letter recommending the sa le of th e land
and bui ld ings and the use 01 the fun ds for build ­
m~ a sho rt -te rm care facilit y for mental pati ent s.
T he Friends th en sen e st i ll an other letter, offer­
109 a pos itive eigh t-point program lor th e re­
ope ned hosp ital

Apparen tly th e Friends decided th ey would
need ev idence of puhlic support . " We have m uch
to do to get an enligh tened publ ic opinion behind
us ," Mary May Blumer wrote Dr. Menn mgcr .
"and I can a....ure you we arc working night and
day to that end." " Blumer used tree rJdio li me to

talk about the need tor Butler Hospit al's se rvice
ttl the community. The Encnds placed an adver­
tisement in the local papers. srauna their views

H Ihld ~

1" Ihl<.1 "
17 Blumer IU,\knmn;::n, r1 hh I <J \ " , Marv Mav Blumer

......olklll)/, l'ap.:"

on the hospita l 's closing, and they invited read­
ers who favored rcopcnmg the hospnal and who
were willing to work fur that goal to sign an at ­
tached coupon and mall it back . Within twenty­

four hours they received t , 100 replies. People all
over the state who had been ca red for at the hos ­
pual, or whose fami ly membe rs or frie nds had
been tre ated th ere, responded With a co mmi t·
ment to work." Armed w ith th ese repli es and
with coge nt arguments for debate , th e Friends
who were members of th e corpora tio n went to

th e annual meeting on I f, Februar y.
T his me eting turned out to be a seri es of

clashes between those who wanted to se ll and
th ose who wanted to reopen , The cha irman of

the Commi ttee of Seven repor ted th at th e mem­
bers had decided th at more mformat ion was
needed, bu t he did not recommend a su rvey.

Cainmg permission to speak, Mrs. Silverman
st ated all the arguments against the sale and

urged that the hospita l be reo pened, though
on a small scale at first , one buildmg at a nme.
Dr . Melvyn Johnson and former supennten­

dent Dr. Arthur RUAAles spoke in favor of th rs
plan . Dr. Johnson rcrmndcd the corporation that
local hospi tal s al ready had facili t ies for sho rt ­
term ca re, bu t th e state lac ked a priva te hosp i­
ta l for long -term treatment . Mary Ma y Blumer
stressed th e comm un ity's support for reopen ­
in~ But ler . With th e mem bers of th e corpora­
Win demanding more informat ion before voting,
th e president adiourncd the stor m y sess io n and
sc hed uled th e next meeting for J March ."

On 17 February the Friends held a publ ic forum
at Nathan Bishop School. It was attended by iour
hundred people, includi ng many members of the
board of tru stees. The Friends had ca refully pre­
pared for this gathering: they had sent letters to

Iourtccn not ed psvchramsts. asking then opm­
ion on the closing. All rephcd with constructive
ideas, and many stressed the importance of the
pnvatc hospi ta l tor research and reaching and for

1K . ·· l j " I"' ~·· "I the Ene ndc." '1-1 0 _
1'1. C orr urd l Hln Rc(nrd. annual mf;f;lm;:: orthe corpora­

I llm , . " Feb 1'1, '"

.,
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se tring standards in care. The Friends presen ted
these letters at the forum, includi ng one from
Dr. Menninger, who stated very forcefu lly the
case for the kind of treatment Butl er could offer.
Dr. Menninger pointed out that people in a PS}"
chiatric hospital a re not confined to bed , and
therefore the rooms are rela tively unimportant.

What is essential, he declared, are the recre­

ational, occupational, and socializing facilit ies

that only a psychiatric hospital can provide."

The Friends also produced a building sur-
vey. They had persuaded the owner of a major
Providence construction company, Mr. Thomas
Cilbane, and a Providence physic ian , Dr. John
Barrett, to accompany two members of the
Fncnds-c-pbvsicran Alex Burgess and psychiatrist
Laurence Senscrnan-c-on a tour and invesnganon
of the hospital on 22 Februa ry. Cr lbane fou nd the
burldmgs sound and the plumbing and heating
systems old but operative. Both Gi lbane an d Dr,
Barrett judged the wing for patients 10 the main
building, Center House, ready for occupancy. II

Du ring the two weeks between the corporation
meetings of 16 Februar y and 1 Ma rch, th e trust ­
ees began til have some doubts about thea pre­
ViOUS course. At first they ha d seen the Fnends
as imp racuca l peop le who wanted the hospital
reope ned even though there was no way to pJ.y

the hills. Stu rges had bee n ou t raged by thei r
ca m pa ign. " Now the trustees reali zed th at the
Friends had infor mat ion and plans and that th ere
was m uch publ ic support beh ind them. An an­
noun cement of support for the reopening by

local unions had ap peared in the papers, and the
trustees connnucd to rece ive lette rs III favor of

rcopcrung from com m un ity groups. such as a
local orgamzanon of cle rgymen . The trust ees

could foresee a fight at th e next meeting. for the
Fnends had mai led cor por ation me mbers a lette r
urging th em In reic ct th e hoard 's rccomrncnda ­
nun to se ll. Thl' Encnds had also demanded clcc­
non 01 a nc..... boa rd and had en closed the ir own
slarc of ca nd ida tes.

\0 I ll"l"'" ot the hlO:nJ _ 10
\ 1 111"1" 1\ »t rhc Fm 'rnt... AJd<ndurn 1.;1. b. and C
\1 '>lur,.C" t 11;I111I..t,," I .rt o

Du ring the board of trustees ' meet in g on

14 Febru ary, Walter Edwards said that he antici­
pated "growing division of feeling [which] will
resu lt in an im possible situation for the Board."
He stated soberly that it was " extremely impor­
tant that some compromise should be reac hed ."
He then informed the mem bers of the boa rd that
he had asked Mrs. Silverman to meet with him

to discuss the appointment to a nominating com­
mittee of three individuals acceptable to both the
boa rd and the "opposit ion." He had suggest ed
that this committee could nominate a new slate
of officers and trustees-a compromise slate-to
present to the corpo rat ion. Mrs . Sil ....erman had
agreed, he said. The trustees accepted this fait
acc ompli ."

At the meet ing of the corporation on I March,
the " com pro m ise slate" was elec ted, with Ben­

iarmn Sturges as president and fohn Nicholas
Brown as vice president. Although a woman doc­

tor in the audience urged the appointment of a
doctor and a woman to the board, the new slate
rema ined all lay people, wh ite , and m ale, as it

had a lways been. fohn N icholas Brown said It
would be against uadmon to do otherwise. How­
evcr, there was an attem pt to have greater ethnic

diversity w ith the nomin at ion of Alf red Josl in ,
a Jew, and And rew O um n. an Irish -Am erica n.
T he re were five members fro m th e old board and
five new mem bers, but on ly two, And rew Qui nn
and No rman MacColl , we re sympathe tic to th e
Friends, and MacColl had not been an act ive
Frie nds mem ber. The Friends we re shoc ked.
Stu rges. the new president, ha d been outspoken
III hi s o piruon that the hospital shou ld he sold.
Dunng the meet ing Brown, who was presiding,
had ove rr idde n two nommauons from the floo r
" in a most forcefu l manner," ac cording to

Stur~es. " Brown to ld the corporation that the
new slate was a co m prom ise acceptable to both
srdcs. .md th e corporan on vot ed for It . ,-

Thl' trust ees met again o n,; March . with
Stu rges prcvidmg. A... th cv worked together, he

\\ Mmut.·.. " I th.· Il< ."u d ul Trustee.. l-i Fe" 19,to
U '>lurll<·' . OT.lIIl I..nu v, l. 11 1
11 C"'f"'IJtlon Record. I \ lJ l 11/ _"
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recalled, drsnncnons be tween the old and the
new boa rds evaporated. Sturges believed that the
question now facing the trustees was whe ther
they should tell the corporation to keep the hos­

pnal or to sell it. When he reminded them that
many 10 the community were pressing for a su r­
vey, they asked him to arrange a meeting be­
tween representatives of the hoard and members
uf the American Psychiatric Assoc iation at the
associat ion's an nual conven tion in Chicago ." The
mee t ing was arranged. The re the psychiat rists
recommended th at th e board ma ke a carefu l sur­
vey of the area's mental hea lt h CMt: needs, O n
7 M ay th e trust ees voted to lu re Dr. Blain to con­
duct that survey."

