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A CALL TO ARMS

command of U.S. troops at Fort Monroe, Vir-
ginia, was ordered to fill two corpanies and to
report to New York harbor, within striking dis-
tance of the quickly escalating Rhode Island con-
flict, One day larer the War Department ordered
Col. James Bankhead, che commanding officer
of U.S. forces at Fort Columbus, New York, to
fill ewo additional companies and to prepare for
‘derached service,™ Colonel Bankhead and the
two artillery companies arrived at Fort Adams in
Newport, Rhode Island, on May 2, 1842,

The federal government kept abreast of the
latest developments in the ctisis through the use
of espionage. A letter from army headquarters
in Washingron, signed by the assistant adjunce
general {ironically named Freeman), authatized
Maj. Matchew M. Payne, commanding officer of
the federal noops at Fort Adams, to “"[e]mploy
any means in yonr power to obtain accurate in-
formarion as to the probability of a conflict be-
tween the two political partics now understood
to be ready to resort to arms for the possession
of the government of Rhode Island.” Well aware
of the conmroversy that might erupt should the
use of federal spies be made public, officials ar
army headquarrers quickly followed this letrer
with a second letter by Freeman: “In teference
to my lewer to you of yesterday, [ am instructed
by Major General Scott to desire you to hesitate
much about sending an officer for the purpose of
obraining intelligence in Providence, and not to
do s0 if you can obtain the services of any other
discreet, intelligent citizen; because the purpose
of the derached officer, whether in uniform or
not, would be liable to be suspected—which
mighe do much harm in the present excited starte
of public feeling in Rhode Island "

The congressional report of the 1844 in-
vestigation into the federal governments roje
in suppressing the Peoples government sum-
marized the situation this way: “"He [President
Tyler] sent a military officer as requested, to
Rhode Island, who was to act in concert with
the Charrer authorities. He had delivered owo
companies of artillery, with a full compliment of
effective men, ready for acdve and detached’ ser-

vice, to enter the territory of Rhode Island. He

also placed two companies more, equally effec-
tive, and prepared for active service, within ren
hours' sail, and in striking distance of the stare;
and had established a military espionage over the

people of the state,

it was in this climate, with
the reality of federal involvement materializing
and che hope of outside support growing, that
Thomas Dorr addressed his snpporters.

What distinguished the speech from oth-
ers that he had delivered was that Dorr’s usu-
ally thoughdul manner had been replaced by
taw passion, At one point Dot raised a sword
in the air, a sword that had been given ro him by
supporters in New York, and announced that it
had been "dipped in blood ance, and racher thian
yield the rights of the people of Rhode Island,
it should be buried in gore ro its hilt.” A wit-
ness to the speech recalled Dorr saying that"he
was willing to die with that sward in his hand,
if need be, to sustain the Constitution of the
State.” The Providence Express, a pro-Dorr pub-
lication, reported Dorr declaring “his readiness
to die in the cause in which he had sacrificed ev-
erything bur his life” and vowing that the sword's
"ensanguined blade should be again imbued wich
blood, should the people’s cause require it

Deorr's emartions ran hot, and his heated
rheroric would soon demand corresponding
actions, The People’s governor was preparing
the crowd, and perhaps himself, for the bartle
to come, with the speech serving as the bridge
from words to deeds. Peaceful means for re-
solving this irreconcilable conflict had been ex-
hausred. For those who lacked the desire or will
for armed struggle, the time had come ro depatr
the cause; for those willing to fight for political

rights, it was now time to take up arms.

Tuesday, May 17, 1842, early afternoon, At 1
.o, on May 17, the day after Dort’s arrival in
Providence, his followers fired their signal guns,
calling his supporters to assemble ar Dorr's
headquarters on Federal Hill." Dorr gave the
order for miliria companies from Wooensocket,
Pawtucker, and Glocester to report o Provi-

dence for military dury,'” and as he waired for



the arrival of reinforcements from the north, his
supporters in Providence sprang into action.

