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Newport’s Stamp Act Rioters: Another Look

Sheila Skemp

In late August 1765 a crowd at Newport, Rhode
Island, embarked upon three days of riot and de-
struction. Its members demolished the houses
of Martin Howard, Jr., and Dr. Thomas Moffatt,
two outspoken supporters of the Stamp Act, and
continued their rampage even after the stamp
distributor, Augustus Johnston, promised to re-
sign his post. No completely satisfactory expla-
nation has yet been offered for the activities of
the Newport crowd during the Stamp Act riots.
It is fairly easy to comprehend the arguments
and motivations of the men who drew up peti-
tions against the Sugar and Stamp acts, attended
the Stamp Act Congress in New York, and wrote
letters and pamphlets protesting British policy.
They proclaimed their position with remarkable
logic and consistency. But most people who took
to the streets, burned effigies, and destroyed prop-
erty never spoke directly for themselves; they
left no written record to explain their activities.
Only the observations of interested—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 be made. The crowd
in Newport was no doubt “egged on" and at first
even joined by members of the merchant com-
munity, as contemporary observer—and vic-
tim—Thomas Moffatt insisted,’ but this does
not account for the obvious selectivity, disci-

pline, and thoroughness of the crowd. The rioters
surely shared the antipathy of the merchants for
the Stamp Act, as historian Pauline Maier sug-
gests, but if they had the support of the commer-
cial elite in the beginning, they certainly lost
that backing very quickly, as their activities be-
gan to take on a direction and movement of their
own. The crowd may have had its own economic
grievances and may have evinced some hostility
toward the city’s leadership, but in Newport that
hostility was easily defused and directed not to-
ward the merchant elite as a whole but toward
those who supported the Stamp Act.

While a number of historians have dealt admi-
rably with the activities of the Newport Stamp
Act rioters,” another examination of the protests
1s nevertheless needed. A thorough study of the
events that occurred in the city in late August
1765 will indicate that constitutional issues
alone were not responsible for the activities of
the crowd. Individuals seldom act for one reason
and one reason only. Crowds are even less likely
to do so.

The question then becomes, What were the
motives of the Stamp Act rioters? In answering
this question, it might be well to ignore the con-
stitutional arguments that characterized so much
of the Stamp Act debate in the upper reaches of
Newport society, and to explore instead the other
issues that concerned the ordinary members of

Sheila Skemp is an associate professor of history at the
University of Mississippi.

1. Thomas Moffatt, Account of the Newport Riots in Au-
gust 1765, Chalmers Papers Relating to Rhode Island,
1637—-1785, New York Public Library, New York.

2. See, for example, Pauline Maier, From Resistance to
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Revolution: Colonial Radicals and the Development of
American Opposition to Britain, 1765—1776 [New York,
1972); Dawvid Lovejoy, Rhode Island Politics and the Amen-
can Revolution, 1760—1776 (Providence, 1958}, Edmund §
Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act Crsis: Pro-
logue to Revolution (Chapel Hill, 1953)
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the community.® Scholars need to examine the
specific historical and social context in which
the riots took place. Evidence certainly suggests
that British policy was the prime cause of most
of the frustrations felt by the Stamp Act rioters,
but it also suggests that British policy touched
many of the rioters in different ways and to a dif-
ferent degree than it did their social superiors.
Their suffering during and immediately after the
Seven Years’ War, their fears of impressment, and
their insensitive treatment at the hands of men
in the colony who consistently supported British
policy may well have been as important to the
protestors as questions of liberty and autonomy
were to the merchant elite. And while they un-
doubtedly shared that elite’s antipathy for the
Stamp Act, they had additional, more concrete
reasons of their own for distrusting British policy.

In June 1765 Newport's leaders were relatively
sanguine. Samuel Hall, the printer of the New-
port Mercury, felt no trepidation when he began a
steady propaganda barrage against the Stamp Act.
He published Patrick Henry’s Resolves against
the act, and by fall he was describing in graphic
detail the riots of unemployed English workers
who were being adversely affected by an Ameri-
can boycott of British goods. As if to make his
point clearer, he also published accounts of the
riots against the Stamp Act in Boston.*

Tension increased throughout the summer of
1765. Much of the initial antagonisms were, logi-
cally enough, directed against Augustus Johnston,
who, it was rumored, had been selected as stamp

distributor in June.” But it soon became appar-
ent that two other men, Martin Howard, Jr., and
Dr. Thomas Moffatt, had also been singled out as
objects of reproach. Howard was an Anglican
lawyer. Although he attended the Albany Con-
ference in 1754, he was not closely involved in
Newport politics. His last foray into the political
scene had been in 1761, when he ran unsuccess-
fully for the position of attorney general.” Moffatt,
a Scotch physician from the University of Edin-
burgh, was even less inclined to subject himself
to the judgment of an electorate whose abilities
he did not respect. Both men were members of
the infamous Newport Junto, a loyalist cabal,
composed primarily of relative newcomers to the
community, that supported the Sugar and Stamp
acts and in 1764 had led a move to abrogate the
revered Rhode Island charter.”

As the junto’s principal spokesmen, Howard
and Moffatt had written a series of letters to the
Newport Mercury under the pseudonym “0O.Z2."
Beginning in August 1764 they hammered away
for seven months, boldly proclaiming their un-
popular position and ridiculing the “stupid herd
of voters” whose sense of self-importance, they
thought, threatened the order and dignity of the
entire colony. Howard had also written A Letter
from a Gentleman at Halifax, which strongly
and cogently outlined the main tenets of the
nascent loyalist position.” In fact, according to
Moffatt, at least one of the protestors indicated
that the Halifax Letter alone was enough to jus-
tify death to its author.” Significantly, in the
end it was Howard and Moffatt, not Augustus
Johnston, who suffered most at the hands of the
rioters.

3. For a sample of the nature of the constitutional debate
taking place in the upper reaches of Newport society, see
John R. Bartlett, ed., Records of the Colony of Rhode Island
and Providence Plantations in New England, 10 vols. (Provi-
dence, 1856-1865), 6:451—52 (hereafter RICR); Stephen
Hopkins, “Essay on the Trade of the Northern Colonies,"
Newport Mercury, 6, 13 Feb. 1764; Hopkins, Letter to the
Author of the Halifax Letter [Newport, 1765), 8, photostat
copy from the Library of Congress, John Carter Brown Li-
brary, Providence; and Martin Howard, A Letter from a
Gentleman at Haltfax (Newport, 1765). See also Bernard
Bailyn, Pamphlets of the American Revolution, 1750-1765
{Cambridge, 1965}
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4. Newport Mercury, 24 June, 26 Aug. 1765.

5. Ibid., 3 June 1765. Johnston had always been well re-
spected in Rhode Island. The town of Johnston had been
named in his honor, and he was attorney general of the colony.
Morgan, Stamp Act Crisis, 247.

6. RICR 5:386; election proxes, Rhode Island Historical
Society, Providence (hercatter RIHS),

7. RICR 6:414

8. Newport Mercury, 23 Apr. 1764; Howard, Letter.

g. Moffatt, Account of the Newport Riots.
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Martin Howard defended his Letter from a
Gentleman at Halifax in this pamphlet. The
Halifax Letter had infuriated the citizens of
Newport by outlining the loyvalist position. RIHS
Collection (RHi X3 6226).

Howard and Moffatt heard rumors as early as
August 20, 1765, that they were to be hanged in
effigy along with the stamp distributor. Alarmed
by the prospect of public humiliation, both men
tried to head off the demonstrations, appealing to
both Governor Samuel Ward and merchant Sam-
uel Vernon, one of the “Chief Ringleaders” of the
demonstrations, to “forbear proceeding any fur-

ther with their Spectacle.” But Vernon indicated
that he and his allies were “unalterably fixed
upon it,"” while Ward, although he promised to
help avert the protest, assured them that their
fears were groundless.'”

Augustus Johnston was also preparing for
possible disaster. On Tuesday, the night of the
twenty-sixth, two of his friends visited his home
and suggested that he either resign his position
or flee the town immediately. Johnston firmly
rejected both suggestions. Instead, he rose early
the next morning and went about town trying to
rally support. While he later claimed that he re-
ceived a great deal of sympathy, no one would
come to his aid so long as the town’s authorities
received only meaningless promises from his
friends to the effect that if the legal machinery
was activated to help him, they “would protect
him with the risque of their lives.” Under the
circumstances, fJohnston left town so that he
would not be forced to comply with “the Inso-
lent demands of the Mob.” "

Elsewhere on the twenty-seventh, the day of
the quarterly meeting of frecholders in Newport,
the first stage of the demonstrations against the
Stamp Act began in a deceptively calm manner.
Effigies of Johnston, Howard, and Moffatt were
carried through the main streets of town with
halters around their necks, accompanied by a
person in the “Character of a Hangman.” The pa-
rade halted about fifty paces from the Colony
House, where the crowd hastily erected gallows
upon which the effigies were hanged. Cheers
went up from those who gathered to watch the
spectacle. The “bodies” were guarded all day by
Vernon, William Ellery, and Robert Crook, all
three respectable members of the merchant com-
munity. While “great Numbers’ of people milled
about all day, the atfair proceeded with deco-
rum.” Sometime between four and five o’clock
that evening, a few men ceremoniously cut down
the effigies and burned them, after which every-
one dispersed. Symbolic violence, not attacks on

10. Ihid. Mottatr claimed that merchant William Ellery
was the other “Chief Ring Leader” of the early protests.
Ibid.
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11, Johnston to Lords Commissioners of Stamps, 31 Aug.
1765, Public Record Office (PRO), Treas. 1/439.
12, Ibid
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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 Revolution
(New York, 1971).

persons or property, was the order of the day.
“The whole,” said the complaisant Mercury,
“was conducted with Moderation, and no Vio-
lence |was] offered to the Persons or Property of
any man.” "

The Mercury tailed to point out, however, that
the primary targets of the demonstrators’ wrath
had all left town, and that even John Robinson,
the customs collector, had spent the night in
Newport’s harbor aboard His Majesty’s ship Cyg-
net as the guest of its captain, Charles Leslie."
This, not the good will of the crowd, may well
have been the reason for the relatively benign at-
mosphere prevailing on the night of the twenty-
seventh.

Whatever the reason for the peaceful character

of the crowd on Wednesday, the mood changed
the following day. The objects of the crowd’s ire,
no doubt hoping that the previous day’s activi-
ties had put an end to the protests, returned to
town. Toward dusk Robinson and Howard were
met by chief agitator Samuel Crandall and a group
of his followers. Both men were “attacked &
Collared in the Publick Street” and scarcely es-
caped to their homes.'

The incident was enough to spur the rioters
into more serious action. Their first target was
the house of Martin Howard. About eight o’clock
that night, according to Dr. Moffatt, “the Chief
contrivers with some chosen Ruffians at their
heels” rushed into the streets with painted faces,
broadaxes, and “loud huzzas” and made their

13. Ibid; Moffatt, Account of the Newport Riots; Newport
Mercury, 2 Sept. 1765,

14. Robinson to the Commissioners of the Customs,
27 Aug. 1765, PRO, Treas. 1/442.

15. Ibid. Howard, Testimony before the Parliamentary
Committee on American Papers, British Musecum (BM), Add.
MSS, 33030 (Newcastle], f. 83. It 1s not clear that Crandall

was the ringleader of the Stamp Act protests in general,
Howard may well have meant only that Crandall was the
ringleader of the small band of persons who assaulted him
and Robinson on the night of the twenty-eighth. Indeed,
subsequent events indicate that Crandall’s quarrel with
Robinson was a private matter not directly related to the
Stamp Act
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way toward Howard’s house. They rotally gutted
the building, “stripping and plundering every
apartment of every article, carrying away wear-
ing apparel, bed and table linen in the most open,
daring, and unrestrained manner breaking open
his cellars, drinking, wasting and carrying off all
his wine and other liquors.” ' The “ruffians”
then went to Moffatt’s residence, where they
“split down the doors of his house and com-
mitted the same acts of rage, violence, and pil-
lage in every point and instance.”'” Still they
were not finished. About eleven o’clock they re-
turned to Howard’s residence, where they cleaved
the doors and casements “into bits” and “cut up
all the floors, hearths, and chimney pieces, leav-
ing the house a miserable shattered shell only.”
The rioters then returned to Moffatt’s house,
where the scene was repeated.”

Meanwhile, Augustus Johnston sat nervously
at home. His wife and “four small Sick Chil-
dren” had fled earlier in the evening. About eight
o’clock various friends informed him of the de-
struction of Howard’s and Moffatt’s property and
urged him to flee immediately from the “furious
Ungoverned mob.” Johnston tried valiantly to
persuade his friends to help him defend his house,
but they insisted that his life, as well as his prop-
certy, was in danger. Finally, “partly by force and
partly by Persuasion,” they took him to the home
of Nicholas Lechmere. Johnston’s friends began
removing his belongings to places of safety, but
not before some of the crowd’s members had car-
ried off ““a great part” of his possessions."

At last most of the crowd made their way to
Johnston's residence and surrounded it, but they

left when they were promised that he would re-
sign his position as stamp distributor the follow-
ing day.” The group then marched to the customs
collector’s house, but again its members were
easily dispersed upon hearing that Robinson was
spending yet another night aboard the Cygnet.
They were similarly dissuaded from doing much
damage to the residence of Customs Comptroller
John Nicoll. Toward dawn the rioters returned
once more to Howard’s house, where they com-
pleted what was left of their night of destruction,
even chopping down all the trees planted in front
of the house. Content at last with the results of
the night’s labor, the crowd dispersed.*!

By Thursday morning the rioters could claim
success, Moffatt and Howard fled to the Cygnet
for protection. Johnston reluctantly resigned his
post. To be sure, one person “who from his sta-
tion 1n Life better things ought to be expected”
claimed that Johnston’s resignation was worthless
until it was submitted to the lords of the treasury.
But when Johnston affirmed his submission to
the paper he had already signed, the crowd ap-
peared sausfied.”