Blain's research design was based on a two­
pron ged invesnga non : the assessment s o f mental
hea lth ca re professionals and the assessments o f
phvsrcrans. Blain worked w ith a study commit­
lee set up by the board of t rustees and with a
liaison committee reprcsennng various comrnu­
mtv groups. In addition, he sought the advice
oi a small num ber of psychiatrists who had ex­
pcnence in solving pro blems faced by mental
msn ru t ions in the New England are a. These doc­
tors met BI3 10 and the study com mi ttee in five
co nferences th ro ughout the summer. Although
he also sent questionnaires to ,,000 pbvsicrans
in the New England a rcn. tcw replies were re­
turned, and hIS at tem pr to ga m mform atinn from

th is wide r group was unsucce..s ful.

On 1<,) an d 20 Jun e, Blai n held hearings in Prov i­

dcncc. Representa t ives of thinv- rhree IOL1I o rga­

maanons involved in socia l services answered
ques uons pu t to them by Blai n and by members
of the liaison committee and thl' trustees' study

commit tee. Tht:re wert: th ree maror unrnet need..

that almos t cvervone rncnuoncd : III the need hu
a residential treatment tacthtv fur patients who
required m tcnsrvc treatment and w ho could pav
...orne. If not all, of the wsts, [21 the need tor

an outpatient chruc fur children and adults; and
(,) the need for residential treatment facili ties to r
adolescents and court-retcr rcd cases . The Rhode

\/l "lur/.:c·" OIJlllL,WIV, r. ; I I
'p Mlnutl·, "t the B<lJ1J 01 TIII,r""" 7 Mav 1'Ilfo

Island Society for Mental Hygiene also stressed
the need for hospital facihnes geared to the grad­
ual return of patients to the comrnunnv, es­
pecially a facility that would provide day-care
services for adults. ,""\OM believed that Butler
Hospital could best serve the communi ty in the
future as a menta l health center offering several
kinds of services. "

For his fina l report, "T he Future of Butle r Hos­

pnal," Blai n relied cb tctlv on the publi c testi­
mony at th e hean ngs. on h is consultants' obser­
vations and advice, and on documents presented
to him by the trustees ' s tudy com mi ttee and by
th e Friends of Butler Hospi tal. In fact, h is recom­
me ndations were almost exac tly wha t th e rcs n­
rnony at the heari ngs and the Friends had advised .
The report, III wh ich Blain described the modern
concept of me ntal health care, deserves to be
considered in its mam points because It became
a blueprint the hospital followed for the next
three decades. Its ideas arc no w widely accepted,
but they were new at the time ,

Blain 's report st ressed the prevcnnon of mental
breakdowns. This meant that early diagnosrs and
treatment to prevent hospuahaanon had [0 be

provided by the comrnunuy Psvchmmc con­
suhanve services. good we lfa re se rvices, counsel­

mg and famil y assist ance programs, clin ics, and
dilY ca re had to he ma de avai lable. When full ­
rune resid ent ial ca re wa ... need ed, th e hosp ita liza­
tion period had to he as short as possible. Thl'
repo rt sugges ted setti ng up home and com mu­
nity reso urces as soon as rhc pa tient was hospi­
ta ltzed so that the mdivrd ual could move into a

manageable suuauon utter discharge. "

Blam advised Butler Hospital to provide both .I

day hospital and all mpaucnt hospital. within

the day hospital , hl.' believed. Butler could cre­
ate a UIlH.Jue service: It could cstabhsh a phvsical
n-halulnauon umt where cmphavrs would he

placed on the prevention or curl' of psychrat nc

cornphcanons rcsu ln ng from physical disabih­
lie .., Blain also poin ted out the need lor a t reat­
mcnt ce nter for emononallv drsrurbcd children

\~ Blain, '"Th" Future "I Hurler Hospual. VL 1 1
Vol II'>IJ_, VI!, 1
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Ttus aen ol vjew depic ts th e exsroordmarv srrc of the Illl\l'ltl il on 100 acres of parkhk e land in
t'nwidence. Counesv of th e But ler Hoepuot l.ibrnr v.

and adolesce nts. as well as a facil it y for trea t­

men t uf the aged and tor n-scarch on pro blem s

01 a~in~ . Having ou tlin ed this structu re of scr­

vices, he ch al len ged Butler Hospita l to " Hod n s

place as a leader , . fn such a tI11;l1 communuv

prn,itram." '"

Rcvrcw mg the option of o,;d l i n~ the hospital

gro unds and buildi ngs an d usmg all the funds

to burld a wing to an exrsnng hospi tal. BI3m

reminded the trust ees that hy throw ing all rc­

sou rces in to a sm all residcnnal t reatmrnr ope ra­

tum, they would be u nablc to expa nd IIIone dircc­

non or another as co m rn un nv demands made

rhcrnsclvcs telt . They would thereb y ~I\"l" up rh c

chance tor a larger an d broader program th at

~o lhld , IX

70

would assis t all the we lfa re ;IIl J health efforts 111

the sta te . an d they " wou ld preclude the chance

to create a na t ionall y fam ou-, inst itu tion, .1 mod ­

ern Men ta l Hea lth Cen ter under ~rivate au s­

pice s." He reminded them 01 th e "extrao rdmarv

rar ity 01 find in g a hundred ac res of land well

wuhm a city available for a menta l hospual " and

mdrcurcd that they should be aware of th r-, "grea t­

cvt possrblc resource." He rioted that hr-, team 01

psvcluamsrs and buildi ng expe rts had carried ou r

an on-SHC in vcs nga non and Iound the bu rldmg..

10 good co ndi tion, althou gh t hcv ad vised repairs

m the refn gc ranon sys te m and eventual replace­

ment ot the hcat uu; plant. '

Dr . Blain subrm u cd hi s rcpun 10 the tru st ees

~I Ibni., ll. I
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The Re... idens ial Campaign's iund-rossing kit was an
e.,.~enlJ(/J parr of the dnor-/()-doO( elkwt 10 help reopen

the hosplfal u.\ a heu/th cenlcr.

COlme .~.\' of the Butler H()~pltaJ Lsbrarv.

ccs co uld come up with a budget that showed a

"healthy bottom lin e ." He and No rman MaeColl
dr ew up a budget for the reopened hospital, mak­

mg the best csumatcs that they cou ld. " It turn ed

out to he lust abou t nght," Stu rges ..,aid." T hl'n

he co ntacted mdividuals who he hoped would he
major donors to ~e l some idea 01 wha t th ey coulJ
give. After th.1t chastenmg ex perience, the t ru st ­

ees senlcd on a goa l-s-not the millio n dolla rs

suggested hy Blain. hUI a very reali sti c $600,000."

Sturges took charge ot the ove rall campaign and

appoi nted Ma ry May Blumer chairman of the

Rcsidcnnal Campaign.

•

•

10 September 11) \ 0 , and they ca lle d corpora uon

me mbers and interested people in the com m u­

nity to a special mec ung on 27 November. At

that meeting fohn Nicholas Brown an no unced

that the board had reversed its decision to sell,

and he explained the reasons for th is ac t io n. The
trustees had been heartened by the commu nity 's

support for the hospital. he sa id. They we re im ­

pressed hy national co nsrderanon 01 mental
health problems and hy the attent ion and en­

co u ragcmcru the hospital had received from the

nation 's leaders III the mental health professions.

They liked the new concept 01a mental health
cen ter visualized in Blain's report . FInally, Brown

recommended they reope n the hospital, starring

m a small W3Y at first and proceedi ng very ca re­

tully. This recommenda tion was unanimously

approved by the membe rs of the corpo ration .' !