Acround eighty of Dorr’s men marched to
tl]c hca.l'[ CIF provid{:ncﬁ 311d Seized DWo cannons
from the basement of the headquarters of the
United Train of Artillery, one of the ciry's militia
groups that were somewhat sympachetic to the
Dorrite cause. The men were led by Josiah Reed,
the captain of the United Independent Com-
pany of Volunteers, a band of Dorr supporters,
and included men from another such group, the
Fourth Ward Volnnteers. The weapons were in
a building directly across a small alley from the
Cadet Armory on Benehr Sereet, where men
from the Marine Corps of Artillery and Cadets
Companies, both militia companies loyal to the
Charter side, were stationed. 1Jespite the pres-
ence of this rival force, Reed and his men rook
possession of the two bronze cannons without
resistance.”® The weapons were rushed down
College Streets steep hill, past a small crowd of
pro-Charter supporters at the intersection of
College and South Main, and safely delivered to
Dorr's headquarters by eatly afrernoon.

Thesc wete no ordinary cannons, though it is
highly unlikely that the Dorrites were aware of their
storied past. The guns were a gift to the United
Trin of Artiliery from George Washington, who
had borrowed and lost similar cannons from
that unit during che Revolutionary War, The
cannons that Dorr’s men seized had been cap-
tured by Washington's croaps during the 1777
Battle of Saratoga, an American victory that
many consider the turning point in che nation’s
struggle for independence. Having played a
role in the Revolutionary War, the cannons
would now take center stage in the state’s revo-
lutionary crisis.*

By the spring of 1842 the cannons were an-
tiques, relics of a bygone era. Cast in the 1760s
in Strasbourg, France, at the renowned foundry
of John Francois Beringer, they possessed all
the attention to detail that one would expect
from a Beringer cannon—decorative scrolls and
dolphin-shaped handles, as well as inscriptions
bearing the names Tantae and Pallas, the lacter

most likely referring to Pallas Athena, the Greek
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goddess of wisdom and warfare.”” Dut the dece-
rative cannons were old and their working con-
dition was unknown. Moreover, being relatively
small, and therefore mobile, they were capable
of firing only modest six-pound balls, and thus
they were relatively weak weapons.

The bronze artillery pieces were not the only
cannons at Governor Dort's disposal; at least
four addirional cannons were stationed outside
his headquarters in a defensive position.” These,
however, were less reliable iron guns, far heavier
than their bronze cousins and more prone w
mishring, which could cause them to explode
like bombs. The weight of the iron guns and
their inherent danger made chem useful pri-
marily for defensive purposes, but nor for
launching an assault.

Before the bronze guns had been delivered
to Dorr’s headquarters, word abont them was
on its way te Governor King, who at the rime
was only a few miles away from Dorr and his
men. Fearing that Dorr would use the cannons
to attack the stare arsenal, which was then
gunrded by anly cwenty hired laborets, King
gave the order to reinforce it with two military
companies. The Charrer official in charge of
the arsenal was Qnartermaster General Samuel
Ames, who was not only the highssbrauking
ofhicial at che site and a future chief jnstice of
the state’s Supteme Court; he was also Thomas
Dorr’s brother-in-law.?!

Before the confrontation would run irs course,
other memhers of Dorr's immediate family
would also answer the call to defend the Charter
autharity, including his younger brother Sulli-
van Dorr Jr., his father, Sullivan Dorr St., and
his uncles Zachariah Allen and Crawford Al-
len. Dorr’s family were not unaware of Thomas
Dorr’s involvernent when they were drawn to
the batdeheld; on the contrary, one of their
primary motivations for joining the Charter
side was the knowledge that the Peoples gov-
ernor would lead the actack. Dorr’s relatives
were defending their family name as much as
they were defending the existing authoricy.™

Zachariah Allen later vecalled char when

he arrived at the arsenal in the early afrernoon,
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force. Moderates like Dutee Pearce, a former
CONGressmar, Supportcd the Pcople's govern-
ment and the process that had creared it, but
they did not support the use of force.™ Given
President Tyler's pledge to back the Charter
government, the moderates believed that a con-
frontation at thar Jate hour could lead only to
disaster. They also recalled the lessons of Triess
Rebellion, the Whiskey Rebellion, and Shays’s
Rebellion, each of which had ended poorly for
msurgents. Although aggressive action mighe
lead to a temporary victory, the taking of the
arsenal, the moderates were convinced that the
use of force would ultimarely be suppressed
by federal troops. Should surrounding states en-
ter the fray and a full-Aedged regional conflict
ensue, Rhode Island would be the theater for
a bloody confrontation, and ics towns might be
destroyed; but the final result was certain: the
federal troops would prevail,