Up unul this point the activities of the 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
over the excessive destruction of both gentle-
men’s property, no one attempted to steer the
crowd from its course. Indeed, when Johnston
unofficially resigned his post, nearly everyone
was pleased with the results of Wedn%sday night’s
activities.

But by midday on Thursday it had become ap-

16. Mofiatt, Account of the Newport Riots. Dick Hoerder
argues that in Boston the sight of the wealth the crowd en-
countered at Peter Oliver’s residence incited the noters 1o
greater anger and outrage, thus propelling them to more vio-
lence. Hoerder, Crowd Action in Revolutionary Massachu-
setts (New Yark, 19771, 97—-110. There 15 no hard evidence
that this was the case in Newport.

17. Moffatt, Account of the Newport Riots, Newport Mer-
cury. 2 Sept. 176s.

1%, Moftatt, Account of the Newport Riots.

19. Johnston to Lords Commissioners.

20, Johnston says he tried to return home, hoping that has
popularity with the townspeople might help avert any at-
tacks on his property, but his friends dissuaded him from
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what they considered a foolhardy attempt. Instead, he spent
the night aboard the Cygnet along with Robinson, who had
tled there earlier in the eveming, and Benjamin Wickham,
who had previously been in the king's service and who also
shared a house with Robinson. [hid.

21. Mofiatt, Account of the Newport Riots; Robinson wo
the Commussioners of Customs, 28 Aug. 1765,

212. Ihid. The man who objected to Johnston's resigna-
tion may have been Congregational mimister Ezra Sules.
Capt. Charles Leslie to the Admiralty and the Admiral Lord
Caolville, Rhode Island, 29 and 30 August, in Joseph Riding-
ton, ed., Calendar of Home Office Papers of the Reign of
Ciearge HI, 1760 (October)—= 1765, t {London, 1878), 611.
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NEWPORT'S STAMI' ACT RIOTERS

and Howard. Only Webber’s release appeased
the crowd, whereupon he was immediately sur-
rounded “amidst the shouts of Numbers of per-
sons.” But by evening the crowd had settled
down, and the inhabitants of Newport spent a
quiet, if uneasy, night.*

The next day, however, Webber returned to the
streets. The “projectors of the affair,” who, Cap-
tain Leslie insisted, were “some of the princi-
pal people in the town,” were badly frightened.
Leslie was convinced that the original organizers
of the demonstrations feared that Webber would
reveal their names to the authorities if he were
returned to jail, but to allow him to remain on
the streets surely invited more violence.® They
did what they could to defuse the situation.
They “begged and prayed him to be satisfied,
gave him money, and ordered him clothes, and
everything he would have.” Sheriff Wanton re-
portedly cried out in frustration, “What would
you have of me? I will do everything to satisfy
you; [ will lay myself down and let you tread on
my neck, if that will satisfy you!” In the end,
some of the townsmen, led by merchant Godfrey
Malbone, |r., resolved to take charge of the situa-
tion and to “oppose force to force, if the rioters
would not disperse by persuasion.” The crowd
was finally encouraged to go home “by the latter
method,” and Augustus Johnston “heroically
seized” upon Webber and locked him in the town
jail. Order was restored, and Governor Ward re-
turned to a quiet and peaceful town.”

Newport remained quiet until November 1,
when the Stamp Act was slated to go into ef-
fect, Sheriff Wanton reported that on October 31
there was an “uneasiness appearing already in
the People.” He himself did not know what to
expect the next day, but he obviously teared
the worst.** Wanton’s tears were not totally
chimenical. To be sure, the “Funeral Procession
for Liberty” that the authorities held on Novem-

ber 1 was well controlled and tranquil. But that
same day Webber attempted to hang himself in
his jail cell, and Wanton received two threaten-
ing letters demanding the prisoner’s release. The
following night men patrolled the streets, and
when a crowd gathered, threatening to storm the
Newport jail, it was dispersed. Two agitators
were seized, “and instead of releasing their asso-
ciate in Prison, they were forced to take up their
Residence in the same Place.”*

With the arrest of the leaders, the effort col-
lapsed. Johnston officially resigned his post on
Christmas Day, 1765; Ward won praise for his
opposition to the Stamp Act; and the little town
of Newport, Rhode Island, was calm and peaceful
once more. "

I

Contemporary accounts of the riots are both
puzzling and incomplete. They do not fully ex-
plain why the riots occurred, how the “sensible
sort” so quickly lost control of them, or even
who most of the participants were. Of the crowd’s
critics, Moffatt mentions only Vernon, Ellery,
Crook, and Webber by name; Howard adds the
name of Samuel Crandall. Leslie mentions the
Reverend Ezra Stiles; Johnston, who was surely
in a position to name names, refers directly only
to Webber. None of these men indicates who
took part in the riots on the night of the twenty-
eighth or who continued to follow agd support
Webber the next day. Everyone agrees that the
original instigators of the protests had lost con-
trol of events by the afternoon of the twenty-
ninth. The crowd itself 1s contemptuously re-
ferred to simply as “ruffians,” the “rabble,” or
the “mob.”

The Mercury conveys a slightly different pic-
ture of the crowd’s membership. While prudently
naming no one but Webber, 1t implies that the

25. Ind

26. Leslie to the Admuralty, 61011

27. Ihid. Gov. Ward to John Robinson and others, 31 Aug.
1765, RICR 6 454; lohnston to Lords Commussioners.
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28. loseph Wanton, Ir., to Moses Brown, Moses Brown
Papers 1-65, RIHS

29. Newpart Mercury, 4 Nov. 1763

0. Ihid., 10 Dec. 1765, H. Babeock 1o Samuel Ward, nd.,
Ward MSS., box 1, p. 63, RIHS
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protestors were all lovers of liberty who were
simply fighting parlimentary oppression. The
paper indicates that at least in the riot’s earlier
stages, the participants constituted a rational
crowd, not an irrational mob, and that they were,
furthermore, carrying out the will of the town.

Both the Mercury and the objects of the noters’
wrath had an obvious interest in describing the
protesters’ composition in the way that they did.
Moffatt and Howard were pleading their cases to
English authorities in an attempt to secure repa-
rations for their property losses. Johnston, Leslie,
and Robinson wanted to justify their actions to
an obviously unhappy government at home. Their
accounts were plainly self-serving. Johnston’s de-
scription of his brave defense of his house, wife,
and “four small Sick children” and Robinson’s
claim that he was helpless before a group of
people constituting “not a trifling Mob, but . . . a
whole country inflamed to an intolerable De-
gree” were surely designed to win a sympathetic
ear in London." The Mercury clearly wanted to
project a positive image of the riots, for Samuel
Hall was a staunch opponent of the Stamp Act
and supported any attempt to secure its repeal.
Consequently the paper downplayed the crowd’s
violence, portraying its members as steadfast pa-
triots whose major concern was to preserve Rhode
Island’s revered charter liberties.

Despite the incomplete and often contradic-
tory evidence concerning the composition of
the Stamp Act rioters, a few generalizations can
safely be made. Given the nature of Newport’s
economy, most participants derived their living
directly from the sea. The rioters were, at least
in the beginning, encouraged and joined by mem-
bers of Newport’s gentry elite, people like Vernon,
Crook, and Ellery. But the bulk of the crowd’s
members were no doubt drawn from the “lower
and middling sort”—blacks, workers, and the
unemployed; craftsmen, shopkeepers, and small
property owners, While derogatory appellations
are typical of the descriptions colonial authori-

ties everywhere applied to local rioters, it seems
clear that these men were, indeed, primarily
lower and lower middle class, and thus person-
ally unknown to the objects of their wrath; the
latter were quick to name names and lay specific
blame whenever they could reasonably do so, but
when they described the Newport Stamp Act
rioters, they could speak only in the vaguest of
generalities. Moreover, this characterization is
consistent with what we know about earlier
riots in the city of Newport. It is also consistent
with the actions of the crowd during the Stamp
Act riots themselves. Particularly after Thursday,
the twenty-ninth, the crowd’s activities indicate
that a disproportionate number of the members
were drawn from the lower orders of Newport
society, for once Webber assumed leadership of
the movement, the “sensible sort” tried to stop
further rioting. The question remains: Why were
these people protesting?

The question of motivation is a crucial one; it
is also extremely difficult. The rioters, after all,
never spoke for themselves, and given the nature
of the evidence, any explanation of their motiva-
tions must remain highly circumstantial and in-
ferential. Still, a number of explanations for the
crowd’s behavior have been offered. All of those
who were the object of the crowd’s attacks in-
sisted that the example provided by Boston was
at least in some way responsible for events in
Newport. The disturbance at Boston, said John
Robinson, “communicated the S‘gmc Spirit, to
Rhode Island.”** All of them, too, saw the anti-
charter sentiments of Howard and Moffatt as the
main pretext for the attacks on their houses. In
this sense, the constitutional debate over parlia-
mentary authority in America was surely an 1ssue
of some importance.

Having agreed on this much, however, both
witnesses and victims began to disagree. Captain
Leslie linked the riots to the Presbyterians in
the town.* Investigator John Temple, surveyor
general of the Northern District of America,

31. Johnston to Lords Commissioners; Robinson to the
Commussioners of Customs, 28 Aug. 1765,
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12. Robinson to the Commissioners of Customs, 28 Aug
1765,
13, Leslie to the Admiralty, 611
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Typical of wharfside businesses in Newport was the ropewalk, where hemp was twisted into rope. This
manufacturing activity was strongly affected by the vagaries of the sea trade Unemployed workers
from such businesses made up the bulk of the rioters. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6228)

blamed Rhode Island’s charter for the distur-
bances and claimed that this sort of “rebellion”
would continue until the colony’s charter was
revoked. " Moffatt implied that the “rabble” con-
stituted an unthinking herd, stirred up by un-
scrupulous merchants and egged on by liquor and
Cheshire cheese, and he insisted that the “Bulk
of the People . . . only Joined for Pillage.” * While
Johnston admitted that there were a “set of Mis-
creants who attended the Mob with the hopes of
Plunder,” he thought most of the rioters aimed
at something more than merely lining their own
pockets.*

All of the not's victims, whatever individual
differences they may have had, paint a horrifying
picture of the night of the twenty-eighth. They

describe a scene of wild debauchery and destruc-
tion, a mindless mob reeling back and forth be-
tween Moffatt’s and Howard's houses, drinking
more and more liquor, destroying furniture, and
cleaving everything “into bits.” Johnston’s friends
called the rioters a “furious Ungoverned mob,”
and in the end Johnston was forced to agree with
this view."

But the picture of a mob gone mad is weak-
ened as much by its own logic as it is by the
credibility of the witnesses, for that same group
of drunken “ruffians,” whom hostile observers
picture as so animalistic and out of control, so
ready to commit “acts of rage, violence, and pil-

lage in every point and instance,” apparently

became quite reasonable when it marched to

34. Mr. Temple, Surveyor General of the Northern Dis-
trict of Amenca, Concerning the Riot at Rhode Island and the
Disturbances at Boston, PRO, Treas. 1/342
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Motftatr, Account of the Newport Riots. Moffatt, Test
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Johnston’s, Robinson’s, and Nicoll’s houses later
in the evening. According to everyone’s account,
the crowd was turned away with relative ease. Its
members were obviously capable of acting in a
disciplined, purposive, and selective manner.
And, more to the point, it is clear that they bore
a particular grudge against Martin Howard, Jr.,
and Dr. Thomas Moffatt.

The Mercury’s description of the activities of
the rioters appears to offer an explanation for
that grudge. Purely and simply, it assumes that
the mob was protesting the enactment of the
Stamp Act, and that Howard and Moffatt, two of
the act’s most vocal supporters, were attacked
because of that support. They represented British
imperial policy, and the Stamp Act rioters were
protesting that policy. In this sense, the riots rep-
resented the first effort to define and defend
America’s constitutional rights; they were the
expression of the colonial desire for liberty and
autonomy.

The Mercury's perspective, with some refine-
ments and modifications, has been echoed by a
number of contemporary historians.* But this
explanation leaves us with some unanswered
questions. If the rioters shared the perspective of
Newport’s elite, why did the Stamp Act protests
move so quickly beyond the limits envisioned by
the town's leaders? Why was the Newport elite
unable to control John Webber? If the goals of
all classes were virtually identical, why did the
crowd refuse to disperse as soon as its immediate
objective, the promised resignation of Augustus
Johnston as stamp distributor, was achieved? If
the crowd was not a mere drunken mob, how do
we explain the ferocity of its attacks on the prop-
erty of Howard and Moffatt, to the point that not
even a tree was left standing on Howard'’s lawn
by the end of the night? Moreover, if the rioters
were concerned primarily with constitutional is-
sues, why did they threaten to destroy the houses

of such staunch opponents of the Stamp Act as
Samuel Vernon, William Ellery, and Sheriff Joseph
Wanton?

There are a number of plausible explanations
for the inability of Newport’s leaders to control
the rioters. Lack of leadership and direction from
Governor Ward surely created an atmosphere
where the situation might easily have gotten out
of hand. Furthermore, Webber may not have been
as easily manipulated as his counterpart John
Macintosh had been in Boston, since Webber was
a newcomer to the town, an outsider who was
not designated by Newport’s leaders to take an
active part in the protests.

But other issues may have been at stake as
well. To explain the character and activities of
the crowd during the Stamp Act riots, one must
determine whether or not its members opposed
the Stamp Act for the same reasons that the mer-
chants of the community did. It is possible that
the crowd had grievances of its own against the
Stamp Act in general and Martin Howard, Jr.,
and Dr. Moffatt in particular, While the goals of
the Stamp Act rioters and the rest of the commu-
nity were identical, their reasons for embracing
those goals may well have been different. If such
a distinction between goals and reasons can be
established, many of the apparent contradictions
in all of the versions of Newport's Stamp Act
riots may be resolved.