Blam had suggested a young psychiatris t at

Boston Psychopathic Hospi tal . Dr. Robert Hyde,

.l!> the nee..1 supcnmcnde m . The trustees had al­

rcadv contacted Hyde, and now the corporation
gave aurhonza non to h ire h im and to lau nc h a

lund drive . With the new hos pital defi nitel y on

Its way, the Friends uf Bu tler Hospita l formall y

.InJ cheerful ly disbanded their o rganization ,

No w th at t he decision In reopen h ad bee n

made, the t rust ees had to rai se the money to fi­
non ce the opcrung and sus tain the hospital until
It became tully op cr unvc. Presid ent Benjamin

Sturges believed th at the hospita l co u ld not ha ve

ea rned ou t a successf u l dr ive before it s closi ng,

hu t now h op c- , we re so h igh and so many peopl e

in the com mu ni ty had so ugh t th e reopening that

the t rust ees be lieved th at th ey would he ab le

to raise the necessa ry am ou nt , They plan ned

and lau nched the campaign in the ea rly spnng

01 1<)\7 .

The banks and corpora tions that Sturges co n­

r.rctcd report ed th ey wou ld co mnbu tc if the t rust-
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80th labor and management got bebmd the iund-raismg
cam paign. Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Librarv.

:0WESTERN
UNION...... ..._~ ......... c.- - - - -

as well . Stu rges had agreed to be president o f the

boa rd for lust o ne vear, unt il the future of the

hospital was determ in ed. During that yea r h e

had flown with John Chafcc. Sr., to vario us parts

of the cou nt ry, mccung consu lta nts and visiti ng

private hospital s. He had at tended evening meet ­

mgs 1Il Provi dence that last eJ u nt il m id night,

watc hed over the tu nd dr ive, wor ked ou t a bud­

get , and helped the new superin te nde nt draw up

plan s lor the reopen ing . A fort y-hom week in hi s

law office anda fon v-hour week for Butler Hos­

pital had left hi m lo n~lIl~ to se tt le on ce agum

lIlto h is termer mi l' ot tru st ee. -,(1 Allred Joslin , a

Providen ce lawyer land lat er a renowned lud~e l

succeeded hun a" presrdc n r. Mrs . John Lan gdon ,

executive d irector o j th e Society tor Cri ppled

Chi ldren and Adults, and Mrs. Herbert C. w ell s.
JT., a ciVIC leader. became the first women to be
appointed to the boa rd of t rus tees. " T he new

hospital looked for wa rd to the tut ur e with h igh
expn:tat IOns .

T. • •• "-7 Ilq Ill_
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Friends o f Butler Hospital who had worked for
the hospital 's reopcumg now pu t their efforts

into rais in.i:, the money to susta in it. Mary May

Blumer decided to contact at least I v.ooo families

and offer them a contract whereby they cou ld

fulfill their pledges 111 SIX installments over th ree
tax years. She appointed two associate chair­

persons and eleven division chairpersons, all

women. and they set to work ." All the people

who had ever expressed their interest 111 th e hos­

pital by wnnng letters to newspapers or signing

statements wcrc now mvned to work in the cam­

paign. Each worker came to the hospital and

chose names from a list ot possrble donors, took

a kit with pledge cards, and set out [0 knock on

doors." The work the Fnends had do ne in edu­
canng the puhlic about trea tment of mental ill­

ness and the hospita l's service to th e commumtv

now brough t astonishing resul ts: much of the

money was raised door-to -doo r."
Bcnrarrun Sturges conduc ted a senes 01spun­

sors ' dinne rs to which o fficers of corporauons,

small businesses, academic msn tunons, hospi·

tal s, and newspape rs were invited. He ob tai ned

many donations . m cludmg suc h major gifts as

$100,000 from the Brown and Sh arpe Com pany.

T he ninetee n t ru stees not on ly gave to the ea rn­

paig n themsel ves hut also we nt door-to- door

and confronted friends III th eir homes, offices,

ch urches, or wh erever they could get the chance
to ta lk about J do nauon . Alfred Joslin , Robert

Goddar d. and loh n Chutcc. Sr., were outstandmg

con tri bu tors and workers III this drive. "

A tot al of $ 7\ 0 ,000 was raised, $ 1,0,000 more

th an the goal . Butle r was the on ly private psvclu­
atnc hospital in the coun try, u p to that ti m e,

tha t had regained fina ncial st abi lity through a

pubhc subscnpnon dnvc.'...
Tht" corporauon tonk In important step by re­

nammg the buildings on the hospita l grounds rhe

Butler Healt h Ct·!HeT. Other changes .....ere made

.J' Provedence b'"mnx Bulletm. 11 .\ h r IIIi 7

.; " T fOU (;OU'OC Ola l ll l,wl)" IJ ' AUj: r ,,~.; 1 .. OJ \.

Blum." ttl v.. 11,1011"(;1' ~ .\ 1.n ' ''' 17, Mar v .\ hy Blumer W"rk
m ,t ra f'l:r ~

.;' Slur..: ." , Or~l 'h 'I "r ~ , ~ ...;

.; ~ l l'>l\t

.;" "'IUr.R" ~ Oral ll l' lnn' 1 ~ ...; l'rovedcncc bt>nm/l. BlI/
tenn ,,. ~l'b 1 ,, ~ 7 . r ,,,IJJ.·nU'/flUmlJ/ ".\ tu IllP r ,nq
J" nn' h"nml: Rull"lm 1'1 \1~ 1 , ,," 1

,0 S lu rJl:l'~ ()I~I H tvtorv , ';11-; .. .;

,I f'rmrJ"llu'/flumlJ/ 11 Feb I~P -t
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With the "ucce~.~ of the fund dnve. Butler Hmllital , mm' Blllin Health Center. returned to Its mis sion
of pmndinx humane and scsen u ticollv advanced mental bealtb Clue to the communit\', Counesv o f the
Butler HO"pltal LJnrl1T\'.
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conc eal ed streetcar motormen . carpenters, ma ­
chinists, firemen, and policemen . In short , th e

ave rage Rhode Island Klansman was likely to he

one's neighbor .

Thl' abilrtv of th e Klan to attach itself to local
se,lI l> of rO.....c r wa s demonstrated hy its infl uence

III Smithfield , Hopkinton . and . espcc rallv, Co ven ­
tr y, wh ere town poli cemen acted as Klan guards.

mnmidanna new s reporter s and the curious,

A deunl from {/ Klanteotla, ,~howing Q not -otsen­

\een IO~fJ o f th e brot herhood. RIHS Collectusn
(Rl h Xl 6lP).

Rhude Island's timat IOn with the Ku Klux Klan

In the rc aos l~ .1 relan vclv unknown ch apter 10

thl: hi story of ou r state . T he image of .....hue­
hooded men gathered around a flam ing ern .... In a
remote cow pasture is, for most Rhod e Islanders.
evoc an vc of the Sout h du ring the civil nghts
movement Il j th e I IJI'oOS. .......c tend tn rhmk that It

th e Ku Klux Klan exis ted here at a ll. It must hav e
been a Jr.IOUlC assortment 0 1 unskilled cranks and
un edu cat ed rubes, soci ally Impotent and totall y
out of touch with the real life of the state. '

In fact , for J hnef period the Klan was a polit i­

ca l and soc ial force In Rhode Island claiming

s tate k~i sbt(Jr .., town official s, J county she riff,

th e state rurv commissioner, and at least lour po­

hc c chiefs as members. Klansmen were members
ot respectable fraternal societies suc h as the odd
Fellow s, rhc G range, and the American Legion .
Klansmen were also members of the Nationa l

Guard and cun umgly infilt rated three companies

of ,I s tate mil itia LIllU !