For Dorr, however, the time had come for
decisive action, as he believed that any further
delay would only strengthen his enemies, He
had yielded to the moderates in the past and had
delayed raking possession of state property after
his inauguration, and he was certain that he and
the Peaple’s government were worse off for the
delay. Even now time was being lost to the mod-
erates, Dorr recalled the Jessons of the American
and French Revolutions; when in history had
one government voluntarily ceded power to
another without the use of force? If the tree of
libetty required periodic nourishment from the
blood of parriots, as Thomas Jefferson had ence
suggested, 'Thomas Dorr would be the first o
offer his bload. Tn the end, Dorr sided with che
more extreme element among his supporters,
people Jike the radical labor reformer Seth Luther,
who had long advocated the use of force in pur-
suit of the insurgents’ cause.

One by one the moderates left Dorr’s side,
leaving him surrounded by a less-refined lot.
Those who remained in his camp tended to be
working-class people, those who would directly
benefit from the expansion of suffrage, rather
than elected members of the People’s govern-

ment and other suffragists whose support of

A CALL TO ABRMS

voting rights was based entirely ou principle.
In the end, Dorr put his faith iu the people he
hoped to benef.

Together with his working-class followers,
Dorr hatched a simple plan: they would arrack
the arsenal that evening and then eseablish a
military base on the campus of Brown Uni-
versity, in the heart of Providence. The arms
from the arsenal and fortified buildings of the
college would provide the insurgents ample
protection from the Charrer forces. Dorr's men
would then take possession of the state’s nearby
public buildings, which they believed rightfully
belonged under the control of the Peoples gov-
ernment. Should the federal government incer-
vene on the Charter side, the Dorrires would
have sufhicient strength ro withstand the initial
artack, and soon reinforcements would arrive
from New York and elsewhere.®

As Dorr and his men began to move forward
with their bold plan, Governor Kings forces
quickly but guietly prepared for the impending
confict. The warrant thar had been issued for
Drorr's arrest had proved useless, as the Charter
officials dared not confront Dorr while he was
defended by his armed supporters. By choice
or by necessiry, the Charterites now found them-
selves in the preferred military and political posi-
tion. If conflice was inevitable, as it now seemed
to be, ler the insurgents play the role of aggressot;
it would be far casier to defend the arsenal than
to attack it, and politically easier to justify the de-

fense of scate property than its commandeering.

Early evening. By early evening Governor King
and his war council had what they believed was
reliable information that Dorr planned to arrack
the arsenal.’ A man named Able Oaks, who
had been a Dorrite up to that point, revealed to
his employer, Almend Hodges, 2 Charter sup-
porter, thar Dorr planned to strike the arsenal
that very evening. Oaks’s story was corrobo-
rated by Charrer spices, who made regular visits
to Dorr’s headquarters.”

Dorr’s camp, where volunteers came and

left as they pleased, proved highly susceprible
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now patrolling the screets and disarming Char-
ter supporters. With removal of the weapons no
longer an aption, Carringron and Clarke left the
arsenal in search of reinforcemenes.*”
Meanwhile, ar Dorr’s camp efforts to dis-
suade the People’s governor from aracking the
arsenal conrinued well into the evening. There
is evidence to suggest that Sullivan Dorr Sr. vis-
ited the headquarters to argue against the use
of force While no record of a conversation
there berween Dore and his father exists, one
can imagine the intensiry that snch a discussion
would have had. In the end, no one could con-
vince Thomas Dorr to call off the artack. Larer
thar night Sullivan Dorr Sr. took his place among
the Charter supporters, joining the First Light
Infantry on reserve at the armory in downtown
Providence.® The conflict thar divided a stare
and caprured the amention of the nation also

split the Dorr family to its core.

Late Evening. By 10:00 p.v., with the promised
Charterite reinforcements yet to arrive at the
arsenal, the situation seemed bleak to the rwenty
ot sa men in the building. The call to defend the
arsenal had been issued, and there certainly had
been enongh time for gachering the moops. 1%id
the Charter government lack sufficienc support
to withstand the insurgents? Worse yet, had
Governor King made a strategic decision ro al-
low the rebels to take the arsenal? Such a move
would have provided time for the Charter mili-
tias to arrive from the sonth, and it would also
have provided Governor King the evidence he
needed to bring President Tyler into the conflict.
“The troops were promised to be sent here before
dark, and it is now late in the night, and they are
nor come,” exclaimed Col. Leonard Blodget of
the arsenal’s Chartet force in a near panic."Can it
be possible we are left here to be sacrificed?™®
Fearing the worst, the defenders of the
arsenal spent their time loading and priming
handreds of muskets. They fastened the lower
doors and windows with the buildings iron
shutters, leaving the upper shutters slightly open
to provide toom for firing. Sencinels and scouts