A careful scrutiny of the social and economic
character of postwar Newport reveals on the one
hand that the rioters of August 1%5 were indeed,
as the Mercury suggests, protesting the Stamp
Act; that they did see the act as inimical to their
own interests, a threat, either real or potential,
to their livelihood. In this sense, they surely
shared the goals of the entire community. On the
other hand, 1t becomes equally apparent that the
rioters had other grievances that were linked
only tenuously to the impenal struggles that so

38. For a few examples of histonans who tend to suppon
the Mercury's view, see especially Morgan, The Stamp Act
Crisis; Carl Bndenbaugh, Cities in Revolt: Urban Life in
Amenica. 1793-1776 [New York, 1953), 309—11; Pauline
Maier, “Popular Upnsings and Civil Authonity mn Eighteenth-
Century America,” William and Mary Quarterly, and ser_, 27

1970} 3—34, “"Revolutionary Violence and the Relevance of
History, " Journal of Interdiscphnary History 2 (1971)
119-35, and From Resistance to Revolation; and George
Rudé, The Crowd in History: A Study of Popular Distur
bances in France and England. 1730-1848 (New York, 1964)
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occupied the minds of the merchants and profes-
sional people of Newport. They were, for in-
stance, at least as concerned with the British
policy of impressment as they were with the
constitutional issues surrounding the Stamp Act.
Members of the middling sort, in particular, may
well have resented the junto’s attack on their
growing political importance and self-esteem as
much as they worried about its threat to the
colony charter, and they had reason to be as dis-
turbed by a sense of insecurity and frustrated
ambition brought on by the effects of Newpart'’s
postwar depression as they were by the British
threat to colonial liberties.

11

To analyze the possible motives of the Stamp
Act rioters, we must understand the c¢limate in
which the crisis itself was nurtured, the climate
of Newport in the mid-1760s, when inhabitants
were trying to recover from the wartime disloca-
tion of their lives and to adjust to a peacetime
economy.” While the signals here are certainly
mixed, a few generalizations can be made. First,
wealth in the tiny seaport town of 7,500 was
both highly visible and unevenly divided. Sec-
ondly, the economy was in turmoil, and no one,
rich or poor, could be certain that the future held
anything but financial disaster. It was, as one
merchant said, “a world uncertain and strongly
checker’d.”* This uncertainty created an atmo-
sphere of anxiety and tension. Finally, much of
the blame for the difficulties facing Newport
could be placed on British colonial policy, a pol-
icy explicitly and vocally supported by Martin
Howard, |r., and Dr. Thomas Moffatt.

Eighteenth-century Newport society was often
noted for the “pomp and show,” the “whirl and
ude of fashion and frolic,” that existed there.”

But beneath the veneer of gaiety, opulence, and
“frolic,”” Newport’s economy was a troubled one,
for at least by 1763 the city was suffering the
effects of a commerical depression that virtually
dominated its economy. Coming on the heels of
the Seven Years’ War, which itself had caused se-
vere dislocations in Newport’s economic and so-
cial structure, disrupting both the legal and illegal
trade activities of the city’s merchants, the de-
pression often spelled disaster to those who did
not have the reserves to weather the storm.
Merchants as well as tradesmen were hurt
by financial conditions during and after the
Seven Years’ War. Indeed, they were often hit
first. Joseph Whipple, for instance, stunned the
community when he suffered complete financial
disaster in 1763 and resigned as deputy governor
midway through his term the following year. A
decade later Walter Chaloner, Jonathan March,
John Channing, and Benjamin Tucker all peti-
tioned the General Assembly for permission to
declare bankruptcy, asserting that any efforts to
pay their arrears while languishing in debtors’
prison would be as if “to remove mountains &
throw them into the Midst of the Sea.” Jacob
Roderniguez Rivera was able to avoid financial
ruin only by resorting to the Solvency Act and
unlimited credit. Merchant Godfrey Malbone’s
sons were also “losing greatly in trade,” although
they too managed to survive the hard times, Even
Henry Collins, once referred to as the “Lorenzo
de Medici of Newport,”* faced economic disas-
ter, and he was forced into hankrupﬁ:y and had
to sell his property to George Rome, a member of
Newport’s loyalist community, Indeed, for many
entrepreneurs in this period, trade conditions
had taken on a nightmarish quality as the ex-
penses of war, a severe drought in 1762, a gravely
dislocated system of trade, and the chronic lack

39. See Sheila Skemp, "A World Uncertain and Strongly
Checker'd,” in Moarten Ultee, ed., Adapung to Condinions
War and Society in Eighteenth Century Amernca {Tusca-
lousa, 1986), 83—103, for an analysis of the eifect that the
mud-cighteenth century wars had on Newport's mercanule
community.

40. Roland Cotton to Samuel Vernon, 30 May 1743, Lopez
and Vernon Papers, box 48, folder 3, p. 400, Newport Histor-
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cal Society, Newport.

41. Samuel Ward to Anna Ward, 1 July 1765, Ward MSS,
box 1. p. 55; John Reynell to Abraham Redwood, 2 Sept. 1748
Commerce of Rhode Island, 1726~ 1300, 2 vols., Massachu-
setts Histoncal Society Collections ¢ and 1o, sec. 7, 1+ 38.

42, John Callender, A Historical Discourse of the Civil
and Religious Affairs of the Colony of Rhode Island, and rev,
ed. [Providence, 1838, 44n.
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Newport cabinetmakers sold their work to wealthy merchants in Rhode Island, New York, and

elsewhere. Both craftsmen and merchants were affected by a commercial depression after the Seven

Years' War. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6229)

of specie all worked together to give the town
““a most gloomy aspect.”*

Nevertheless, if individual merchants suffered
in the 1750s and 1760s, it is true that as a class
the elite remained solvent throughout the pe-
riod. Indeed, the depression hit many members
of the middling sort at least as hard as it hit their
economic superiors.* Problems began even be-
fore the end of the Seven Years’ War, as both the
lower and middling sorts were forced to contend
with the same dislocations in the commerical
economy that plagued the merchants of the city.
Indeed, Newport’s entire social matrix was se-
verely disrupted by the war. Deserters from the

army and those who were simply fleeing military

43. Petitions of the Rhode Island Assembly, 72 vols
g: 102, State House, Providence; George Mason, Remin
cences of Newport (Newport, 1884), 58; Gov. Ward to Joseph

Sherwood, Governors of Rhode Island, 1723—1775, 2 vols

Boston, 1902), 2:316; Samuel Ward to Lords of Trade and

Plantations, 19 Nov. 1765, Ward MSS., box 1, p. 50; Newport
Mercury, 28 Feb. 1763
44. Morgan, Stamp Act Crisis, 283, 1318

service inundated the city, increasing the number
of jobless workers there. They caroused in the
taverns, gambled away the little money they had,
and frequented the brothels on the watertront.
The government did what it could to take care
of Newport'’s burgeoning poor population. It au-
thorized the town to send drifters and “straggling

]

persons’ out of town summarily, or to incarcer-

ate them in the almshouse, whert they could be
set to work making oakum. The town could also
bind them out as apprentices, minimizing the
burden on its treasury and providing cheap labor
for Newport’s employers.

Despite the best etforts of the town’s leader-
ship, conditions did not appreciably improve. As

T3

Gov, Shirley to Gov. Greene, 3 May 1745, RICR 5145

Charles E. Hammett, Jr., transcriber, “Henry Bulls Memoirs

187, RIHS

 Rhode Island,” 2 vols. [New port, TS 188), &

16. Ni t Mercury, 2 Jan., 17 Dec. 1764; 8 July 1765
AcCts i i Mare Colon wde Island
ind Providence Plantations |Newpart, 1744), 199, 236; New

art Town Mectung Records, Newport Histonical Soaiety
I

NHSL 179




NEWPORT’S STAMP ACT RIOTERS

early as 1758 wood had risen to “an Extravagant
Price.” As one observer noted, this was particu-
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 were 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
hurt. 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 few reserves to help them weather the post-
war depression, members of the lower middle
class once again suffered dramatically. A perusal

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-
port’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.*

During this period many Rhode Island debtors
were sent to jail. Since their chances of paying i
their arrears were almost nonexistent there, leg- I
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.™

47. Newport Town Meeting Records, 177, Newport Mer-
cury, 26 Dec. 1758; 22 Apr. 1760

48. Newport Mercury, 1 Jlan. 1760

49. RICR 6:161; Sidney S, Rider, “A Century of Lottenes
in Rhode Island,” 1n Sidney S. Rider, ed., Rhode Island His
torical Tracts, and ser. |Providence, 1896), 3:12

s0. Newpart Mercury. 13 Febh, g Apr. 1764. Webber was
the owner of the British Coffee House and Franklin had a
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small shop

§1. See Newport Mercury, 1763-1765, passim

52. Acts and Laws of His Majesty’s Colony of Rhade Is-
land and Providence Plantations (Newporn, 1767), 211

§1. Samuel Hull to Samuel Ward, Dec. 1767, Ward, Ac-
count Book, loose letter, RIHS

s4. The Literary tharv of Ezra Stiles. 2 vols., ed. Franklin
B Dexter [New York, 19o1), 1-81
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The 30 April 1765 edition of the Newport Mercury ran a variety of notices about bankruptcies, debtor
sales, and other indications of commercial distress. RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6230)

The world that confronted the lower and mid-
dling sort of Newport in the 1760s was a world
that often mocked the ambitious among them, a
world that did not always reward diligence and
industry, shrewdness and thrift. The uncertain
and often declining fortunes of the middling sort

54

created a situation in which its members” politi-
cal grievances could be magnified and their frus-
trations could, in that violence-prone age, easily
lead to riots and destruction.

Frustration and anger did not lead irrevo-
cably to public attacks on the merchant class as
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a whole. The participants in Newport's Stamp
Act riots 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 the members of Newport’s lower and middling
sort, forces that threatened both their economic
position and their self-esteem. These forces be-
came the focal point for their collective action
and the scapegoats for their general frustration.
One of those targets was the new and tighter im-
perial policy of Great Britain, a policy felt con-
cretely by them well before the Stamp Act had
even been proposed. The other was a group of loy-
alists composed of professional men like Thomas
Moftatt, Joseph and Peter Harrison, George Rome,
and Martin Howard, |r.

IV

General dissatisfaction with economic condi-
tions no doubt produced frustration among New-
port’s lower and middling sort. It may even have
engendered a sense of disillusionment with Great
Britain’s impenal policy. But a generalized sense
of unease is hardly sufficient to produce the kind
of riots that occurred in Rhode Island in August
1765. At most, it could only have provided the
kind of environment within which specific griev-
ances could more easily act as the catalyst for
violence, Specific grievances against Crown pol-
icy were not difficult to find in the years imme-
diately preceding the passage of the Stamp Act.

Even before Newport’s merchants began to
protest the effects of the Sugar and Stamp taxes
on colonial trade and to object to Parliament’s at-
tempt to tax them without due representation,
the lower and middling sort were engaged in
their own quarrel with Britsh policy. Beginning
as early as the War of Austrian Succession, the
presence of British troops on American soil was
a sporadic source of irritation to Newport in-
habitants. Sailors from the king’s naval vessels

were often disorderly, obnoxious, and rude. Their
spending in the city’s taverns and shops contrib-
uted to the colony’s growing inflation. Some-
times they sought work in the town and thus
increased the pressure on the tight job market.
Their presence threatened to destroy the peace
and order of the community. Even worse, their
arrival in town often meant the forced recruit-
ment of sailors or attempts to apprehend desert-
ers from the king’s navy. Impressment was rarely
an immediate problem for merchants and law-
yers, but it was often a distinct possibility for
seamen as well as for laborers, craftsmen, and
shopkeepers. Understandably, relations between
British officers and the civilian populace rapidly
deteriorated, and mobs gathered to “obstruct,”
“assault,” and “abuse” officers who were even
suspected of having impressment on their minds.™

With the end of the Seven Years’ War, the in-
habitants of Newport hoped that British inter-
ference would also cease. But the king’s ships
were in no hurry to leave the city’s harbor, and
with the passage of the Sugar Act in 1764, it
became clear that they would remain there in-
definitely to enforce both new and old customs
regulations. British sailors on shore would con-
tinue to disrupt the town, and the obnoxious pol-
icy of impressment would go on distressing an
already suffering community.

Often tensions arose over a seemingly minor
incident. In July 1764 a group of crew members
from Captain Hill’s schooner St. John were found
guilty of “some Irregularities” whilé ashore in
Newport, and when two of the guilty men es-
caped to their vessel, the enraged townspeople
demanded their return so that they could be pun-
ished for their misdeeds by civil authorities. Ten-
sions were further heightened when the St. John
tried to retrieve one of its deserters, and a crowd
around the docks immediately presumed that
some of them might be impressed. A “smart
skirmish” resulted, the deserter was protected by
the crowd, and an officer of the St. John was
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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 the St. John did indeed begin
sailing from Newport harbor, trying to take ref-
uge with the king’s ship Squirrel, the gunner at
Fort George fired on the vessel. Significantly,
colony leaders countenanced the entire affair.
Authorities refused to promise justice to any of
the king’s officers who had been abused in the
fracas.*

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 tensions, prom-
ising to impress no Newport resident and indica-
ting that no small-boat men sailing into the har-
bor would be molested.”” The promise was not
enough. By June 1765 the king's ship Maidstone
was impressing everyone who was not an in-
habitant of the city. The 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 fishermen 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
Maidstone went unpunished, at least some mem-
bers of the community publicly, if anonymously,
declared their disapproval of the “measures taken
by the Rabble.” They were nervous because the
whole incident had occurred so quickly that the
“sensible sort” had been unable to prevent or
even control it. They were caught in the uncom-
fortable position of those who could not but ap-
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prove the goals of the “rabble,” even while they
decried its methods.*

Governor Ward'’s reaction to the affair is reveal-
ing. In a letter of apology to Captain Antrobus of
the Maidstone, Ward tried, 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 incited 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 uneasiness” 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 to him
that the “better sort” had to learn to control the
social forces that had unleashed themselves on
the Maidstone.®

Interestingly enough, the testimony of
Thomas Moffatt to the commissioners of the
customs in 1766 provides evidence to indicate
that the attack on the king’s ships, particularly
the St. John incident, and the Stamp Act riots
were not totally unrelated—at least not in his
mind. In his statement to the commissioners,
Moffatt referred, apparently without 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 Fired on his
Majesty’s Ships in 1764.” Although he did admit
that the question of parliamentary authority was
not “agitated” until the passage of the Stamp
Act, it is apparent that he believed the two issues
were somehow related.”