Far from being limned to un skilled occupa­

nons. the Rhod e bland Klan included manufac ­

turers, busmcss managers. clcrgvrncn. building
cont rac to rs, and dc nus rs. Those white hood s

Rhode Island 's Invisible Empire:
A Demographic Glimpse into the Ku Klux Klan

~~. ,,~/

Joseph w. Sullivan

I"~l'rh vulhvan I~ .I ..:rJJudl l· crud...nt In hr-nuv OIl Rh".k
blanJ C"l k ":I'

I f", an ..... tvn-tvc ncatmcnt lIt lhl' Klan In Rh"J " 1, ­
LInJ , ee r-;"Imdn w Smuh. "The Ku Ktu:>. Klan In Rh"J ...
leland." Rho.J<'/luntllll'I"" \7 , \ \ .1\ 1.,l7I'1. H - .H

) Ca r u m john f D.I""n ,,' Wl',ln h' "'.1' t hc , ,,mnunJ cr
,, ' IUII"n' Eo ) ~ , rJ C' l.;I ' l Amltcrv. Rhode leland l".1Il"n.11
C U.lIJ Othn Klan-men 11\ thdt Wl"(CIh" un n wcr ... Hcn tv A
Km..:,!..-\', frJfik C Tare. Ev... rell C Lawton . and C!.ir l·n, , ' D
Stenh••u....· /'", \ "I.·m <' lornndl to ArT I '1 ~ " Th.· KI.II1 "' .I'
r " r ul,n wrrh .lI IIH'-JUt\ rmhIJI\·!"-·r.....,nd .h ...ell A \IJllh
I 'IJ-1 ml"'CIl O,e. m :"oJ"''''I'"n , (\:Tn H"ld ....1 , .111"nJ.:J hl n.l \'\

cnh-acd men .IIlJ ,hJlI,·J hl' JTm\' 1' ''UI ''Od nl C I. ]"hn""n "I
f LI rt AJ.lm, 1'"""j.'IIU· .\"'''' , .\lJ r ' 1,1 2-1 .... dozen '"111",,

a ttended the Klan mccun... III Covcnnv OJJ f d l" " , Hall tt u­
pte....ouv month {' ,m'ult"I", ~'n" 1<,1 Fe". ' '1 )-1 W,II'dl11 T
& .\.1, Hcn rv r-.: xulhv.in. JnJ 1l"",nJ I lohncon " ' Ih,, \\ .I,h ,
maton C..urnv Klan " ,'T<' m...mbcrv ullh... C O.l'1 G U.1 rJ

, C"n,,,,n I'"hll' " h id WIlham 1\ L"nl:T1JJ:e ".I'.In un
.l.".:h h,-J Klanvman A T'r", 1,it'11< r \"n. , r"l'ullcr .... .b J Cl.IlIllJ
' UI ....,\n.l.1 hour-, ' ''I ..... Il""ho..: J"....n hc cncc plau- nu mbcr s
"~I .lUI'" rJrk<'J.l1 Ih,' tlJJ Fcllow v 11.111 P""J.{,'nu· \ '..".
1\ h ·h 1'I2 ~

'.
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The casual remark of a noted Klan officer that

the Klan controlled most of the tow ns In N ew­

port and Kent count ies may not have bee n an

Idle boast , De- pue th e fact that th e sta te Klan

leadershi p lived 10 the Provide nce ar ea. th e Klan 's
majo r s t reng th reposed in the smalle r towns,'

Me etings were held often and In publ ic. In

C co rgiaville. Exeter. Middletown. and Fost er, th e
Kla n brazenly bur ned hu ge crosses. An est ima ted

x.ooo person s as ..cmblcd at a mons ter tri-state

rally in Poster in June IIJ2~ to hear Alabama

sena tor Tom Hcthn denounce " kathoh cs. koons

and kikcs." The frequency with which the Klan
obtai ned the use 0 1 halls belonging to other fra ­

terna l socrcncs suggests the scope of ItS accep­

ta nce wi t hin the or dina ry com m u nity,

Between 11,)2, and I l)2i' th e Ku Klux Klan wa..

a fa ct lIf hi e III Rhode Island, .IS evidenced hy th e

number of n ew s s to ries about it. III lauuarv 11) 2\

Imperial Wiza rd Hiram Evan s congrat ulated th e

West erl y High School debat ing team for win ­

rung a deba te with Providence 's Classical HIgh ,

m which th e top ic was " Is the Ku Klux Klan a
menance to soc ie ty; " " At the end of th at sa me

vcar. Providence mayor loscph Game r learned

that a Klan pubhcanon of lmlc educat ional

val ue ent itled " Looseleaf Curren t Topics " had

mvsrcnouslv been dismbu tcd in the ci ty's h igh

...chools."ln Mav l'Jl~ fifteen Ll.S. ...arlor s in urn­
form passed out KLm literature to star t led diner s

III Providence's Waldorf Restaurant .' In Fcbruarv

1 9 2 ~ lour Klan ...m en leavi ng a meet ing at a Dex­

te r Stree t chu rch reported th en aut omobiles

... tolcn. w hen the vehic les were late r locat ed o n

adraccm st reets. the Providence police chalked It

up to an ant i-Klan prank, A lanuary I'}H Klan

~ C!dl l·nu · ... Clcavbv. tormcr Klan 1t<'d~Ur<.'l , ruth,'
lI"u~c \1,)111.1 C.. mrrnncc, PWl/d"n"'/,,ulIIul ~ ApI I 'l l"
CI.mJ ()IJ~"n lohn \\ Pl'fry 11\'l'J m l'rovrdcm,c. ol~ JIJ th,'
-ratv ,cu,'un, ff l·Jl'IKk T IkmU1~I"n . Thl' ~IJ",llHI"r~ "I
Il.,,~... r \\'llhJI11_ Kl.rvcm 1\". II> , Ioh n 1\ l tormn. wav a _Ill" ' !

e M 11101''rm'1I1 1I"11l Ld~,'",,~,J . Il" ,1~_I~I,JJ1I, F' f: V,IlI~hl1,

W,l~ a b'lI1k j;u,nd Inllll ['ruvldelKl'
['r"' '' /<"I I''' ' N,'" " 1i lunl' 1'12 ~

f> / '"",.!t'r1(,. .v,''' ' . l ' 1.1ll l 'i l 1

/',,,.,,!t'm,' '''Ulnu/. 1 Ike l 'i : ,

" l'r",,<1.'/I" \ '" ." !l .\\ 01 \' l y 14

y ['"",dal" "HlUIl/1 1 F,'h I YU

10 ['r,,,,,l..,,,o-.\"" 1 i loln I~ ( k l l Y14

I I Rh".t., t-/,m,J, r 1 1 A pr ''11~

dmner dance at Rhodcs-on-rhc-Pawruxer was tol­

lowed the next autumn hy the Klan wedding 01

Arthur L. Ed...un 01 North Providence and Ru th E,
Arnold o t lohnston at C hepachet . For th osc

who took thei r an n -Cat holic ism with a lib-
eral dose of prun cn ce , th e Klan offer ed th e Icc­

tures of Helen lack son {ali as Hl'! etl Barnowsk al,

a prost itut e and form er inmate oi 01 Detroit

magdalen asy lum, who th rilled her Providence
audience wit h bogus revelat ion s concer nmx
he r life as a nun ," D uring Il:Il~ the Ptovi-
dence j\'ew~. an ultra-Democratic dai ly, kept

the Klan m the public eye by publish ing stones

link ing the Rhode Island Klan with (he Re­

publican party and hy pn nn ng the names of

persons who...e automobile ... were parked at Klan
mectlngs,OJ

The hi~e ... t Klan sto ry of th e decad e wa s pu b.

Iished on I H March H)2H, when an und erc over rc­

porter for the l'rovnicnce toumol revealed that

th e Klavahcrs, a paramili rarv Klan orgamaanon.
had dissolved and [hat its members had reformed
into Compan ies E, F, and H oi the st a te m ili t ia 's

First Light ln farurv. Since the HI, although part
of the m ilit ia, w as not a fede rally recognized

Na t io na l Guard un it , ItS arms and eq ui pment

wer e obtained from privat e co n rnbu to rs. some oj

whom wer e al leged Klan sym path izers, "

An alarm ed Gene ral Assembl y henan an inves­

tigation of th e nuhna on 21'\ March that even ­

tually extended to a wholesale ui vesuganon of

th e s ta tew ide Klan , As th e sto ry unf old ed, Rhod e

Islanders received their first c lear look into th e

membersh ip, orgamzauon. and connections of

Rhode Island 's In visible Empire .