were sent into the dark to gather information,
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bur they recurned with no new intelligence, All
that was now left ro do was to wait and hope
thar reinforcements acrived before Dort’s can-
nons did, “If T fall here,” Zachariah Allen later
recalled a frightened defender saying, "they [the
man’s family) have no one to look to. [ shall now
feel calmed to do my duty if you will promise
to have them cared for" To this plea, Allen re-
sponded, “Provided that I survive

The Charter forces were not the only ones
waiting for reinforcements and thinking about
the possibilicy of dying in battle, Remembering
the thousands of people who had voted in favor
of the People’s Constitution, Dorr hoped for the
arrival of Far more men than the few hundred
who waired for orders outside his headgnar-
ters. With a thousand men his force would be
overwhelming, but with only a few hundred
the outcome was uncertain. What Dorr did not
know was that had he arracked the arsenal with-
out further delay, his troops would have outnum-
bered the defenders by nearly ten to one. As time
passed, more men arrived at Dorr’s headqnarters
and others returned to their homes, having lost
their nerve for cornbat.** With the overall num-
bers remaining faitly constant, the envisioned
overwheliming force failed to materialize.

Dort meanwhile prepared himself for che
worst. Recognizing that he might be killed in
bactle, he sunimoned Walter S. Burges, a long-
time friend and well-respected member of the
General Assembly, who had supported the re-
formers in their effort to enact change through
established channels, and he entrusted him with
his legal and private papers.*® With these now in
safe hands, Dorr was prepared to take to the field,
but he remained certain that more men would
arrive than those currently at the headquarters,
Not wanting to arack befote the arrival of these
reinforcements, he waited a while longer,

At 11:00 pu. Charterite sentinels reported
seeing armed men moving along Cranston Street
toward the arsenal. The defenders, including
one of Dorr’s younger brothers, Sullivan Dorr
Ji., ook their posts in preparation for the ap-
proaching artack. Men removed their coats and

cocked their weapons. Samwuel Ames, Dorr's
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Most of the Charterite defenders prepared to
meet the attack from the arsenal’s upper floor.

Sketch by E. L. Peckbann, RIHS Collection

the chance of a successful ambush. Maneuvering
the cannons through Federal Hill's best streers
was a difficult enough rask, but acrempting to
bting them through the areas narrow alleys in
pitch darkness would have been far more dif-
ficult. Moreover, the circuitous route provided
Dorr’s men with an additional Afteen minutes
to prepare themselves mentally for the coming
encounter after a long night of anxions waiting,

Tt now seemed inevitable thar the outcome

of the state’s governmental crisis would be de-

cided not by ballots but by bullets, and that the
determination would take place under a heavy
fog. One Charterite recalled the tension, surely
experienced on both sides: "Many a coward, in
the light of day, amid the serried ranks of a dis-
ciplined host, encouraged by the stirring strains
of martial music, and animated by the action
and the din of the conflict has rushed upon the
cannens mouth—but how much more awfully
sublime the scene, when men leave their homes

in the darkness of night, and go forth, with none
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of the pomp and circumstance of war, in a si-
lence to be felt, to meet black hearted conspira-
tors, they know not how nnmerous, throngh

they know not what snares!”

To the insurgents, the pervading fog seemed -

a blessing, as it provided cover for their atrack
ona baclefield that afforded few natural protec-
tions, According to one Dorrite,"The night was
oot chosen becanse it was dark; the fog came
up late; it seemed like an interposition of Divine

Providence™ Divine Providence or nor, the
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A CALL TO ARMS

fog afso provided a cloak for the timid, behind
which they could hide their narural fears and
through which they could anonymously recrear
should things go badly.