If British officers constituted a threat to the se-

Maidstone incident on unimportant and unidentifiable
persons
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curity of Newport'’s laboring class, the middling
sort confronted an additional obstacle to its sense
of well-being. That obstacle was the Newport
Junto, which seemed to be leveling a concerted
attack on the dignity and power of small prop-
erty owners at the very time when they were ex-
periencing a taste of real political importance.
Throughout the 176os Rhode Island politics was
dominated by a constant struggle between the
Providence faction, headed by Stephen Hopkins,
and the Newport faction, led by Samuel Ward. As
both groups struggl.d for power, election cam-
paigns became increasingly volatile and candi-
dates for public office had to appeal directly to
the lower middle class for its vote. When elec-
tions were close, as they often were, each per-
son’s vote became extremely valuable.

At election time the ego of the average man was
inflated to grandiose proportions. Each spring,
complained one critic, “every voter feeling in
himself 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 money were habitually spent for
the purpose of “‘debauching the health and con-
science of the voter.”* Candidates for public
office ceased to appear as aloof and slightly un-
willing servants of the public good and began ac-
tively to seek votes through advertisements in
colony newspapers.** Members of Newport’s
lower middle class could not help realizing that
their contribution to the political process was
significant, and that winning politicians owed
their success, at least in part, to them.

The importance that the lower middle class
attached to its political power can be seen in
its resentment of occasional attempts on the part
of political leaders to avoid factional disputes.

At times when acrimony became particularly

heated, the leaders of either the Ward or Hopkins
faction would withdraw from the race, making
some sort of arrangement whereby members of
both groups would be represented in the new
government. Such efforts to settle issues outside
the political arena were met with marked hos-
tility. Some decried the “insolence of those popu-
lar tribunals” in their bold-faced efforts to end
party dispute by deciding for themselves the out-
come of contested elections, It appeared ‘‘that
two parties had for a long time contended for the
government, that they at length grew tired of the
quarrel and were now about to share the prize
and enslave the people.”*

But now the Newport Junto, not the Ward or
Hopkins faction, seemed to be intent upon “en-
slaving the people.” Members of Newport’s elite
had learned to appeal to the 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 the local level, But mem-
bers of the junto, most of whom were only mar-
ginally involved in colonial politics, had less
reason to cater to the whims of the ordinary
man. Thomas Moffatt, the “Scotch doctor,” was
a foreign-born resident of the town and was not
involved in local politics. George Rome had ar-
rived in the colony in 1761 and served there as
the colonial agent for a number of British mer-
cantile houses, and his connections with the
British were of far greater importance to him
than his ties to the colonists. Joseph and Peter
Harrison were also relative newcormiers to Rhode
Island. Peter had alienated two of the colony’s
most influential families when he eloped with
Elizabeth Pelham in 1746, Pelham’s parents and
her uncle, John Banister, vehemently opposed
the match, and the Banisters and Harrisons there-
after became bitter rivals. Joseph Harrison's ties
to the city were also tenuous. He had many con-
nections with “eminent persons’ in Britain, and
he used those connections to obtain positions in
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the king’s customs service for himself and his
friends.* With the possible exception of the ex-
tremely vocal Martin Howard, none of the junto’s
adherents was closely involved 1n the colony’s
affairs, and even Howard was not particularly
successful in pursuing a political career in Rhode
Island.*’

Alienated from the sources of power in the
colony, the members of the junto had little need
to flatter and cajole the members of the middling
sort. To the contrary, they did everything in their
power to express their utter disdain for the “stu-
pid herd of voters”® and advised them to exhibit
“more Moderation & Civility, more Meekness
and better Manners.”* They denigrated the abil-
ity and aspirations of the forward-looking mem-
bers of the lower middle class, saying that “a
devotion to speculation, study, or books is nei-
ther the proper business or duty of the generality
of any people.” ™ In a direct attack on the aspi-
rations of the middling sort, they asserted that
“the tyranny of a mob is more hateful than that
of [a King|.”™ When he first heard of the Stamp
Act riots, Joseph Harrison, by then safely tucked
away in London, was both shocked and disgusted.
“Surely the people are distracted and infatuated,”
he wrote, and added that “the ministry would
certainly have relieved them from those griev-
ances they have so much complained of had they
behaved with tolerable decency. But now they
must expect no favor.” ™

While it is clear that the junto did not have the
power to destroy the political aspirations of the
middling sort, it is equally apparent that men
like Moffatt and Howard could “expect no favor”
from those they had verbally abused in the past.
Indeed, they had reason to expect to be the sub-
jects of special resentment once the debate over
the Stamp Act emerged. These were men who

had led the fight against the Rhode Island charter,
who had steadily denigrated the ability, power,
and influence of the lower middle class. These
were the men who were the self-appointed apolo-
gists for an English government whose policies
had become increasingly inimical to the eco-
nomic and political well-being of the middling
sort. They, much more than Augustus Johnston,
had earned the displeasure of Newport's artisans
and shopkeepers.

The lower and middling sorts, then, had rea-
sons of their own for destroying the property of
Martin Howard, Jr., and Thomas Moffatt. Al-
though it is undeniable that the rioters were
moved in part by the ideological issues surround-
ing the Sugar and Stamp acts, it may well have
been their animosity toward the junto, both for
its outspoken support of British policy and for its
denigration of their virtue and dignity, that led
them to react with the devastating thoroughness
characterizing their attacks. Indeed, ideological
issues and the hatred of the junto went hand in
hand. It is easy to see how the rioters might have
hated local collaborators more than they disliked
Lord Grenville or the members of Parliament
who supported the Stamp Act, for Grenville and
his minions were but hazy figures in the minds
of most Americans, while Moffatt and Howard
were concrete representations of unpopular and
harmful policy. The continued attacks on the
virtue and dignity of the lower and middling sort
by these two men were palpable e*amples of the
apparent lack of respect that Englishmen had
for their American cousins. And if the members
of the junto actually obtained their proclaimed
goal of revoking the Rhode Island charter, it was
probable that the members of the middling sort
would gain nothing and might lose a great deal
when the new government was formed.
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While Newport’s Stamp Act nioters shared
many of the views held by the merchant elite,
they were not merely acting on behalf of the
town'’s leaders. Evidence that they had special
grievances and quarrels of their own with the Brit-
ish, as well as with Martin Howard and Thomas
Moffatt, is strong. Howard and Moffatt may have
provided a focus for the anger, frustrations, and
helplessness felt by many members of the lower
and middling sort. Perhaps they came to see junto
spokesmen as symbolic of the repressive policies
emanating from Great Britain. And for them, un-
like the elite, the policy of impressment pro-
vided a more tangible example of that repression
than arguments over representation and taxation,
liberty, 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 rebellion, but rather provided yet another
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example of the hardships that average people
could expect to endure as a result of British influ-
ence on their lives. Having suffered the conse-
quences of such interference in the past, crafts-
men and shopkeepers could easily believe that
the Stamp Act, too, would severely disrupt their
already shaky economic position. They could
agree that the power to tax was the power to de-
stroy, and that oppression that went unchallenged
was likely to breed further oppression in the fu-
ture. They knew this, not just because of the tell-
ing arguments printed in pamphlets and broad-
sides, but because they had felt it in their own
lives. They were not fighting anticipated reduc-
tion of their freedom, but rather they were op-
posing the very real effects of British policy on
their everyday lives, effects that the members of
Newport’s merchant elite could imagine but had
only partially experienced.




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

Valerie Quinney

“Butler Hospital to Close Sept. 1: State Rejects
Plea”—these were the headlines in the Provi-
dence papers on 18 June 1955. Today we find it
hard to believe that the thriving hospital was
ever a silent, empty place, but it was just that for
over a year, Selig Greenberg, the Providence Jour-
nal reporter who covered the closing on 1 Sep-
tember, walked in to find an eerie stillness in
the halle. The last superintendent, Dr. Henry
Babcock, sat amidst his boxes of books, packed,
ready for his next job in the student health 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 positions in other hospitals or else gone into
private practice. Some patients had gone home,
but most had been taken to the state institution
or to McLean Hospital in Massachusetts, When
the reporter asked Dr, Babcock how it felt to pre-
side over the liquidation of such an institution 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 1840s, at a time when the mentally
ill were incarcerated in dungeons and treated as
criminals, conceived and carried out the revo-
lutionary idea that kindness and understanding
can help cure and rehabilitate many of the men-

tally ill.”? Indeed, the history of the hospital had
often been recounted with pride. Just before the
middle of the nineteenth century, two entrepre-
neurs, Cyrus Butler and Nicholas Brown, had
given money to erect a hospital “for that un-
happy portion of our fellow beings who are by
the visitation of Providence deprived of their
reason.”” Brown left $30,000 and Cyrus Butler
gave $40,000—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
$55,000, The donors were from all occupations
and from every social class: teachers, mill work-
ers, doctors, grocers, lawyers, and farmers. No
doubt they were inspired by Dorothea Dix’s plea
for the humane treatment of the insane and also
by the realization that mental problems do not
always happen to someone else. These people
made the hospital a reality. >

In 1844 the trustees purchased a 114-acre tract
of land along the Seekonk River and erected a
beautiful neo-Gothic building. At first the hospi-
tal was called The Rhode Island Institute for the
Insane; in 1846 the name was changed to Butler
Hospital for the 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 Ray, was

Valerie Quinney is an assistant professor of history and
women'’s studies at Northern [llinois University. This article
is part of a history that she prepared for Butler Hospital to
mark the thirtieth anniversary of its reopening.
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Superintendent Henry H. Babcock takes a last look at the empty halls at Butler Hospital at the time of
its closing on 1 September 1955. Courtesy of the Providence Journal-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 Butler Hospital,
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 hospital 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 reputation
in the mental health field. He was a former presi-
dent of the American Psychiatric Association,
and during World War II he served as a consul-
tant to the United States government’s mental
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hospitals. His leadership, the hospital’s fine repu-
tation as a teaching institution, its distinguished
history, and, most important, its tradition of hu-
mane and scientifically advanced treatment made
Butler Hospital look strong and prosperous.

But this appearance was misleading. Since the
hospital’s founding, the trustees 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 near elegant
Blackstone Boulevard suggested that it was a rich
institution caring for the rich, the truth was that
Butler Hospital had always cared for people who
could not pay the full costs of their treatment, as
well as for those who could pay. At the beginning
of the twentieth century, 70 percent of the pa-
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tients did not pay their full costs, and some of
them paid nothing at all. In the hospital’s early
history, deficits had been made up by trustees
who dug into their own pockets. In 1893 sixty-
four individuals known as guarantors agreed to
contribute each year whatever was needed.” This
practice was discontinued in 1900, then rein-
stated in 1921 when postwar inflation caused an
increase in the deficit.

In the mid-twentieth century, however, defi-
cits suddenly became too large for a small group
of individuals to cover. The average deficit dur-
ing the Second World War (1941—1945) was
$6,039. After the war the deficits grew in amaz-
ing leaps: for the years 19461950 the average
annual loss was $56,019; in 1951 and 1952 it was
$73,000; and in 1954 the trustees confronted a
loss of $123,572.

In that year Benjamin Sturges, a Providence
lawyer 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 the “Keep the Hospital Afloat Commit-
tee.” The committee found that the hospital was
little more than half full—139 patients in a 200-
bed facility—and that 53 percent of the patients
were not able to pay the full costs of their care.
People on the staff were leaving, but not as fast
as the hospital was losing patients. At one point
there was a ratio of more than two employees for
every patient,

Superintendent and Physician-in-Chief Henry
Babcock discussed reasons for the declining pa-
tient population with the trustees, Electrocon-
vulsive therapy shortened hospital stays, he said,
and newly discovered drugs, principally thorazine
and reserpine, made it possible for patients to
live at home. Another reason was the burgeoning
number of psychiatrists, for many doctors who
had been rapidly trained in military hospitals
were now practicing in Providence. Since Butler
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Modern treatment in 1944 included electro-

convulsive therapy, as seen in this staged photo
Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Librarv.

Hospital permitted only doctors on its staff to
treat patients in the hospital, other psychiatrists
took their patients to the new wings of general
hospitals built to care for people in crisis, and
later they treated them as outpatients in their
offices.’

In addition, labor costs were rising. Employees
had obtained a forty-hour week, and the trustees
had had to hire additional staff. According to
Sturges, the trustees believed they would have
to raise nurses’ salaries, which were lower than
those in other area hospitals. Other costs, such
as building maintenance expenses, were rising
too, and the trustees anticipated a considerable
expense in the near future when they would have
to replace the heating system.”

For several years the “Keep Afloat Committee”
had wrestled with these problems. Members
sought advice from superintendents of other pri-
vate mental hospitals and even engaged a firm
of management experts to study the hospital’s
situation. The committee advised the hospital
administration on measures to cut costs, and
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these recommendations were dutifully camed
out. Nevertheless the deficit increased. Patient
fees were already as high as the trustees deemed
feasible; raising fees was out of the question.
There were gifts, but the 1954 deficit had been
calculated after the annual gifts were figured in.
The possibility of staging a fund drive was re-
jected because the trustees decided, as Sturges
put it, that it is “impossible to raise money for
an institution that’s losing money.” Finally the
huge deficit forced the hospital to begin spending
its endowment; the trustees were very much
afraid that they would “run through the unen-
cumbered endowment,” Sturges recalled *

Butler Hospital was not alone in this dilemma.
When Dr. Babcock traveled to Washington to see
if the hospital could secure a grant from the Na-
tional Institute of Mental Health, he had no luck.
He found that other private mental hospitals in
the country were in a similar situation. Some,
such as the Pinel Institute in Oregon, the Ring
Sanatorium in Arlington, Massachusetts, and the
Norways Sanitarium in Ohio, were closing.