Form er Klansmen paraded before the comma-

I I l"''''I,h·n~., .\ •." v. I' Fd' .. I ~ ,\ I,1\', 1 1 tun ... . :, lu nl­
1 'I1~

1 \ Am"n..: Ih",,<' ...·h " alleg cdlv cunr nburcd "' Cll' mduc
IflJI"1 Hl'llly' O . "1t.1I!,<-' and -rau- tinolllu' rom nu-vroncr
l r...dem k l'cck However, rhc _uh""4u<'nt II1\" '_II,I:.IIWn
clc.m-d Ih,'111 " i .mv 1J1v"I\'...rncnt Tit" d"n'Ii<,J ,H ill " con
'l~reJ "j 1, 0 "IJ "rllll,.;ticIJ ntle" 1'1II,It,I~,'J II" m !l1l' ['"nti<­
Arm, C"rnp'111\' "I ".111 Fr,mn'l", "h",,' ulh,', rlll'nl> Ill,
duJ...J ,\ 1<' ~ ll.ll1 I" \'"Iu lI"l11~t, ,1I1J t ·hll .lj;" ":'lI1~"{l'" Thl'
Fl h rcp.,'.It,'J 1"4u,·"t" h 'l ~<'fnl: " .It>k Il lk" r r"\'"k,'J Ih ... "u_
plt " .n" ,,' _t,lle Jd llll Jl1t ....\'I1...rdl Anhul t' e "l...... h" k"'pll h,'
l"mm.lnJ "'1 " l lh ,' FH~r Arm\' C"rp" IIIt"'Ill...J AJ lu(J1lt L" 11
<.'I ol I I" C" mnl.lrnk, Flf"l ,\ rm \' LUll' '' Ko ' ''l ''n I'> \ 1.1\' I ", I ~

I' unl .. Rn " "I~ I ),;1"-"'''''(\ Il.h"J... 1~ IJnJ Il.n,mJ~ t :t:I1t CT
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tee eage r to expo...e the mem bersh ip . Ro...well A.
Calm, a Klansrnan-turned-mvcsugator for the
Mate adjutant general . chee rfu lly idcn nfi cd

which FLI rec rui ts we re Klansmen , In the fir ... t
week ot April , the Reverend Orfo ,\ 1. Brees. pas­
tor o t Nianti c Bapus t Church 10 Westerly ami
form er -ccrctarv 01 the washmgton County Klan ,
proved particularly helpful when he presented
the commmcc wah the complete roster of the

South COUnt y Kldn-tll'l 7 names 10 all. " Arnone

the more noteworthy we re those of washmgron
County shcntt Fred T. .\ 1a chell. sta te senator
Samuel R, Awry 01 Hopkmton. and s tate ...cnator
Charles S_Weaver of Richmond, who had mtro­

duced a bill 10 1'117 to prohibit m iscegenation .

The chrnax 01 the hcanng came on 6 Apnl .
when the Rhude Islander. a weekly news maxa­
zme, Jl",,;loscd tha t state gra nd dragon John W.

Perry, alleged wounded war hero and mumpha l

WASP {he claimed to he a descendant of Ol ive r

Hazard Pcrry]. wa.. 10 ian the son of luao and
M.lTla Pcreu a ot Portuga l. The rcvclanon that
an elitist dub of wh ite, moralistic . nati ve-born
I'rotcsran u, was bcmg led by a forme r alta r hoy 01

l'ortuaue..e and black anccstry who had rc... igncd
from the New London Police Department lor 10 ­

dulgmg in a tryst with a married woman while
un duty, and who..e " war wound" was the resu lt
of a bungled .,meidl' Attempt , helped to make an
alrcndv embarrassed organization appear totally
ludicrou...

BdJ pubhcnv, boredom. and ulnrnately the De­
pression contributed to the Klan 's rapid dec line.

After a haphazard campaign on behalf of U.S.
Senate ca ndidate Peter Gerry 10 1910, the Ku
Klux Klan was no lon ger a featu re in Rhude b­

land IHe .
w hat .,OTt ot person was at t racted to the Ku

In tune '92~ a /m ilt 8.000 Klan members gathered In FO.\tf'1 co beat AJahl1ml1 \ U.S. senator Thoma s

Hel1m. In the background behind tbe American I1l1t< r« a Itonnns: a m ". Com tew of the Providence
loumal -Bullcun.

14 Rn fh~..., ..', KlJn h.l~k.l:rnund ",""" .1 m.· .10 ''''ue JurtnR
h", Ill\} Ute t"llh l' Ne.." Y"rk ....-na u- !'",..,,J,·n,-f.' IOlJrnIJI,
11 f eh 111 \ 1

r 'i Rhoclt I lander. 10 Apr 111 1 k J'l'rr\ ........ mcd h ,r pcnurv

,.

hUI " ulUlIl l.,J t h c Iollo .... lI1/:: r"nu",y P",I/d..n...·/"umIJ1. I I
l.1n Ill! '"

. " l'rOl ,,1..,1< " '""m,lI ! Nm' l l.j lO l h,· Rh",I,' hl.m<1,·,
4U.. ,,;J rhc \\,I,hm/::',," Po 'I .... pUfIl Ol: Rhude bldnJ I\. ldn



Ku Klux Klan Invades Rh ode Island
Holding Meeting in Pawtuxet Hall

With Many People in Attendance

Pr ovidence.
lI arhor i n~

Klux Klan between 1Q24 and 1<} 181 With the

names disclosed during these hear ings, as well as
those of persons identified as havi ng attended
Klan meet mgs. a demographic and co mparati ve
sketch of Rhode Island Klansmen by occupation
can he drawn. In addit ion . a geographic distri ­
bution for wa shmgton County can be deter­

mined due to the exis tence of a co m plete co unt y
roster. Finally, J qualified and some what tenuous
geographic picture may be suggested for Kent and
Providence counties based upon partia l and in­
complete data .

On 10 Apnl rcax, Gree nvil le farmer John E.

Schlemmer admitted to th e HOUSt' Mili tia Com'
m ittee that the Rhude Island Klan had begun to
decline the previous yea r because of the loss of
" bus inessmen and men politica lly interested," I'

A com parison of the occupations of men attend­
mg Klan mccungs between February 191.4 and
February 192, [table 1) with those of men idenn­
fled as belonging to the Klan -dominated First
Ligh t Infantry In 1Q28l table 1. 1seem s to bea r this
out ." The figu res show a drop of 2J percent
in the partic ipation of those in the Business /
Profession al category, togeth er w ith a substantia l
increase among the skilled occupations and a
slight increase among semi- and unskilled work ­
ers wi thin the four -year period .

The fact that serm- and unskilled [low-paid!

membership 010 1 IUSI 174 In 19lO, tro m 010 hl.d1 u J 1 1, 147 five
... eOlo IS ea rhcr The 1000 tter figu re seems 101 . h l.d1.and mav ha ve
Included Co nnecncu s. SIn'C both scares wer e counted by
t h e Klan as 010 s lnlde "realm ' unlLI OIo houI 1911l Rhode h

lander. 7 Nov t v t c . It J~ unknown rU~ 1 w hen th e Rhode
bland KLm cxpucd Leaflets announctng mecnngs In Pruvr­
dellec and WC~l erl y wer e found sc;lt te le d aht' ul the ~Hnot s nl
Wakefield In October 11111 f'runden ce loum'll. 1 Nov , 111 11,
Klan leatlcr. Vcu y Paper s, Rhod e Island Hrvroncal Socrctv.
Alte r Perr y's death In IIIH. Grand C ycln ps john A. Domin
wok up residen ce m GCOT,i;lav ille . where the Klan -owned
G Iants h eld " 'as Jnu teJ Ne w London i '<I"', 11 Feb, 19 \4 ;
Smuhtield Town tJlrl'c,oT\'. 191 4 Kenn eth T I;leks"n. In rh.·
1\11 1\111.'( I\I<ln In ,hl' CH~' (O xio ld Uruvervuv Ple~s. Ne w
York. l~fo7 1. mcrmonv 010 shon-hved nauonw sde Kla n fC" IUI
enon m 19 \<,I lh.l l n-evtablrshed oltic". In ...,H IOIoI nu nh",n

Paw'u"kel and Wakefield
Other Klan C;ath" r inw< and

\"t',\ Jt'r~~ Org-anilt"rl' romp Here tn
, IJrt"par t' Il ood t>d Order for Opt"O .\ \'owal
ur It~ Pn·~t'Il(,t'.--t ·rdn~tnn Police Act (0
Prevent Further (;atht'rinJ,..'!\.-~tan Whn
IIired Il " .. d ~'r<'t't lIall for ~ I..,tin~ Sa)"

lie Isn't Spok....man for Klan in Rhud.
Island, Hilt Won' , lien) lie I. • ~Iemher.