The Charrer men assumed their defensive
position in the arsenal. Most of the defenders,
including Colonel Blodgct, stationed themselves
near the windows on the arsenal’s second level.
This elevated position had two advantages: it
gave the defenders an unobstructed line of fire,
and since Dorr’s cannons would most certainly
be aimed at the iron doors on the lower level,
through which the attackers would then arcempt
to rush, the men on the second story wonld be
away from the insurgents' cannon fire and ini-
tial ch:lrge. "Ihe more vuinerable lower level was
manned by (luartermaster General Samuel
Ames and the arsenal’s regular guards.®

The order was given inside the arsenal to
"wait nndl yon hear the sound of cannon on
the outside before you open fire™ This order
woulld not be easy to follow for many of the anx-
ious Chartetites, especially those on the ground
floor. Qne of the men in command of the arse-
nal’s cannons, Bill Cameron, found it particu-
latly difficult to hold his fire. Described as “an
old privateersman, who had served on a vessel
in the War of 1812, and had rather fight than
saw woad,” Cameron "had been grossly insulted
by some of the Dorrites and was burning for re-
venge.®? Bill Cameron had fired cannons before
and was anxious for anothet OPPOrtUNITY.

Having arrived at the arsenal, Dorr initially
positioned his cannons abont rwe hundred
yards away, surrounded by a small stand of
rrees.” True to form, he announced the pres-
ence of his troops not by cannon fire but by a
formal declaration. Col. Charles Carter, an of
ficer in Dorr’s force and a member of the Fourth
Ward Volunteers, a militia group that had as-
sisted in seizing the cannons the day before,
was ordered to approach the arsenal under a
white flag of truce. With a white handkerchief
artached to his sword, Carter moved to the ar-
senal, knocked on its iron door, and delivered
a message from Col. Jenathan M. Wheeler, the

commanding officer of Dorrt's force, demand-
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torch was raised, the order was given to fire the
first cannon, and the cannon Hashed—bur it
failed to discharge. The order was given to fire
the second cannon, and it too fAashed, bur it
failed to fire as well."T am betrayed,” exclaimed
Dorr; and he and his men, now fully exposed to
the Charter force, had no choice but to retrear
from the feld.™

“[he insurgents scartered, some retreating
to Dorr’s headquarters while the majority sim-
ply returned to their homes. Tired and hungry,
most had lost their desire to fight. The confron-
tation had ended without a single shot being
fired, and no one lay dead ot dying, The Charrer
forces had retained control of che arsenal, and
reinforcements from the southern part of the

state would soon arrive.

Had the insurgents’ cannons fired, Dorr and his
remaining men would almost cerrainly have been
killed. Without sufhicient numbers to successfully
attack after the initial cannon fire, they would
have been fully exposed to the return fire of the
arsenal’s defenders, who now curnumbered them
by more than frve to one. The fog, which only
moments earlier had provided the insurgencs
with strategic cover for their attack and perhaps
prevented their guns from firing, now mercifully
provided them with a means of escape.

No one knows with certainty why the can-
nons failed. One theory suggests that a Judas
ﬁgure, Hiram Chappell, caused the misfires by
betraying Dorr and plugging the cannons. A day
after he had served as an escort to Dorr duting
Dorr’s rerurn to Providence on May 16, Chap-
pell was instructed to purchase four or five kegs
of powder with rwenty-fve dollars worth of
gold quarter-eagles that Dorr had given to him,
When questioned by Charter commissioners
following the failed atrack, Chappell claimed
that he had plugged the bronze cannons; later,
while being harassed in prison by Dott’s sup-
porters, he recanted and denied plugging the
guns.* Two years after the failed arrack, no lon-
ger fearing further imptisonment by the Charter

authorities or threats from Dorr's supporters,
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Chappell reiterated his eriginal claim in sworn
testimony at Dorr’s trial for rreason: "I stared be-
fore the Commmissioners that I plugged the can-
non on the night of the 17th of May. I did plug
the two brass pieces, with pine plugs, about one
inch in lengrh. It was done abont eleven oclock
at night. I did not communicate it to any one at
the time; T should have been foalish o have done
so. [ went out to the arsenal plain and remained
under the shed till morning. I might have said to
some of the prisoners whom [ was with in jail in
1842, thar I did not plug the canuon, but I did it
only to put them off"®*

All that is known for certain is thar ar some
point Hiram Chappell lied, either to Charter of-
hecials and in court testimony or to fellow prison-
ers during his incarceration. There is reason o
believe thar Chappell was not, in fact, the culprir,
for he never offered a reason for his claimed plug-
ging of the cannons, nor did Charter authorities
apparently believe his story, since he was impris-
oned for his role in the attack. Moreover, Chap-
pell stayed loyal to the suffragist canse after the
episode at the arsenal, joining Dorr's men on
Federal Flill the next morning and rejoining Dorr
i June at Chepachet, where Dorr attempted to
reconvene the Peoples Iegislamrc.?“ More than
his words, Chappell’s actions suggest that Hiram
Chappell did nor plug the insurgents’ cannons.