Facing a grim situation, the board of trustees
believed that it had no alternative but to offer
the hospital to the state in hopes that the state
would continue to operate it. The offer was de-
livered to Governor Roberts on 15 April 1955,
but the govenor declined.” Cost, not quality, was
uppermost in state officials’ minds at a time
when the state had to justify every tax dollar
spent. The governor's study committee estimated
that the daily cost per patient would be from
three to six times greater at Butler than the daily
cost of keeping the same patient at the existing
state institution. Their offer rejected, the trust-
ees then decided they had no choice but to ac-
cept the inevitable: the buildings and land would
have to be sold and the money used to build a
wing to an existing hospital."

It was not an easy decision to make. Hospital
president Walter Edwards—an elderly gentle-
man of old Yankee stock, the head of the pres-

tigious law firm of Edwards and Angell, and a
conscientious public servant—"had a bear by the
tail and had been president long enough that he
could have very gracefully retired and left it to
somebody else,” Sturges said, “but he wouldn't
let go.”"!

Members of the board were from families living
in Rhode Island for generations, and many had
fathers, grandfathers, and even great-grandfathers
who had served on the hospital’s board. As trust-
ees, they felt they were responsible to the com-
munity for using the endowment to ensure con-
tunuing care of the mentally ill. Their tradition
was not so much to involve the public as to serve
it. They made the decision to sell on 16 June 1955.

When the newspaper printed this news, Sturges
said, “all hell broke loose at once.”"* Board
member Robert Goddard remarked, “1 think we
wrongly didn’t consider that the community had
a feeling about it.” " The board had not informed
the hospital staff of the gravity of the situation,
much less consulted them about the decision.
Members of the Rhode Island Society for Mental
Hygiene knew that an offer had been made to the
state, but they were shocked when they read about
the closing. They were dismayed that the board
had not discussed the desperate situation and the
alternatives with them betore the decision was
made. The society—an umbrella organization for
social service groups in the state—included psy-
chiatrists, psychologists, teachers, social workers,
nurses, and ministers. The members telephoned
their friends and wrote letters to the newspapers,
but there was no precedent to such an event, and
no one knew what to do other than to protest.
The society’s executive committee sought an
appointment with Edwards, who said he could
not meet them until July. The announcement
about selling was made public on 18 June, and
the society’s members feared that in the two
intervening weeks the hospital would be sold.

Laurie Kaldis, secretary of the society, Dr.
Melvyn Johnson, a psychiatrist, and Mary May
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Blumer, director of the Volunteer Bureau of the
Council of Community Services, decided to bring
the matter to the attention of the Butler Hospital
Corporation. Hiring a lawyer to study the bylaws
with them, they found that if at least ten mem-
bers petitioned the board of trustees to call a spe-
cial meeting, the president would have to call
one. They quickly contacted members 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, 1955.” %

The corporation was an honorary group of
about 8oo members who met annually to approve
the trustees’ work and to vote for whomever the
trustees proposed as officers. Now a letter sent to
all members called them to a different kind of
action:

There is a difference of opinion as to the need of
closing Butler Hospital. We wish to make sure that
every means has been explored to keep Butler Hospirtal
functioning “in its present building.” We wish to
think with the Trustees and not against them and to
give all possible aid."

Mary May Blumer, Dr. Melvyn johnson, Kenneth
MacColl, Norman MacLeod, and Mrs. Archibald
Silverman, among others, signed this letter for
the committee of “Friends of Butler Hospital.”
Despite the disclaimer—“We wish to think with
the Trustees and not against them”—the chal-
lenge was unmistakable. An organized group was
going to put up a fight against the hospital’s
closing.

The Friends were supported by the Rhode Is-
land Society for Mental Hygiene. The society sent
a telegram to several eminent psychiatrists in-
forming them of the closing and asking their
opinions on whether the private psychiatric hos-
pital had a role to play in the future. The execu-
tive committee of the American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation replied through its secretary, Dr. William
Malamud, who expressed “great regrets that
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cannot be present, send some expresaion of your feelings.

There is a difference of opinion as tc the
need of closing Butler Hospital. We wish to gake sure that

functioning "in its present building.” We wish to think
with the Trustees and not against them and to
possible atd. -

The American Psychiatric Association at its
regional meeting June 26th expressed deep concern at the
closing of Butler Hospital and offered “whatever help and
assistance we can give if they desire to have it.”

We have received similar expressions of
co-cperation from eminent authorities in the fiesld of
paychistry,

Very sincerely yours,

Mary May Blumer
Mrs. Cammell Cross

FOR THE COMMITTEE OF

"FRIENDS OF BUTLER HOSPITAL"
Friends of Butler Hospital rallied members of the
corporation to get the trustees t0 reconsider the
closing. Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Library.

Butler Hospital, always one of the outstanding
institutions of its kind, would be closed and not
be in a position to continue the highly worth-
while contributions it had made for more than a
century to the care, treatment and study of men-
tal diseases.” "

Hoping to influence members of the corpora-
tion and gain support for their cause, the Friends

14. “History of the Fiends of Butler Hospital” (submitted
to the board of trustees at the annual meeting of the Butler
Hospital Corporation, 21 Feb. 1957), 2—3; Melvyn Johnson,
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decided to hold a public forum a few days be-
fore the corporation meeting. At this forum Dr.
Johnson presented a plan that the hospital could
follow in the future. The new organization of
services he proposed included an outpatient de-
partment, a geriatric center, an acute intensive
treatment center with privileges to outside phy-
sicians, and an adolescent center for emotionally
disturbed children. To obtain funds, the hospital
could launch its own financial drives, participate
in the United Fund, and work with Blue Cross in
devising a plan to extend its benefits. Finally, Dr.
Johnson pointed out the advantages of an im-
proved public relations policy and of the estab-
lishment of a women’s auxiliary. Concluding his
presentation, he identified Butler Hospital’s great-
est strength: its provision of “a way of life in sur-
roundings conducive to restore dignity and faith
to man and the security necessary to re-establish
human relationships.”"”

At the corporation meeting on 18 July, Walter
Edwards called the decision to close “irrevo-
cable.” Twice he ignored a motion made by Mrs.
Silverman to appoint a committee to work with
the trustees 1n surveying possible alternatves to
the closing. Judge Albert Baker moved that “the
President be authonized to appoint a committee
to consult with the Trustees on future plans for
carrying on the work for which Butler Hospital
was founded.” This motion was a tacit accep-
tance of the decision to close, and it passed.
Judge Baker advised the president to appoint
Mus. Silverman to the committee.'” This was no
doubt intended to placate the Friends, but she
proved to be the one committee member who re-
fused to let anyone accept the closing as final.

Although the Friends had good reason to feel
defeated, they worked with even greater effort.
Dr. Johnson met Edwards for lunch and spent
three hours presenting a program for keeping the
hospital open. “Thank you, Dr. Johnson,” the

president said at the end of their meeting. “It's
been most illuminating, but you've done nothing
to change my mind.”'"” Mary May Blumer met
Sturges to urge him to accept an offer made by
Dr. Daniel Blain, medical director of the Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association, to conduct a survey
of the area’s mental health 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 promised that the
Friends would raise the money to pay for the sur-
vey. Sturges informed the board of the offer at its
next meeting on 4 August, but the trustees voted
against accepting it, for they believed that a sur-
vey would only prolong the agony.” The hospital
closed on 1 September 1955.

The hospital’s superintendent, Dr. Babcock,
had only recently come to Butler, but he was
very much concerned about the employees. Both
he and the trustees made sure that all the em-
ployees who had worked for the hospital over a
period of time received pensions. Dr, Babcock
wrote recommendations for the younger people
and assisted them in finding other jobs. The trust-
ees gave employees vacation pay and generous
severance pay. During the last months of opera-
tion Dr. Babcock had to balance staff and pa-
tients, always retaining enough staff to care for
patients until they could be placed elsewhere,
These matters were conscientiously attended to,
but, as Sturges said, a general who carries out a
successful retreat does not get much praise.”

While furnishings, buildings, and and were
being assessed and made ready for the sale, the
Friends of Butler Hospital plotted strategy and
began their next course of action. The driving
force was their president, 1da (Mrs. Archibald)
Silverman, a woman in her sixties, known in
Providence as a person who had been spectacu-
larly successful in raising funds for Israel after
the Second World War. Secretary-Treasurer Mary

17. Ind, 4

18, Providence Journal. 19 July 155, "History of the
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19. Johnson, Oral History, 1, 224.

20. Minutes of the Board ot Trustees, 4 Aug. 1955, Sturges

to Blumer, o Aug. 1955, Mary May Blumer Working Papers
and Correspondence

21, Sturges, Oral History, 1, os6; Henry Babcock, “To All
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One of many highly attended meetings. Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Library

May Blumer also believed passionately in the
mission of the hospital. Her emotional involve-
ment stemmed from her earliest memories: her
father had been superintendent of Butler Hos-
pital from 1899 to 1921 and she had grown up
on the grounds. She felt so outraged over the
local newspaper’s coverage of the Friends’ cam-
paign that she kicked the editor in his shins.”
Concerned citizens, such as Laurie Kaldis of

the Rhode Island Society for Mental Hygiene,
worked constantly. Local psychiatrists and phy-
sicians—Melvyn Johnson, Alex Burgess, Joel
Ordaz, and Laurence Senseman among them—
gave their time and effort generously to the cause.
Many others, like Mrs. Paul Kenner, received
little public credit, but they worked also: they
met in each other’s houses, wrote letters, licked
stamps, telephoned, contributed money, attended
public meetings, and spoke before small groups of
clergy, social workers, and union members. Dr
Johnson described the situation for all of them
when he said that the work he and his wife put

into the campaign to save the hospital “took two
years out of our lives.””*

The Friends’ main strategy centered on educat-
ing the public about mental health care and the
necessity for a survey of needs and facilities in
Rhode Island. Beginning in November, noted psy-
chiatrists came to Providence to address public
meetings on mental health care developments.
The meetings were usually sponsored jointly
by the Rhode Island Society for Mental Hygiene
and the Friends of Butler Hospital. At large and
small gatherings the Friends stressed that Butler
Hospital had not been a facility for the rich alone,
for the hospital had treated many who could pay
very little or nothing at all. They also reminded
people that one important measure of a commu-
nity was how it took care of 1ts sick and emo-
tionally disturbed members.:

Mecanwhile, on the “Committee of Seven,” the
study committee the board had appointed, Mrs
Silverman stood her ground. Of the eight mem-
bers (counting the president, Walter Edwards

22. Johnsan, Oral History, 1, 268

23. Imd,, 1, 445
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who sat ex-officio), three wanted to sell, four
wavered, and Mrs. Silverman alone held out for
reopening. She continued to urge the committee
to recommend to the board that a survey be car-
ried out by the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion. With Mrs. Silverman insisting on accom-
panying him, Edwards went to Washington to
consult Dr. Blain, head of the American Psychi-
atric Association, and Dr. Leo Bartemeier, medi-
cal director of the Seton Institute in Baltimore.
Both advised Edwards to have a survey of the
area’s needs carried out. At first Edwards agreed,
but then, on second thought, he consulted other
psychiatrists, who advised against a survey and
urged him to keep the “antiquated” hospital
closed. The committee decided to reject the sur-
vey plans.*

Both the board of trustees and the Friends of
Butler Hospital began to prepare for the annual
meeting of the corporation, scheduled for 16 Feb-
ruary 1956. The Friends sent a letter to cor-
poration members urging them to attend that
meeting, and they enclosed a return postcard for
members to indicate whether they were for sell-
ing the hospital or reopening. Returns were in
favor of reopening the hospital, 134 to 11.* At
the same time, the board sent corporation mem-
bers a letter recommending the sale of the land
and buildings and the use of the funds for build-
ing a short-term care facility for mental patients.
The Friends then sent still another letter, offer-
ing a positive eight-point program for the re-
opened hospital.

Apparently the Friends decided they would
need evidence of public support. “We have much
to do to get an enlightened public opinion behind
us,” Mary May Blumer wrote Dr. Menninger,
“and I can assure you we are working night and
day to that end.”*” Blumer used free radio time to
talk about the need for Butler Hospital’s service
to the community. The Friends placed an adver-
tisement in the local papers, stating their views

on the hospital’s closing, and they invited read-
ers who favored reopening the hospital and who
were willing to work for that goal to sign an at-
tached coupon and mail it back. Within twenty-
four hours they received 1,200 replies. People all
over the state who had been cared for at the hos-
pital, or whose family members or friends had
been treated there, responded with a commit-
ment to work.* Armed with these replies and
with cogent arguments for debate, the Friends
who were members of the corporation went to
the annual meeting on 16 February.