~h..,I.. I l.not . ...u~ 0' 10'111"'" _ <I aul btoertr . .. aIl ......

I , ,~n l ' !I...d", I.. Ill .. h•• "' 1'<1 h.... l.f "f th~ I\u Kiln Kla/I.
h ...m r •• I;" 'h, te. W.kpfwojd til .. ma.~.-l •...... n .., t k.

I h,.hl . ,~ l,,~.-t,n, ........., n'... I.... r-..l"nd floMd .Dd ....._
,...., . p ....PIInnl fn, . n " ro'n a.ull '''' Ill .. f"", lIut,lu~ .. ,

Ih~ ~!.I.. found'" ." RII,'" "' · ,lh.m• • • " •• (filt.....1 ,~

.11 t h.... . M • .-.l .,......,...
k"a'I<.Ino o f Iht .p""ad ot th.. KIa. to RMoIo I.... -. ftf'o

..n l o ..a.... , . ~ ... oHfI", I k . p" I" ,n . ..al,t) 1ft lh.. t_ ., •
_,n, n' l~' or _hoIo... . f tI, .. _ ................ r::w.I

r lid , 11I_d ''' 10 r •• I II"" , " ! . ,pt.
Th ", _ til .. n,.1 to.... t ho- "I.lI. •_, ... thaI ""rt_

La, k.1, _ '" .1 I.......h plan • h..... Ih.. KlaJI II ..-..t .
~I. tl!', r I.lI, "' 1.1 I«t " ·· . ,. "" h..1d .1 '--t ,r
.11 r •• , , od............ ' f4w 1d

!'i<JftM' .. f th ,.....-..10'. •h h .""" I.-f••U.-.dl .... ~....

0tId . ....1000-•• Ij _1I n, " , Curt r.,. ano- th t I I.I'ONl, lui"
.......n ,n..nI.tif04 .... , ...,,,, "Ifl.t......, .",d.. ,two 'nI"I", __h
.h,p n"",... ·

Eage r to expose the Klan's movements in Rhode

Islan d . the Prov idence News Ian numerous
front -page an icles revealing the organization 's

act.ivit ie.~ and idenuiving it s m embership. RIllS

Collecu on (Ril, X J 6232).

Cines, mcludmg Providence.
17, Tesumonv ut john E. Schlcmm...r cr al., tra~menl 01

rvpcwnnen M.om 'ltl .aphl( recor d 01 (Omm lllCt: '~ heum Jo:' ,
RIHS

l il, T he hrr ura rrous oi rhrs comparr...'n dese rve drscuvsron
T h" reduced partunpamut 01 husm" ss an d protcss ronal men
In the Fit,1 llJ:,h1 lnfnntry may he du e tu fac turs other than a
declmc III mtctcst . tlusmc:'>, nw ncrs may ,unply haw had
less lime to devnte '" rruhna du ty , Mor e"vcr, cornpannz per ­
son, wh o attended Klan meetm..:, with th os e actual]v kn own
lei hav e romcd the Klan r""'UH"~ "lUah ticalinn ThIS corn-
part ....m should be vie wed a~ broadly lm plessl" m,lIc lather
than as dcfinu ve In t hese and th e loll""'In,£ !.Ibles, the oc­
cupanons 01 Rhude b land Klan smen han ° bee n ItJune d Imm
( 11)' and town ducctones 1m 191~ - 1 9 1 ~
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KU KLUX KLAN CONTROLS THREE
FIRST LIGHT INFANTRY UNITS

IN PLAN TO DOMINATE MILITIA
mSERS OF ORDER.

mED 11m RIFLES.
UlIE IACUISE tiUS

l
I

workers were a minority IS easil y explained:
bemg .a Klansman required money. Annual due...
wCrt: fifte en dollars, somewhat more than a week's
wage lor a well -pard industrial worker, and the
rural nature 01 many Klan mceungs necessarily
required the availability of that other marvel of
the Roaring Twenties, the automobile."

A look at th e top seven occupanons of Rhode

Island Klansmen Itahie , I. accounung for 3D.x

per cent (If rhc know n me mbership outside wash­
mgton Co unt y, revea ls that fq perce nt of those
in th is gro up wo rkcd In ski lled or professional

occupat ions . The occ upauonal dismbunon for

Washin,t.:ton County [table -l1shows tha t sk illed
workers amou nted to nea rly half of the Klan

mem bership, J. fact reinfor cin g the contennon
th at Rhode I..land's Klansme n we re well wit hin
the s tatl"s socioecono mic ma ins tream.

Although ;1 com ple te rost er for Providence and
Kent coun ties dlles nut exist, an ob liq ue in sigh t

mto th e ,ltco,ltraphy of the Klan in th ese count ies
may be ga med by conside ring th e resi dences of

FLI mem bers {table ;; ).

Hist oncall v, the First Light In fan tr y was a
Providence regiment . Thou gh res idents from

ot her tow ns we re free to nu n, most co u ld reas on­
ably I'll' expected to find the trek to Providence
both mconverucru and unnecessary, es pecially

1<,1 Tbcr mponancc "I lh." .Iut"m"h,Jl' hi lh .· Ku Klu..
Kl.:m 1lU\' he "' ''rlh e"rlo, ml: f UI " ~I.lI C ...-rrh rnaev murc
h:JtIlJc .mJ " ,hl'/ mdu vrnal ....urkcr-, than m"I" lI ~ b, It I ~ od d
Iha, ' .Ill"r\· ",'" , h 'r ' ~rch' ou rn umbcrcd .Ium mcchamc-, .InJ
I<:J/Jl:l' o"' ne/' COI1~ldl"llnJ: Rh" ,k /,I.l nd\ econorruc drccr
' 11\ In l <,I l ~ unc on.kr' .... h)· "' l" I\ I.'T' . dntIlClan, JnJ

w... el rv ...."r h·r' vrc nUl more III 1:\'101"110.:",, I\-rhar' rho.:
KIJn '~ " Ride rOTC"d and Count ry' mulTO ,mrhl:u h made
JUW rl.'r .ll! .I mote hcnuc ~klll.lmnnl:m J:h1 lIo1 l.'T~

hwo Enh tMenl Bla nts G!vtII
P rolpecfl'l'e RecrUit. lor

MIlItar y Otga~uzatton.

COU ANOER KEPT I. DAR K

The blKK.nt Klan storv of me decade wa,~ us

aJlexed mtiltranon of the ~ tate mili t ia . The Hor.\'

wa ~ broken hy an mve ~tIKati\'e reporter of th e
Providence Jou rnal. Coun esv of (he Providence
Journal -Bulle tin, RillS Collection (RHi X j 62 j {).

whe n ot her nuh n a orga nizations existed nea rby.'

Unde r normal cir cumstances th e maion tv of th e
rank s would co me lmm the Providence area . The
presence of so many ru ral res ident s in th is un it
may be mdr can vc uf the Klan's s trength in rhose

places. Despite the limitat ions of th is sampli ng,
the FLJ ros te r see ms to sUAAest th e Klan 's drs­
proponion.uc presence in th e co unt ry to wns:

whil e Providence, Wi th ~ 9 percent of th e populo­
non oi th e tow ns represen ted, cont rib uted 2,
perce nt of rbc FLJ roster, Bumllville. Sm ithfield .

and Nort h Smith field , by way of companson . ac ­

counted fur ' , I percent ot th c pop ulation and
II ., percent ot the Ff.l rank s.