Many others had the opportuniry to sabo-
tage the cannons on the night of the acrack. I
would have been relatively easy to douse the
gunpowder with water, leaving the guns inoper-
able; this could have been done by a Charterite
spy wha had infiltrated the insurgents or by a
Dorr supporter who was leaving the cause in
disgust as things tutned potentally violent.
Natural forces could also have been responsible
for the mishire that night. By late evening the fog
was so thick that people standing within arms’
length could not recognize each other. The fog
covered the city and everything it rouched with
a sheer of moisture. If the powder was left ex-
posed, either through neglect or through sabo-
tage, it would turn to a useless paste.

Colenel Catter, the officer who most likely

attemnpred to fire the cannons, insisted that they
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were not sabotaged:"T marched them [the can-
nons] on the ground, unlimbered them, primed
and touched the right piece; it fashed. The lek
one was then primed and touched; it flashed
also. I tried the priming wire; it would not go
down. The powder was very poor and very fine.
[t was wet and became hard like cement. The
pieces were not plugged, other than the plug-
ging of the aemosphere by the Almighry! Joshua
Hathaway, a Dorr supporter who claimed to
have bored ont the cannons upon their return
from the arsenal, reported that "there were no
plugs in the vent. The powder had become very

hard from being wet."”*

Ultimacely it mattered lictle why the cannons
failed, for in realiry the ight was already lost prior
to the order to fire. Profoundly disappointed with
the night’s events, Dorr later remembered thar
“the people were called, and they did not come,”
and that those few who did heed the call did not
stay long, “The people as a body, let it be said,
were unwilling, or unable; thcy were deterred by
the threars of the President, or debarred by the
mailed hand of a military despotism. Be it as it
may, they did not come.” For a wan who drew
his strengrh from the support of the masses, che
abandonment was almost more than he could
endure. "It was our friends, and not our enermies,
who conquered us, he concluded in clt-:spa.ir.‘T1
One Dorrite who was on the bardefeld thar
night placed the blame not on "the pecple” but
on the movement’s leaders: “Nearly all who had
been elected to office under the People's Consti-
tution; all who had spouted in public meetings,
and all who had resolved on war to the knife,
like cowards as they were, dared not show cheir
faces at thar momencons time! Do not blame
the people; let the disgrace go where it ought, on
those who set the ball in motion. T know the ef-
fect of such baseness at the time we were on the
ground before the Arsenal, when it began to be
whispered abour from one to another, that such
and such persons were not there, to share the
dangcrs of the ﬁght‘ Our men, one afrer another,

soon began to leave the ground, and with reason,

too. Men bcg:m to doubt the cruch of cheir cause,
and che right we had to take life, in support of
our cause. . . . [T]he whole moral force of the
Revolution was broken at thar rime!”?

Whatever the canse of the failure—weak
leadership, sabotage, fog, the threat of federal
troops, arrests, delay, poor planning—the aborred
attack proved to be a decisive blow to the in-
surgents, Cleven members of the People’s legis-
lature resigned their positions on the morning
after the debacle, and seven additional resigna-
tions followed in the following days.” Not only
did these men resign their offices; many of them
condemned Dorr’s attack as deplorable and de-
structive.” And juse as the People’s cause was
unraveling, Charter forces were being reinforced
by their allies from the south. The steamship
that had departed the previous day returned
to Providence, filled wich Charcer loyalists who
awaired their arders from Governor King,

The suffragists’ much-anticipated outside
assistance was nowhere to be found. The fail-
ure of the military effort ac the arsenal virmally
guaranteed that outside support, specifically
from New York, would not materialize, Dorr’s
supporters in New York had in fact been pre-
paring te move aggressively in his behalf; jusc
Lours before news of the arsenal fasco arrived
there, Levi Slamms New Era printed a decla-
ration signed by those who, “appealing to Di-
vine Providence for the puriry of our motives,
do pledge our sacred honot’ to hold ourselves
in readiness, to be organized into companies
of ‘Pacriotic Volunteers, under such oflicers
as shall by oucselves be elected, and upon the
requisition of Governor Dorr, to march ar the
shortest notice to the aid of our Republican
brethren of Rhode [sland, in the event chat any
armed inferference be made by the Federal Gov-
ernment to the jeopardy of their inaliensble and
indefeasible rights.™