This meeting turned out to be a series of
clashes between those who wanted to sell and
those who wanted to reopen. The chairman of
the Committee of Seven reported that the mem-
bers had decided that more information was
needed, but he did not recommend a survey.
Gaining permission to speak, Mrs. Silverman
stated all the arguments against the sale and
urged that the hospital be reopened, though
on a small scale at first, one building at a time.
Dr. Melvyn Johnson and former superinten-
dent Dr. Arthur Ruggles spoke in favor of this
plan. Dr. Johnson reminded the corporation that
local hospitals already had facilities for short-
term care, but the state lacked a private hospi-
tal for long-term treatment. Mary May Blumer
stressed the community’s support for reopen-
ing Butler. With the members of the corpora-
tion demanding more information before voting,
the president adjourned the stormy session and
scheduled the next meeting for 1 March.*

On 27 February the Friends held a public forum
at Nathan Bishop School. It was attended by four
hundred people, including many members of the
board of trustees. The Friends had carefully pre-
pared for this gathering: they had sent letters to
fourteen noted psychiatrists, asking their opin-
ion on the closing. All replied with constructive
ideas, and many stressed the importance of the
private hospital for research and teaching and for
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setting standards in care. The Friends presented
these letters at the forum, including one from
Dr. Menninger, who stated very forcefully the
case for the kind of treatment Butler could offer.
Dr. Menninger pointed out that people in a psy-
chiatric hospital are not confined to bed, and
therefore the rooms are relatively unimportant.
What is essential, he declared, are the recre-
ational, occupational, and socializing facilities
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
Gilbane, and a Providence physician, Dr. John
Barrett, to accompany two members of the

Friends—physician Alex Burgess and psychiatrist
Laurence Senseman—on a tour and investigation
of the hospital on 22 February. Gilbane found the

buildings sound and the plumbing and heating
systems old but operative. Both Gilbane and Dr.
Barrett judged the wing for patients in the main
building, Center House, ready for occupancy.*

During the two weeks between the corporation

meetings of 16 February and 1 March, the trust-
ees began to have some doubts about their pre-
vious course. At first they had seen the Friends
as impractical people who wanted the hospital
reopened even though there was no way to pay
the bills. Sturges had been outraged by their
campaign.” Now the trustees realized that the
Friends had information and plans and that there
was much public support behind them. An an-
nouncement of support for the reopening by
local unions had appeared in the papers, and the
trustees continued to receive letters in favor of
reopening from community groups, such as a
local organization of clergymen. The trustees
could foresee a fight at the next meeting, for the
Friends had mailed corporation members a letter
urging them to reject the board’s recommenda-
tion to sell. The Friends had also demanded elec-
tion of a new board and had enclosed their own
slate of candidates.

During the board of trustees’ meeting on
24 February, Walter Edwards said that he antici-
pated “growing division of feeling [which]| will
result in an impossible situation for the Board.”
He stated soberly that it was “extremely impor-
tant that some compromise should be reached.”
He then informed the members of the board 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
board and the “opposition.” He had suggested
that this committee could nominate a new slate
of officers and trustees—a compromise slate—to
present to the corporation. Mrs. Silverman had
agreed, he said. The trustees accepted this fait
accompli.”

At the meeting of the corporation on 1 March,
the “compromise slate” was elected, with Ben-
jamin Sturges as president and John 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
remained all lay people, white, and male, as it
had always been. John Nicholas Brown said it
would be against tradition to do otherwise. How-
ever, there was an attempt to have greater ethnic
diversity with the nomination of Alfred Joslin,

a Jew, and Andrew Quinn, an Irish-American.
There were five members from the old board and
five new members, but only two, Andrew Quinn
and Norman MacColl, were sympathetic to the
Friends, and MacColl had not been an active
Friends member. The Friends wefe shocked.
Sturges, the new president, had been outspoken
in his opinion that the hospital should be sold.
During the meeting Brown, who was presiding,
had overnidden two nominations from the floor
“in a most forceful manner,” according to
Sturges.* Brown told the corporation that the
new slate was a compromise acceptable to both
sides, and the corporation voted for it.*

The trustees met again on 5 March, with
Sturges presiding. As they worked together, he
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recalled, distinctions between the old and the
new boards evaporated. Sturges believed that the
question now facing the trustees was whether
they should tell the corporation to keep the hos-
pital or to sell it. When he reminded them that
many in the community were pressing for a sur-
vey, they asked him to arrange a meeting be-
tween representatives of the board and members
of the American Psychiatric Association at the
association’s annual convention in Chicago.* The
meeting was arranged. There the psychiatrists
recommended that the board make a careful sur-
vey of the area’s mental health care needs. On

7 May the trustees voted to hire Dr. Blain to con-
duct that survey.”

Blain’s research design was based on a two-
pronged investigation: the assessments of mental
health care professionals and the assessments of
physicians. Blain worked with a study commit-
tee set up by the board of trustees and with a
liaison committee representing various commu-
nity groups. In addition, he sought the advice
of a small number of psychiatrists who had ex-
perience in solving problems faced by mental
institutions in the New England area. These doc-
tors met Blain and the study committee in five
conferences throughout the summer. Although
he also sent questionnaires to 5,000 physicians
in the New England area, few replies were re-
turned, and his attempt to gain information from
this wider group was unsuccessful.

On 19 and 20 June, Blain held hearings in Provi-
dence. Representatives of thirty-three local orga-
nizations involved in social services answered
questions put to them by Blain and by members
of the liaison committee and the trustees’ study
committee. There were three major unmet needs
that almost everyone mentioned: (1) the need for
a residential treatment facility for patients who
required intensive treatment and who could pay
some, if not all, of the costs; [2) the need for
an outpatient clinic for children and adults; and
(3) the need for residential treatment faciliues for
adolescents and court-reterred cases. The Rhode

36. Sturges, Oral History, 1, 311,
37 Minutes of the Board of Trustees, 7 May 1456,
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Island Society for Mental Hygiene also stressed
the need for hospital facilities geared to the grad-
ual return of patients to the community, es-
pecially a facility that would provide day-care
services for adults. Most believed that Butler
Hospital could best serve the community in the
future as a mental health center offering several
kinds of services.®

For his final report, “The Future of Butler Hos-
pital,” Blain relied chiefly on the public testi-
mony at the hearings, on his consultants’ obser-
vations and advice, and on documents presented
to him by the trustees’ study committee and by
the Friends of Butler Hospital, In fact, his recom-
mendations were almost exactly what the testi-
mony at the hearings and the Friends had advised.
The report, in which Blain described the modern
concept of mental health care, deserves to be
considered in its main points because it became
a blueprint the hospital followed for the next
three decades. Its ideas are now widely accepted,
but they were new at the time.

Blain’s report stressed the prevention of mental
breakdowns. This meant that early diagnosis and
treatment to prevent hospitalization had to be
provided by the community. Psychiatric con-
sultative services, good welfare services, counsel-
ing and family assistance programs, clinics, and
day care had to be made available. When full-
time residential care was needed, the hospitaliza-
tion period had to be as short as possible. The
report suggested setting up home and commu-
nity resources as soon as the patieﬂt was hospi-
talized so that the individual could move into a
manageable situation after discharge.”

Blain advised Butler Hospital to provide both a
day hospital and an inpatent hospital. Within
the day hospital, he believed, Butler could cre-
ate a umque service: it could establish a physical
rehabilitation unit where emphasis would be
placed on the prevention or cure of psychiatric
complications resulting from physical disabili-
ties. Blain also pointed out the need for a treat-
ment center for emotionally disturbed children

y&. Blamn, “The Future of Butler Hospital,” VI, 1, 2
3. Ihd., VII, 2.
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This aerial view depicts the extraordinary site of the

Providence. Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Library

and adolescents, as well as a facility for treat-
ment of the aged and for research on problems
of aging. Having outlined this structure of ser-
vices, he challenged Butler Hospital to “find 1ts
place as a leader in such a total community
program.”"

Reviewing the option of selling the hospital
grounds and buildings and using all the funds
to build a wing to an existing hospital, Blain
reminded the trustees that by throwing all re
sources into a small residential treatment opera-
tion, they would be unable to expand in one direc-
tion or another as community demands made
themselves felt. They would thereby give up the

chance tor a larger and broader program that

Ihid., IX
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would assist all the welfare and health efforts in

the state, and they “would preclude the chance
to create a nationally famous institution, a mod-
ern Mental Health Center under private aus-

pices.” He reminded them of the “extraordinary
rarity of finding a hundred acres of land well
within a city available for a mental hospital” and
indicated that theyv should be aware of this “great
est possible resource.” He noted that his team of
psychiatrists and building experts had carried out
an on-site investigation and found the buildings
in good condition, although they advised repairs
in the retrigeration system and eventual replace
ment of the heating plant

Dr. Blain submitted his report to the trustees

s [had, 11, 1
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in September 1956, and they called corporation
members and interested people in the commu-
nity to a special meeting on 27 November. At
that meeting John Nicholas Brown announced
that the board had reversed its decision to sell,
and he explained the reasons for this action. The
trustees had been heartened by the community’s
support for the hospital, he said. They were im-
pressed by national consideration of mental
health problems and by the attention and en-
couragement the hospital had received from the
nation’s leaders in the mental health professions.
They liked the new concept of a mental health
center visualized in Blain’s report. Finally, Brown
recommended they reopen the hospital, starting
in a small way at first and proceeding very care-
fully. This recommendation was unanimously
approved by the members of the corporation.®

Blain had suggested a young psychiatrist at
Boston Psychopathic Hospital, Dr. Robert Hyde,
as the new superintendent. The trustees had al-
ready contacted Hyde, and now the corporation
gave authorization to hire him and to launch a
fund drive. With the new hospital definitely on
its way, the Friends of Butler Hospital formally
and cheerfully disbanded their organization.

Now that the decision to reopen had been
made, the trustees had to raise the money to fi-
nance the opening and sustain the hospital until
it became fully operative. President Benjamin
Sturges believed that the hospital could not have
carnied out a successful drive before its closing,
but now hopes were so high and so many people
in the community had sought the reopening that
the trustees believed that they would be able
to raise the necessary amount. They planned
and launched the campaign in the early spring
of 1957.

The banks and corporations that Sturges con-
tacted reported they would contribute if the trust-

ees could come up with a budget that showed a
“healthy bottom line.” He and Norman MacColl
drew up a budget for the reopened hospital, mak-
ing the best estimates that they could. “It turned
out to be just about right,” Sturges said.** Then
he contacted individuals who he hoped would be
major donors to get some idea of what they could
give. After that chastening experience, the trust-
ees settled on a goal—not the million dollars
suggested by Blain, but a very realistic $600,000.**
Sturges took charge of the overall campaign and
appointed Mary May Blumer chairman of the
Residential Campaign.
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Friends of Butler Hospital who had worked for
the hospital’s reopening now put their efforts
into raising the money to sustain it. Mary May
Blumer decided to contact at least 15,000 families

WESTERN" [
UNION }—

and offer them a contract whereby they could == - e B W
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fulfill their pledges in six installments over three o e i o R |
tax years. She appointed two associate chair- Cow of v dot. Mo Rar BalL, Betlor Moalit Swter = [l
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persons and eleven division chairpersons, all
women, and they set to work.** All the people
who had ever expressed their interest in the hos-
pital by writing letters to newspapers or signing
statements were now invited to work in the cam-
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paign. Each worker came to the hospital and
chose names from a list of possible donors, took
a kit with pledge cards, and set out to knock on
doors.* The work the Friends had done in edu-
cating the public about treatment of mental ill-
ness and the hospital's service to the community
now brought astonishing results: much of the
money was raised door-to-door.*

Benjamin Sturges conducted a series of spon-
sors’ dinners to which officers of corporations,
small businesses, academic institutions, hospi-
tals, and newspapers were invited. He obtained
many donations, including such major gifts as
$100,000 from the Brown and Sharpe Company.
The nineteen trustees not only gave to the cam-
paign themselves but also went door-to-door
and confronted friends in their homes, offices,
churches, or wherever they could get the chance
to talk about a donation. Alfred Joslin, Robert
Goddard, and John Chafee, Sr., were outstanding
contributors and workers in this drive.*

A total of $750,000 was raised, $150,000 more
than the goal. Butler was the only private psychi-
atric hospital in the country, up to that time,
that had regained financial stability through a
public subscription drive *

The corporation took an important step by re-
naming the buildings on the hospital grounds the
Butler Health Center. Other changes were made

peyckistric help sod cere,  Kewp o the ot wmrk] ————
Arvber §., Bugples, B,
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Both labor and management got behind the fund-raising

campaign. Courtesy of the Butler Hospital Library.

as well. Sturges had agreed to be president of the
board for just one year, until the future of the
hospital was determined. During that year he
had flown with John Chafee, Sr., to various parts
of the country, meeting consultants and visiting
private hospitals. He had attended evening meet-
ings in Providence that lasted until midnight,
watched over the fund drive, worked out a bud-
get, and helped the new superintendent draw up
plans for the reopening. A forty-hour week in his
law office and a forty-hour week for Butler Hos-
pital had left him longing to settle once again
into his former role of trustee.” Alred Joslin, a
Providence lawyer (and later a renowned judge)
succeeded him as president. Mrs. John Langdon,
executive director of the Society for Crippled
Children and Adults, and Mrs. Herbert C. Wells,
Jr., a civic leader, became the first women to be
appointed to the board of trustees.” The new
hospital looked forward to the future with high
expectations.
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With the success of the fund drive, Butler Hospital, now Butler Health Center, returned to its mission
| : :
' of providing humane and scientifically advanced mental health care to the community. Courtesyv of the

| Butler Hospital Library



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

Joseph W. Sullivan

Rhode Island’s flirtation with the Ku Klux Klan
in the 1920s 1s a relatively unknown chapter in
the history of our state. The image of white-
hooded men gathered around a flaming cross in a
remote cow pasture 1s, for most Rhode Islanders,
evocative of the South during the civil rights
movement of the 1960s. We tend to think that if
the Ku Klux Klan existed here at all, it must have
been a minute assortment of unskilled cranks and
uneducated rubes, socially impotent and totally
out of touch with the real life of the state.

In fact, tor a briet period the Klan was a politi-
cal and social force in Rhode Island claiming
state legislators, town officials, a county sheriff,
the state jury commissioner, and at least tour po-
lice chiefs as members. Klansmen were members
of respectable fraternal societies such as the Odd
Fellows, the Grange, and the American Legion.
Klansmen were also members of the National
Guard and cunningly infiltrated three companies
of a state milita unit.’

Far from being limited to unskilled occupa-
tions, the Rhode Island Klan included manutac-
turers, business managers, clergymen, building
contractors, and dentists. Those white hoods

A detail from a Klan leaflet, showing a not-often
seen logo of the brotherhood. RIHS Collection
(RH1 X3 6231).

concealed streetcar motormen, carpenters, ma-
chinists, firemen, and policemen. In short, the
average Rhode Island Klansman was likely to be
one's neighbor.

The ability of the Klan to attach itself to local
scats of power was demonstrated by its influence
in Smithfield, Hopkinton, and, especially, Coven-
try, where town policemen acted as Klan guards,
intimidating news reporters and the curious.