Al though w ashington COUnt y contained only
~ ·l percent of thl' state's popu lation. its Klan

lO. Th ai Klan-men ...ere. .llm'''f ': :\lJUlIH~h' uo~'a"''''d I"r
mo.:m"'-: r,h1r 0.: .10 "'-: wen al,o In th" .I lo:<'~ "I fh<· men ...·h"l·o
h~ll.'d J l·' rll l.' rhc rJo.:t rh.ll thc v ....e re 1<Iu ,, 101 rOT rmluarv
o1tlI \· l)nl' ~ulh Inrml -cvrruv-vear-old l J ~r L r"" nwKh
t.n rm-r 'samuel r [ ' ....· X. had ru he helped ur lho.: a rmorv ~ l"r~

h\ th ree "'omo.:n on "nh~lmeOl orcin Nm c nth", '''UUlb
r.:lo );:<'o1 In .:Il:l· trom tortvmru- to ~l \I\' om- Rhode tslander
10 \1.1 / I ..U~



DEST ROYED
ConneoUou\-Rhod.e. 1a1aD4.

From :

' ~
THE KLAN RIDES AGAIN

COMMUNISM MUST BE

To :
TO .u. LOY...L P,U'RIOTS 01 PROfIlel sc.a, R.u.UI 01
C..JJ:iECTIC'JT_NiODi ISLaD; GlUJ:TIIGS:

A.~ 12 U nu.nIC 5OOICI.
&..bj«t :

E.teeme4 Patr1ot :

n. growth of C~1 ... 1n the Un1ted S'-tu of '-1'1011.
hu Cl6W1ec1 Ml!7 of our l ea41 ng oHlsen. to beca. i*• • 1a1.Uo ..
t o tbe future of our fora of GoYertuMnt.. I n eol'1t.ru t. to 1;l)e &bow.
I <1".lre t o QUote ra pe.$t tbe recent d.eol u a Uon of our lIIpIr1al
1J1sard . Dr.H1r.. 'I. ! Y&n.li:

t •• 10. tll.e D.an are
our form of Goverrwont. COlIrJ3 ~ our . ora
ot OOTe rn.ent i . t o oontinue . There ~~ .1111ona who baye eol e.nly
, worn t o DEFDe dD i'ROTI<::f Ol,'1\ OOU6TI nJTtOlf .lID GOVI:RIIlDT. Tbe
t ime n.. caoe f or the~ to rutrI:t ~!R ~A~ p~lal8. We
bel1n. t.hat. t bey beHeve re A.il~ .~ ,,;,;t:» fU.THER 'l'HJ.I BOLSIaVISlI,
bu t 11. h no t e nous:h for tb"!!ll t o nJo.LIr."I IJ JJO:R1CUISlI . nmY "US:
DO SCiaTHIlfQ .lBOOT IT. Sm.Jiro iliY .US! S':A!Il .lSD M OOUITID. t

~refore. tbe Qren4 Ilragol:l of t hh Reala oo r <11&11y
lnv1tlu you to a.ttend. t he fo llc.1ng l116eUngl, .t wr.1eh UlIIO ou.r
1lIlpoll r 1a1 11.1ar4 and. a ver y prom1l1Ont NATlOilAL SPi:-IER .111 ehaw
you bow . e IIhall tight t hlll )l.E!l,t.C.E :

OCTOS!J\ 7,1933 ( fRI DAY) -SWEDISH WORUlfG.ll.DfI SHALL, COfU"ER
Pllii ABU CHESTIitlT STR!:ETS,PROVIDEBCE, R.I .. S: 30 P.M. l.lE:: IJlD "CUEIl.
DR.H . ~ . £VAB8 , lIilPERI "'L WI ZaRD I I LL ADDRESS THI S MZETIUG.

OCTOBER 1::l,1932 (UDNESD.lY)-IL4VIRll' o r W;"SHH'GTON EOm'Tl
ItLIJI ll'o.la.Dtnnrs CORNERS . IES 'rE1\LY, R. I.,8 :30 P . M. liEN AND Ww..zN.
DR.HAM.I.ETT,N.lTI ONAL SPEdER lU LL ..DDRZSS THIS w,EEnNG . r oca G'.!ESTS
ARE IELOOki AT BJTH Il.EETI llQ6. LiT' S RI m: f OR GOD AllD CotmTRYl

fa1thful ly yourll .
~t1: ~h6 ~8d Unfailing Bond .

-z ,// ..H- 'V~',.
/ Gr and Dragon ~

TR.llTORS TO THE CAUSE or .l mu£ U EH,I CAlfISK .urn A PURE PP.'T~7 .\Y'!',
ISIil ..UST BE l IRRE TED OUT IJID I:~PJ6ED . RI DE fOR GOD .lID c. ],ClJ:....... .. ...•..•........ .. ..... . ... .. ......•.... ...... .... ...... ..

l;AlU;, STR£E T' _

CHY' S:.. ...., _

PHONi JiJ . ,AVi .'__~BJ. PASS _

lC~;: N,J . :m-..:; ,-h ~ ?

Tlu-; (ktoht'f J'J~ l Klan [,road,ide axallJ~r rcmmnrncm reveat-; thl' srncral paratuna that cbum csen zed
the nW\'el1ll'1lt '\ ,lute trotn [a(l~m lin d ann .Cotholu: nl,~otn' fCJ fOll'lXU nJellucl..' \ , RtttS Collccucm
(R il, XI b2 1.J1.



RHO DE ISLAND 'S IN VI S, IBLE EM rl llE

Ta ble 1

Occupat ional Dis tri bu t io n of 87 Per sons
Att ending Klan Meet ings. 1924-1 925

Table 2
Occu pationa l Distribut ion of

.'15 H I M e m be rs , 19 28

BU~mt'!>!> f l'rnlc!>r.lOna l Occupations : 27 1.11.0% 1

•
Facrnr v wor ker 7
Laborer 4
Clerk 4
Truck dri ver 4
Streetcar motorman 3
Iceman I
Expressman I
Elevator operato r I
lanuor I
Railway worker I
Gardene r I
Il tv.-tl er I

2

Auto mechanic .5
Factory foreman 4
Machlnl!>t 4
Weaver 4
Carpenter 3
H HU!!tC painter 3
Elccmcran 3
Pnntcr 2
Fisherman 2
Magrcran I
Loom fixer I
Plumber I
Meter tester 1
l'l ast crer 1
Collector 1
Mil1wn~t 1
Engm ccr I
AS!>I!>unt engi nee r I
Coo k I
Engraver I
Spin ner I
Plano tuner I
G lass wor ker I
Mu sician I
Blacksmnh I
Bookk eeper I
St reetcar m ccharuc I
Honst I

Sales ma n
Manufact urer
Sawm ill ow ne r
Ca rage owne r
Farmer
Sto re m an age r

Cle rgyman 4
Farmer 3
Salesman 3
BUSiness manage r 3
Livery stable owner 1
Cont ractor 2
Gara,i;,e owner 1
SPCA age nt I
Town clerk I
Po!>tnuster I
Anomey 1
Tcxnlc manufacturer 1
StUfekeerer 1
Supply company owner I
Pnnnoe shop owner I

~kllkJ Occup.1uum 3-t lJ <J, ' '''' '

Auto mechanic 5
Hou se painter J
Foreman J
Weaver 3
Machin ist 1
Plum ber 1
U.S Navy seaman 1
U.s Navy chic! yeoman 1
U.S, Navy chid carpenter 1
U.S. Navy ch id gunner's mate I
U.S. Navy ch ic! pha rrnacrsts ma te I
U.S Navy chid co mmissary steward I
Bookkeepe r 1
Print er I
Watchmaker I
Shoe maker I
UIC cu t ter I
Trolley sta non agen t I
Electrician 1
Engin eer I
U.S. Arm y officer I
Policeman I