But when news of the failed arrack reached
New York, support for Dorr's effort, which only
hours before had reached its pinnacle, melted in
an instant, “'Lhe flag which had been flying for
several days ac lammany Hall, in honor of Dorr

and his proceedings, was struck, and all looked



as sad as though ‘melancholy had marked them
for her own, " one paper reported.” If the Rhode
Island suffragists lacked the will ro defeat the
state’s Charter forces, as it now appeared, sup-
port from New York seemed futile. Just as New
Yorkers would nor tolerate the federal govern-
ment imposing its will on Rhode Island, neither
would they impose their own views on their re-
luctant neighbors to the north.”™

After their failure ar the arsenal, Dotr and
his remaining followers retreated to the in-
surgent stronghold in the northern village of
Woonsocket. Later that summer they would at-
tempt to recanvene the Peoples legislarure in the
village of Chepachet in friendly Glocester, only
to have that effort puc down by the emboldened
Chatter government, which declared marrial law
throughour Rhode Island. In time Dorr would
vecurn to Providence, where he would be tried,
convicted of treason against the state, and in-
pl‘isoned‘ For all concerned, it appeared that

Dorr's revolutionary movement had failed.

“The annals of history are strewn with rales of
men who were willing to kill and die in the heat
of passion. Far fewer are the rales of men will-
ing to kill and die in che cool pursuit of a just
cause, and fewer yet of those willing o risk their
lives for a cause promising no personal gain. But
the rarest of all, perhaps for good reason, are
accounts of those willing to lead such an effort
when opposed by the full force of established
:luthoriry, rcspccted friends, and close relatives.
Such was the case of Thomas Wilson Dott,
ma.king him, depeuding on ones perspective,
either a fool or a hero,

The compering camps faced distincr chal-
lenges, and both sides made crirical mistakes.
‘The suffragist leaders, increasingly isolated and
marginalized, remained confident in the justice
of their cause and the inevitabiliry of their suc-
cess. The reformers would learn firsthand thar
the macro-level narrative of democracy, which
often makes the spread of democracy appear
inevitable, is far different from che micro-

level narrative, which reveals an unpredictable
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struggle carried out by each generation. The
reformers also underestimared the strength of
the Charter resistance, ignoring one of the few
cruisms in politics—thar there is nothing more
dangerous and unpredicrable than a clique of
gray-haired men with tides, fighring for their
political survival.

Dorr's greatest error in judgment was in
overestimating the wiﬂingncss of the suffragises
to use force, Dort never fully understood why his
support grew weaker as che crisis reached its pin-
nacle. Many moderate reformers rejecred the use
of force, believing that success meant incremen-
tal improvement on the suffrage issne, something
that they believed was within their grasp by che
spring of 1842, Ir was not that they necessarily
adhered ro lesser principles or held weaker con-
victions, as Dorr lamented. If the price of a total
victory—victory withaur conprommise—was the
shedding of blood, many of the moderares were
content to settle for a less definitive ourcome. For
them, the threatening rheroric of their campaign
was just that, words to be used as a catalyst for
change; and if change was to come slowly and
incrementally but peacefully, so be it. They were
confident that the momentum of histary was
nioving in their direction, m:l.king patience not
a weakness bur a virrue.

The Charterites made mistakes of their
own. They were cleatly emboldened by the
promise of federal support and the strength of
their military position, but they underestimated
the reform movement, believing it to be another
fleeting locofoco cause that might burn bright
for a moment bur would soon return to a con-
trollable smolder, Finding themselves on the
wrong side of history, they undertook a strategy
of delay, deception, and intimidation. Their ri-
gidity incited the radical eJement of the reforn
movement and threatened the social order that
the conservatives held dear,

In June 1842 the Charter government easily
put down Dorr’s second and final acempr at ex-
ercising polideal power, a desperate arempt to as-
semble snpporters in the village of Chepachet. Like
the faled arsenal acack, the Chepachet episode

ended without a bartle, as Dorr wisely dismissed
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