Joseph Sullivan is a graduate student in history at Rhode

Island College

1. For an extensive treatment of the Klan in Rhode Is-
land, see Norman W. Smuth, “The Ku Klux Klan in Rhode
Island,” Rhode Island History 37 (May 1978), 35—45

1. Captain John E Datson of Westerly was the commander
of Battery E, 243rd Coast Arullery, Rhode Island National
Guard. Other Klansmen in that Westerly unit were Henry A
Kingsley, Frank C. Tate, Everert C. Lawton, and Clarence D
Stenhouse. Providence lowmal, 6 Apr. 1928 The Klan was
popular with active-duty mulitary personnel as well. A March
1924 mectng in Newport's Perry Hotel was attended by navy

enhsted men and chaired by army licutenant C_J. Johnson ot
Fort Adams. Providence News, 1 Mar. 1924 A dozen sarlors
attended the Klan meeting in Coventry Odd Fellows Hall the
19 Feb. 1923 Willlam T
Bovd, Henry N. Sullivan, and Howard | lohnson of the Wash
ington County Klan were members of the Coast Guard

1. Coventry police chief Wilham B Longridee was an un

previous month, Providence News

abashed Klansman. A Providence News reporter was detaned
tor several hours tor scribbling down license plate numbers
ot autos parked at the Odd Fellows Hall. Provadence News

25 Feb. 1924




RHODE ISLAND'S INVISIBLE EMPIRE

The casual remark of a noted Klan officer that
the Klan controlled most of the towns in New-
port and Kent counties may not have been an
idle boast. Despite the fact that the state Klan
leadership lived in the Providence area, the Klan's
major strength reposed in the smaller towns.*

Meetings were held often and in public. In
Georgiaville, Exeter, Middletown, and Foster, the
Klan brazenly burned huge crosses. An estimated
8,000 persons assembled at a monster tri-state
rally in Foster in June 1924 to hear Alabama
senator Tom Hetlin denounce “katholics, koons
and kikes.”" The frequency with which the Klan
obtained the use of halls belonging to other fra-
ternal socicties suggests the scope of its accep-
tance within the ordinary community.

Between 1923 and 1928 the Ku Klux Klan was
a tact of life in Rhode Island, as evidenced by the
number of news stories about it. In January 1923
Imperial Wizard Hiram Evans congratulated the
Westerly High School debating team for win-
ning a debate with Providence’s Classical High,
in which the topic was “Is the Ku Klux Klan a
menance to society?”* At the end of that same
vear, Providence mayor Joseph Gainer learned
that a Klan publication of little educational
value entitled “Looseleaf Current Topics” had
mysteriously been distributed in the city’s high
schools.” In May 1924 fifteen U.S. sailors in uni-
form passed out Klan literature to startled diners
m Providence’s Waldorf Restaurant.® In February
1924 four Klansmen leaving a meeting at a Dex-
ter Street church reported their automobiles
stolen; when the vehicles were later located on
adiacent streets, the Providence police chalked 1t
up to an anti-Klan prank.” A January 1925 Klan

dinner dance at Rhodes-on-the-Pawtuxet was fol-
lowed the next autumn by the Klan wedding of
Arthur L. Edson of North Providence and Ruth E.
Arnold of Johnston at Chepachet.' For those
who took their anti-Catholicism with a lib-

eral dose of prurience, the Klan offered the lec-
tures of Helen Jackson (alias Helen Barnowska),
a prostitute and former inmate of a Detroit
magdalen asylum, who thrilled her Providence
audience with bogus revelations concerning

her life as a nun.'"" During 1924 the Provi-
dence News, an ultra-Democratic daily, kept

the Klan in the public eye by publishing stories
linking the Rhode Island Klan with the Re-
publican party and by printing the names of
persons whose automobiles were parked at Klan
meetings. "

The higgest Klan story of the decade was pub-
lished on 18 March 1928, when an undercover re-
porter tor the Providence Journal revealed that
the Klavaliers, a paramilitary Klan organization,
had dissolved and that its members had reformed
into Companies E, F, and H of the state militia’s
First Light Infantry. Since the FLI, although part
of the militia, was not a federally recognized
National Guard unit, its arms and equipment
were obtained from private contributors, some of
whom were alleged Klan sympathizers. "

An alarmed General Assembly began an inves-
tigation of the militia on 28 March that even-
tually extended to a wholesale investigation of
the statewide Klan. As the story ugfolded, Rhode
Islanders received their first clear look into the
membership, organization, and connections of
Rhode Island’s Invisible Empire.

Former Klansmen paraded before the commit-

4. Clarence S. Cleasby, former Klan treasurer, to the
House Militia Commuttee, Providence Journal. 4 Apr. 1928
Grand Dragon John W Perry lived in Providence, as did the
state secretary, Fredenick T Remungron. The grand eyclops of
Roger Williams Klavern No. 16, John A. Domin, was a street
car motorman from Edgewood. His assistant, F E. Vaughn,
was a bank guard trom Providence

5. Providence News, 25 June 1u24.

6. Providence News. 13 Jan. 1921,

7. Providence Journal, = Dec. 1923

8. Providence News, 21 May 1924

v, Providence Journal, 2 Feb 124
. Providence News, 25 lan., 27 Ocr. 1924
v Rhode Islander. 12 Apr 1927
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12. Providence News, 13 Feb,, 28 May, 22 June, 25 June
1024

13. Among those who allegedly contributed were indus-
tnalist Henry D. Sharpe and state finance commussioner
Frederick Peck. However, the subsequent mvestigaton
cleared them of any involvement. The donated arms con-
sisted of 250 old SpringHeld ritles purchased from the Pacific
Arms Company of San Francisco, whose other chients in-
cluded Mexican revolutiorists and Chicago gangsters. The
FLPs repeated requests tor serviceable rnitles provoked the sus-
picions of state adjutant general Arthur C. Cole, who kepe the
commander of the First Army Corps intormed. Adjutant Gen
cral to Commuander, First Army Corps, Boston, 17 May 1927,
Public Records Depository, Rhode Island Records Center



RHODE ISLAND'S INVISIBLE

tee eager to expose the membership. Roswell A
Calin, a Klansman-turned-investigator for the
state adjutant general, cheerfullv identified
which FLI recruits were Klansmen. In the first
week of April, the Reverend Orlo M. Brees, pas
tor of Niantic Baptist Church in Westerly and
tormer secretary of the Washington County Klan
proved particularly helpful when he presented
the committee with the complete roster of the
South County Klan—687 names in all.” Among
the more noteworthy were those of Washington

County sherift Fred T. Mitchell Senator

statc
Samuel R. Avery of Hopkinton, and state senator
Charles S. Weaver of Richmond, who had intro
duced a bill in 1927 to prohibit miscegenation
I'he climax of the hearing came on 6 Apnl
node Isiande

when the R} [slander, a weekly news maga-

zine, disclosed that state grand dragon John W

Perry, alleged wounded war hero and triumphal

EMIPIRI

WASP (he claimed to be a descendant of Oliver
Hazard Perryl, was in fact the son of Joao and
Mana Pereira of Portugal. The revelation that
an elitist club of white, moralistic, native-born
Protestants was being led by a former altar boy of
Portuguese and black ancestry who had resigned
from the New London Police Department for in-
dulging in a tryst with a marmed woman while
on duty, and whose “war wound” was the result
of a bungled suicide attempt, helped to make an
already embarrassed organization appear totally
ludicrous

Bad publicity, boredom, and ultimately the De-
pression contributed to the Klan’s rapid decline
After a haphazard campaign on behalf of U.S
Senate candidate Peter Gerry 1n 1930, the Ku

Klux K

land life

an was no longer a feature in Rhode Is-

What sort of person was attracted to the Ku

In June 1924 about 8,000 Klan members gathered in Foster to hear Alabama’s U.S, senator Thomas
Hellin. In the background behind the American f] CrH Courtesy of the Providence
) a

journal-Bulleun

1y | Bre 1 in 1ssue durn ut acguit the tollowing | |
is 1 wee for t Jar
2 Feb. 1 N I

1 AT 8. Perry was tnied for T juoted tl V IS putt Rhode Island Klar

T6H
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Ku Klux Klan Invades Rhode Island
Holding Meeting in Pawtuxet Hall
With Many People in Attendance

Klux Klan between 1924 and 19287 With the
names disclosed during these hearings, as well as
those of persons identified as having attended
Klan meetings, a demographic and comparative
sketch of Rhode Island Klansmen by occupation
can be drawn. In addition, a geographic distri-
bution for Washington County can be deter-
mined due to the existence of a complete county
roster. Finally, a qualified and somewhat tenuous
geographic picture may be suggested for Kent and
Providence counties based upon partial and in-
complete data.

On 10 April 1928, Greenville farmer John E.
Schlemmer admitted to the House Militia Com-
mittee that the Rhode Island Klan had begun to
decline the previous year because of the loss of
“businessmen and men politically interested.”"”
A comparison of the occupations of men attend-
ing Klan meetings between February 1924 and
February 1925 (table 1) with those of men identi-
fied as belonging to the Klan-dominated First
Light Infantry in 1928 (table 2) seems to bear this
out." The figures show a drop of 23 percent
in the participation of those in the Business/
Professional category, together with a substantial
increase among the skilled occupations and a
slight increase among semi- and unskilled work-
ers within the four-year period.

The fact that semi- and unskilled (low-paid)

Providence, Pawtucket and Wakefield
Harboring Other Klan Gatherings and
New Jersey Organizers Come Here to
\Prepare Hooded Order for Open Avowal
of Its Presence.—('ranston Police Act to
Prevent Further Gatherings.—Man Whe
Hired Broad Street Hall for Meeting Says
He Isn't Spokesman for Klan in Rhode
Island, But Won't Deny He Is a Member.

Rhode Island coadle of religious wnd civil liberty, has heen
openly invaded by the howded hosts of the Ku m Klan.

From Pawtuckel to Wakefieid the masked Viders of the

| night are Volding secret meetings. behind closed and bolted
| aoois. proparing for an open assall on the free institutions of
the State founded by Roger Williams as the center of m
in thought and speech.

Rumors of the spresd of the Klan to Rhode Island, jong cur-
rent, have taken definite shape into realits. n the form of &
meeting of LA or more members of the masked order in Odd
Fellows® Hall. Broad streel. Pawtuxet, last night.

This was not the first time the Klan has met in thal parties-
lar hall, nor (e it the enly place where the Klan is meeting in the
State, for similar Klan “lectures™ are being held at least weekiy
in Pawtucket, Providence and Wakefield

Some of the automobiles which were left standing outside
Odd Fellows' Hall or in Curtin’s garage across the sireet, have
been identified as heing registered under the following owners
ship names:

Eager to expose the Klan's movements in Rhode

Island, the Providence News ran numerous
front-page articles revealing the organization’s
activities and identifying its membership. RIHS
Collection (RHi X3 6232).

membership at just 174 in 1930, from a high of 21,147 five
years earlier. The latter figure seems too high and may have
included Connecticut, since both states were counted by

the Klan as a single “realm” until about 1926. Rhode Is-
lander, 7 Nov. 1930. It is unknown just when the Rhode
Island Klan expired. Leaflets announcing meetings in Provi-
dence and Westerly were found scattered abourt the streets of
Wakefield in October 1932. Providence Journal, 2 Nov. 1932,
Klan leaflet, Verry Papers, Rhode Island Historical Society.
Atter Perry’s death in 1934, Grand Cyclops John A. Domin
took up residence in Georgiaville, where the Klan-owned
Grants Field was located. New London Day, 13 Feb. 1934;
Smithfield Town Directory. 1934. Kenneth T. Jackson, in The
Ku Klux Klan in the City (Oxford University Press, New
York, 1067), mentions a shore-lived nationwide Klan revival
cftort in 193¢ that reestablished offices in several northern

cinies, including Providence.

17. Testimony of John E. Schlemmer et al., fragment of
typewntten stenographic record of committee’s heanings,
RIHS

18, The limitauons of this companson deserve discussion
The reduced participation of business and protessional men
in the First Light Infantry may be due to factors other than a
decline in interest. Business owners may simply have had
less time to devote to militia duty. Moreover, comparing per-
sons who attended Klan meetings with those actually known
to have joined the Klan requires qualification. This com-
parison should be viewed as broadly impressionistic rather
than as definitve. In these and the following tables, the oc-
cupations of Rhode Island Klansmen have been gleaned from
city and town directones for 1925-1928
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KU KLUX KLAN CONTROLS THREE
FIRST LIGHT INFANTRY UNITS
IN PLAN TO DOMINATE MILITIA

workers were a minority 1s easily explained:
being a Klansman required money. Annual dues
were fifteen dollars, somewhat more than a week’s
wage for a well-paid industrnial worker, and the
rural nature of many Klan meetings necessarily
required the availability of that other marvel of
the Roaring Twenties, the automobile. '

A look at the top seven occupations of Rhode
Island Klansmen (table 3), accounting for 30.8
percent of the known membership outside Wash-
mgton County, reveals that 63 percent of those
in this group worked in skilled or professional
occupations. The occupational distribution for
Washington County (table 4) shows that skilled
workers amounted to nearly half of the Klan
membership, a fact reinforcing the contention
that Rhode Island’s Klansmen were well within
the state’s socioeconomic mainstream.

Although a complete roster for Providence and
Kent counties does not exist, an oblique insight
into the geography of the Klan in these counties
may be gained by considering the residences of
FLI members (table 5).

Historically, the First Light Infantry was a
Providence regiment. Though residents from
other towns were free to join, most could reason-
ably be expected to find the trek to Providence
both inconvenient and unnecessary, especially

19. The importance of the automobile to the Ku Klux
Klan may be worth exploning, For a state with many more
textile and other industrial workers than motonsts, 1t is odd
that tactory workers barely outnumbered auto mechanics and
garage owners, Considening Rhode Island’s economace diver
sity 1n 1928, one wonders why weavers, electricians, and
iewelry workers were not more 1o evidence. Perhaps the
Klan's “Ride for God and Country” motto implicitly made
auto repair a more heroie skill among night nders

78

MEMBERS OF ORDER,
ARMED WITH RIFLES,
HAVE MACHINE GON
Two Enhttmen_tB_}anu Given

Prospective Recruits for
Military Organization.