C lerk 9
Factor y worker .5
Tru ck dnvcr J
Laborer 2
Streetcar conductor 2
Stree tc ar m otorm an
Expressman
G ardene r
lannor
Cal, drive r

80



RHODE ISLANIl'S INVISi BLE E.'t PIRl

Bu~m",~"lrruh:sslOn<lJ OCcup<ltlun~ 111 (2£1.11%1

Table ..t

O ccupational Distribution of
washington Count y Klansmen, 19 27

Table .3
Top Seven Occupations of Rhode Island

Klansmen, 1924 -1928

.1I
30
lJ
13
8
7
4
4
2
I
I
I
I

28
27
14
12
10
9
9
8

•
"6
"5
4
4
4
3
3
3
I
2
2
2
2
I
I
I
1

laborer
Factory work er
Cle rk
Truck dri ver
Cab dr iver
Quarry wo rker
Ga rdener
Ban k te ller
Railroau flagman
Rail road bra keman
.\\e"sen j(er
Expressman
Caretaker

Semi- Of Unskilled O<.:,up<ltlon~ 126 (21! 8%1

Skllbl Ckcupa\l(ln~_ \'H 1...... % )

Carpenter
Machmrst
Weaver
Foreman
House painter
Au to rnccharuc
Fisherm an
Electncran
Ston ecu t ter
Spin ne r
Engm ecr
Black smith
Plumber
Mason
Trolley sutton agent
l ineman
Coast Guard sea man
Molder
Pattern maker
Harness maker
Poli ceman
Drafts ma n
Bookkeeper
Barber
Fireman
Loom fixer
locomotive engi neer
Bricklayer

Skille d OCcupatiuns: I'M i44 4%\

Box maker
Bicycle mechanic
T msmuh
Dye r
MUSICian
Miller
Elec tri cal engineer
Paper h an ger
Printer
Watchmaker
Baker
New s repo rte r
Master mccharnc

14
13

Farm er 38
.~\ercholnt 14
Garage owner II
Clergyma n 7
Co ntractor 6
Sales man s
Business manager 4
Busin essman 4
Sto re manager 3
Truck company owne r 3
Restauran t owner 1
Dentist 2
.\ \111 manager 2
Unde rta ker 1
Postm aster 1
Liver y stable owner I
Physicia n I
Monument company owne r I
Cemetery supcrm tcndenr I
DCUAAISI I
Sec retary I
Insurance agent I
Manut actur cr 1
Auro-parnn ng shop owner I
Bakery owner I
Borthng plant owne r I
She riff I
Boy Scouts assb t:m t ulf ector I

Autornobrlc mechanic [inc ludes
1 garage ow ne rs! 12

Hou se painter 10
Forem an IS
Mach in ist 8
Salesman R

Cle rk
Factory worker

-----
~kllled/Prufc~~IlIll<lI: t..l%
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RHODI:. ISLAND ' _~ IN VISI BLl f.M I'IMI:.

% ul %01
Place Porubtion Klansmen

Table 6
Geographical Distribution of

washington County Klansmen , 1927

Table 5
Ceogtapbrcal Distribution of

104 FLI Members, 1928

accou nted for 11.2 percen t of the st ate's Klan

member s." T ht, 1\)27 rost er of th e Washington

Co u n ty Klan shows un even distribution am ong

th e towns ttahle til, wi th Hopkinton and West ­

erly conmbunng the hu lk of the member shi p ."

One In 2 0 Hopk inton res ident s was a Klan sman .
The rati os fur We.'stcr ly and North Kin gs town

were I in 17 and I in " respect ively. Of the
cou nty's 1\87 Kla ns men, 4S~, or two-th irds , lived

in the towns of Westerly and Hopk inton .
By cont rast, C harles town had 12 Klan mem­

bers, Richmond I I , and Exeter lust 5. T h is dis-

parity he tween otherw ise similar towns may he

accounted lor by co ns idennz the patte rns of

sett lement . One factor that the latt er tow ns had

in common, which they did not share with the.'

other county tow ns , was the lack of a village

or population ce nter. While the residents oi

the other towns tended to ItVI.' III or near such

cent ers, Exeter, Richmond, and Charlestow n

consis ted of scatte red farms and other rural

dwcllmgs . Where no populanon center ex rsrs. or ­

garuzauonal potential is naturally limned."
Where Klansmen were numerous, they w'ere

also prominent in public office and in private

urgamzauons . In Hopkinton. Klansmen held

eleven of the tw enty-two town offices . The mod­

erator, the chid of poli ce, four of the five coun­

crlmen. a member of the school board, and a tax

assessor were members of the Ku Klux Klan . The

Wester ly Klan numbered the town sergeant . two

hrgbwav comrmssroners , and the chief of the

Watch Hill Fir e Department among its membe rs."
Frequent denunc iations of the Klan amo ng fra ­

tern al socie ties d id not prevent Westerl y Free­

masons from select ing Lewis R. G ree ne as their

l od~e master . Klan sm an John R, O ppy was an of­

fice r of th e Odd Fellows, while Evere tt C. Lawton

and Clarence D . Sten ho use occupied official pos ts

withi n the O rde r of Uni ted American M echan ics.

T he ma st er of the grange, Pat rons of Husbandr y,

was Klans ma n C. Palmer Ch apm an of w esterl y.
Rhode Is land 's youth cou ld expec t lessons in 100

percent America nism from Lou is W. Gavi tt of

Hope Valley, assista nt director of the Boy Scou ts
of Am eri ca! '

Q ua n ti ta tively, this was th e face of the Ku

Klux Kla n In the Ocean Sta te III th e 19205, While

this da ta ca n not begin to explai n the subtler

mysteries of hlgotry and th e paranoia it expresses ,

hopefu ll y this demographic glimpse has rendered
Rhode Island 's Invis ible Empi re more visible .

1 0
Less than I

20.6
19

11.0
16

12.0
4:;.4

3 .7
3.9
9. 1
".5

I ·U
5.7

20 ...1
37.5

Charlestown
Exeter
Hop kmeon
Narra,lWnSctl
North KIn~stown

Richmond
South Kmgstown
WeMcrly

Providence 26
Pawtu cket 18
woonsocket 10
North KIn!:!>town 8
C rans ton (,
Bumllvrlle (,
East Crccnwrch 5
warwick 5
East Providen ce 5
North Smithfield 5
Coventry 3
We!>! Warwick 2
Cu mberland I
Lincoln I
North Providence I
Smithfield I
Seekonk, J\-b ..s I

11 Th e: ~Ia !e m...mbcrsh rp ....as reported by the Wa.~hJn.t ­

IOn /'o~, a ~ 1. 111 In 1'1117 Rhode: Islander. 7 Nov I 'll JO-
22 BI",k [ ~land and all nonresident Wa~hm,ltlOnCOllm ~·

Kla nsm...n are: excluded iwm the table. .100 rhus the figures
do n"l add UJ!!o' 100 pe rcen t

11_ Ii" ..... Valle ) I ~ thc vl lIa,ltc cen te r III Hopkmron. Nonh
Km,lt~tu....n te~ l denl~ a te: dl ~tnt>ut ed .amun,lt the: Vlll.a~l:~ ul La­
lavelle , Allcnlnn. WlCkt"nl. .and Davrvvdle South Km~~mwn

ICMdcnts a t...cone...nn;lted In the villages 01 Wakcticl d and
Peace Dak N.aIU.i:.an...:1l Ple:rand Saunder st o....n were Im l"" t ·
rant c...m cl) In Na rU.i:.an"l:ll_"'''eMe:rly m ore closelv re­
sembled a smal l CHy, .... u h a budr- up do....nt o....n secuon
comple te ....n h c:Ie:UlIC ~lIl·e te.a r,

14 CharJ""""'71 . l/upkmlOn. RIChmond Duectorv. 19H
1-\-·e: ~ I ..,I \' Tn"n () lle,·/(>f\· 1'1111.

1, [hid
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