COMMANDER KEPT IN DARK

The biggest Klan story of the decade was its
alleged infiltration of the state militia. The story
was broken by an investigative reporter of the
Providence Journal. Courtesy of the Providence
lournal-Bulletin; RIHS Collection (RHi X3 6233).

when other militia organizations existed nearby.”
Under normal circumstances the majority of the
ranks would come from the Providence area. The
presence of so many rural residents in this unit
may be indicative of the Klan’s strength in those
places. Despite the himitations of this sampling,
the FLI roster seems to suggest the Klan’s dis-
proportionate presence in the country towns:
while Providence, with 49 percent of the popula-
tion of the towns represented, contributed 25
percent of the FLI roster, Burrillville, Smithfield,
and North Smithfield, by way of comparison, ac-
counted for 3.1 percent of the population and
11.5 percent of the FLI ranks.

Although Washington County contained only
4.3 percent of the state's population, its Klan

20. That Klansmen were almost exclusively canvassed for
membership can be seen also in the ages of the men who en
listed despite the fact that they were too old for muilitary
duty One such recrut, seventy-vear-old East Greenwich
tarmer Samuel P. Essex, had to be helped up the armory steps
by three women on enlistment might. Nine other recruts
ranged in age from forty-nine to sixty-one. Rhode Islander
10 Mar. 1928




THE KLAN RIDES AGAIN L o
COMMUNISM MUST BE DESTROYED

E J.W.Perry, Grand Dragon, Connecticut—Hhods Island.
rom

TO ALL LOYAL PATRIOTS OF PROVINCE NO.2, REALM OF
To: CONSECTICUT-RHODE ISLAND; GREETINGS:

C JT 1CE.
Subjece: & GALL 20 PATRIOTIC SERVICE
Esteemed Patriot;

The growth of Communism in the United States of America
has caused many of our lesding citizens to become pessimistic as
to the futura of our form of ernment., In contrast to the above,
I desire to quote in pert the recent declaration of our Imperial
Wizard, Dr.Hiram W,Evans:

® We in the Klan ere ed %o pl. 0 _ohange
%; form of Government. CCMMUNISY MUST FE DESTROYE
) ernment is %o coatinue, There afe millions who have solemnly
eworn to DEFEND AND PROTECT OUR CONSTITUTION AND GOVEREMENT. The
time has come for them to FULFILL THE'R SACRED PROMISES. We
believe that they believe in AMER™/;JT10M RATHER THAN BOLSHEVISM,

but it is not enough for them to SRELIEVE IW AMERICANISM, THEY MUST
DO BQMETHING ABOUT IT. BTROWG W<V WUST STAND AND BE COUNTED,®

" The Klan has been prepaied for the hour that is now her:
While the maintenance of our Orgerizaticn is IMPORTANT, uneelfish
sorvioce to GOD AND COUmRY{ IE ALL IMPORTANT, We shall seek and
find those who have sworn to eerve end SHOULDER TO BEOULDER WE WILL
RIDE T(I)mﬂlzm CONSTITUTED AUTHORITY AGAINST CIVIL STRIFE AND

Therefore, the Grand Dragon of this Realm cordially
invites you to attend the following meetings, at which time our
Imperial Wizard and a very prominent HATIO BPEAKER will show
you how we shall fight this MENACE:

OCTOBER 7,1932(FRIDAY)-SWEDISH WORKINGMEN'S HALL,CORNER
PINE AND CHESTNUT STREETS,PROVIDENCE,R.I1,,8:30 P,M, MEN AND WOUEN,
DR.H.W,.EVANS, IMPERIAL WIZARD WILL ADDRESE THIS MEETING.

OCTOBER 12,1932 (WEDNESDAY ) -KELAVERN OF WASHIUGTOM KOUNTY
KLAN NO,12,DUNNS CORNERS,WESTERLY,R.I.,B:30 P,M, MEN AND WOuEN,
DR,HAMLETT, NATIONAL SPEAKER WILL ADDRESS THIE MEETING, YOUR GUESTS
ARE WELOOME AT BUTH MEETINGS, LET'S RIDE FOR GOD AND COUNTRY!

Falthfully yours, &
In the Sacred Unfailing Bond,

(.‘ f - -
{ LIRN /' > ‘A.
/6m$ Dragon /‘;’

TRAITORS TO THE CAUSE OF A TRUE AUERICANISM AND a4 PURE PROTESTANT.
ISM WUST BE FERRETED OUT AND EXPOSED, RIDE FOR GOD AND O UJdTH.

LA L R L R L L L
aBOVE LINE AND PRESENT IT T9 .'2. 10
: B [EN 0 OUR” AHEFICAH GOVAR —os

3 = A WCE T i j s
HEREBY PLEDGE MYSELF TO DEFEND uY GOVERMENT AND ITS FREE IAST1TU-
TIONS IF AND WHEN CALLED UPON TO DO S0.

HAE STREET

oITY ST=TE

PHONE NO, AUTC BO.PASS__
KLa® 8O, UUMBFR GF TV AOLET3

This October 1932 Klan broadside against communism reveals the general paranoia that characterized
the movement’s shift from racism and anti-Catholic bigotry to foreign menaces. RIHS Collection
(RHiI X3 6234)
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RHODE ISLAND'S INVISIBLE EMPIRE

Table 1 Table 2
Occupational Distribution of 87 Persons Occupational Distribution of
Attending Klan Meetings, 19241925 85 FLI Members, 1928
Business/Professional Occupations: 27 (31.0%) Business/Professional Occupations: 7 [8.2%)
Clergyman 4 Salesman 2
Farmer 3 Manufacturer 1
Salesman a Sawmill owner 1
Business manager 3 Garage owner 1
Livery stable owner 2 Farmer 1
Contractor J 5 Store manager 1
Garage owner 2
SPCA agent 1 Skilled Occupations: 49 [57.6%)
Town clerk 1 : =
Auto mechanic 5
iostmastc: 1 Factory foreman 4
- . Machinist 4
Texule manufacturer 1 We
aver 4
Storekeeper 1 Ca -~ 3
Supply company owner 1 H rpen 3
Printing shop owner 1 E]U“s‘“. JACIRES
ectrician 3
skilled Occupations: 34 (39.1%) Printer 2
Fisherman 2
Auto mechanic 5 Magician 1
House painter 3 Loom fixer i
Foreman 3 Plumber 1
Weaver 3 Meter tester 1
Machinist 2 Plasterer 1
Plumber 2 Collector 1
U.S. Navy seaman 1 Millwright 1
U.S. Navy chief yeoman 1 Engineer 1
U.S. Navy chief carpenter | Assistant engineer 1
U.S. Navy chief gunner’s mate 1 Cook 1
U.S. Navy chief pharmacist’s mate 1 Engraver 1
U.S. Navy chief commissary steward 1 Spinner 1
Bookkeeper 1 Piano tuner 1
Printer 1 Glass worker 1
Watchmaker 1 Musician 1
Shoemaker 1 Blacksmith 1
Die cutter 1 Bookkeeper 1
Trolley station agent 1 Streetcar mechanic 1
Electrician 1 Florist 1
Engineer 1 :
U.S. Army officer 1 Semi- or Unskilled Occupations: 29 (34.1%)
Policeman i Factory worker . 7
Semu- or Unskilled Occupations: 26 (29.9%) Laborer 4
Clerk 4
Clerk 9 Truck dniver 4
Factory worker 5 Streetcar motorman 3
Truck driver 3 Iceman 1
Laborer 2 Expressman 1
Streetcar conductor 2 Elevator operator 1
Streetcar motorman 1 lanitor 1
Expressman 1 Railway worker 1
Gardener | Gardener 1
Janitor 1 Hostler 1
Cab dnver 1




RHODE ISLAND'S INVISIBLE EMPIRE

Table 3 Skilled Occupations: 194 (44.4%)
Top Seven Occupations of Rhode Island

Cemetery superintendent News reporter

Klansmen, 1924-1928 &:;P]:gl?t %ﬁ
Unskilled: 37% Weaver 14
_ Foreman 12
Clerk 14 House painter 10
Factory worker 13 Auto mechanic 9
_ Fisherman 9
Skilled/Professional: 63% Electrician 8
Automobile mechanic (includes gtqneﬁunﬂ 5
) ) 12 pner 6
garage owners Enpinesy 6
House painter 10 &1 .
Fo Blacksmith 6
SRy 8 Plumber 5
Machinist 8 ;
Salesman 8 Mayon : £
Trolley station agent 4
Lineman 4
Coast Guard scaman 3
Molder 3
Table 4 Pattern maker 3
Occupational Distribution of Harness maker 2
Washington County Klansmen, 1927 Policeman 2
Business/Professional Occupauons: 117 (26.8%) EB)(;:{:I;S(:::;I;:' i
Farmer 38 B_arbcr 2
Merchant 14 Fireman !
Garage owner 11 Loom fixer _ 1
Clergyman 7 Locomotive engineer l
Contractor 6 Bricklayer 1
Salesman 5 Skilled Occupations: 194 (44.4%)
Business manager 4
Businessman B Box maker 1
Store manager 3 Bicycle mechanic 1
Truck company owner 3 Tinsmith 1
Restaurant owner 2 Dyer 1
Denust 2 Musician 1
Mill manager 2 Miller ]
Undertaker /) Electrical engineer 1
Postmaster 1 Paperhanger 1
Livery stable owner 1 Printer 1
Physician 1 Watchmaker 1
Monument company owner 1 Baker 1
1 1
1 1
1
|
|
1
1
1
1
1

Druggist Master mechanic 1

Secretary

Insurance agent Semi- or Unskilled Occupauons: 126 |28 8%

Manufacturer

Auto-painting shop owner Laborer 3

Bakery owner fa'lcull(ry worker 30

Bottling plant owner % erx 23

Sheriff ruck driver 13

Boy Scouts assistant director 813;?? ‘::(r;rkcr E;
Gardener 4
Bank teller 4
Railroad flagman 2
Railroad brakeman 1
Messenger 1
Expressman 1
Caretaker 1
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RHODE ISLAND'S INVISIBLE EMPIRE

Table 5

Geographical Distribution of
104 FLI Members, 1928

Providence 26
Pawtucket I8
Woonsocket 10
North Kingstown
Cranston
Burrillville

East Greenwich
Warwick

East Providence
North Smithfield
Coventry

West Warwick
Cumberland
Lincoln

North Providence
Smuthfield
Seckonk, Mass.

e e il & 7 IV (I ST SRV T N N

Table 6

Geographical Distribution of
Washington County Klansmen, 1927

% of % of
Place Population Klansmen
Charlestown 37 1.0
Exeter 39 Less than |
Hopkinton By 20.6
Narragansett 4.5 1.9
North Kingstown 14.7 12.0
Richmond 5.7 1.6
South Kingstown 20.4 12.0
Westerly 37.5 45.4

accounted for 31.2 percent of the state’s Klan
members.’' The 1927 roster of the Washington
County Klan shows uneven distribution among
the towns (table 6), with Hopkinton and West-
erly contributing the bulk of the membership.*
One in 20 Hopkinton residents was a Klansman.
The ratios for Westerly and North Kingstown
were 1 in 37 and 1 in 55 respectively. Of the
county’s 687 Klansmen, 458, or two-thirds, lived
in the towns of Westerly and Hopkinton.

By contrast, Charlestown had 12 Klan mem-
bers, Richmond 11, and Exeter just 5. This dis-

parity between otherwise similar towns may be
accounted for by considering the patterns of
settlement. One factor that the latter towns had
in common, which they did not share with the
other county towns, was the lack of a village

or population center. While the residents of
the other towns tended to live in or near such
centers, Exeter, Richmond, and Charlestown
consisted of scattered farms and other rural
dwellings. Where no population center exists, or-
ganizational potential is naturally limited.*

Where Klansmen were numerous, they were
also prominent in public office and in private
organizations. In Hopkinton, Klansmen held
eleven of the twenty-two town offices. The mod-
erator, the chief of police, four of the five coun-
cilmen, a member of the school board, and a tax
assessor were members of the Ku Klux Klan. The
Westerly Klan numbered the town sergeant, two
highway commissioners, and the chief of the
Watch Hill Fire Department among its members. ™

Frequent denunciations of the Klan among fra-
ternal societies did not prevent Westerly Free-
masons from selecting Lewis R. Greene as their
lodge master. Klansman John R. Oppy was an of-
ficer of the Odd Fellows, while Everett C. Lawton
and Clarence D. Stenhouse occupied official posts
within the Order of United American Mechanics.
The master of the grange, Patrons of Husbandry,
was Klansman C. Palmer Chapman of Westerly.
Rhode Island’s youth could expect lessons in 100
percent Americanism from Louis W. Gavitt of
Hope Valley, assistant director of the Boy Scouts
of America.”

Quantitatively, this was the face of the Ku
Klux Klan in the Ocean State in the 1920s. While
this data cannot begin to explain the subtler
mysteries of bigotry and the paranoia it expresses,
hopefully this demographic glimpse has rendered
Rhode Island’s Invisible Empire more visible.

21. The state membership was reported by the Washing-
ton Post as 2,121 1n 1927. Rhode Islander, 7 Nov. 1930.

22. Block Island and all nonresident Washington County
Klansmen are excluded from the table, and thus the figures
do not add up to 100 percent

23, Hope Valley is the village center of Hopkinton. North
Kingstown residents are distributed among the villages of La-
fayerte, Allenton, Wickford, and Davisville. South Kingstown
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residents are concentrated in the villages of Wakefield and
Peace Dale. Narragansett Pier and Saunderstown were impor-
tant centers in Narragansett. Westerly more closely re-
sembled a small city, with a built-up downtown section
complete with electric streetcars

24. Charlestown, Hopkinton, Richmaond Directory, 1925
Westerly Town Directory. 1926.

25. Ihad.
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