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Introduction



THIS IS THE STORY of two brothers whose lives spanned the course of the American Revolution and whose sibling rivalry encompassed all the painful dilemmas that attended the dawn of the new era. John and Moses Brown were partners in business and in raising their community, and their legacy is commemorated in the university that bears their name. But the brothers fell out over the great moral dilemmas posed by the new prospect of human liberty. They divided over questions of war and peace, of faith and conscience, but especially, and for more than twenty years, they wrestled over the question of slavery.

For most readers, these two men will be new faces in the pantheon of the founding generation. But the Brown brothers were men of action who lived lives of commitment and zeal, deeply engaged in the challenges and the achievements of their time. In their exploits and in their passionate disputes they breathe new life into our mythic understanding of the early years of the republic.

The tale unfolds against the backdrop of colonial Rhode Island, a tiny outpost on the fringe of England’s vast empire, but situated at the epicenter of an unprecedented upheaval in politics and ideas. Rhode Island was from its inception a distillate of what America would become—democratic, ambitious, and fiercely independent. By the time John and Moses appear on the scene, they represent their family’s fifth generation in the New World and they exercise political and religious liberty as their birthright. As they grow into the prominence of their later years, we are able to share their thinking, their setbacks, and their triumphs through an extraordinary archive of documents and personal letters. This is a living history of war, politics, and revolution, but one rooted in the faith and aspiration, the blood bonds and internecine betrayals of a single founding family.

The period of the brothers’ coming of age covers familiar terrain—the rising resentment against England, the mortal struggle of the Revolution, the writing of the Constitution—but it takes on new vitality when seen through the lives of these two men. They lose their father at an early age but follow in his path, sending crews and cargoes to sea aboard a growing fleet of sailing ships. We see them go underground to join the secret Sons of Liberty in plotting their defiance to the edicts of the British crown. And we see them challenge each other over the best way to run a business, to win an election, to run the government.

What raises their saga to the level of tragedy, what provides it spine and dramatic energy, is the brothers’ mutual struggle over slavery. The book opens with the family’s first venture in the trade, staged by patriarch James Brown the year John was born. Thirty years later, the brothers establish a personal stake in the trade when they stage their own voyage to Africa. It results in a human and financial disaster: after a journey attended by disease and shipboard rebellion, more than half the slaves perish, an ordeal illuminated by detailed notes from the captain’s log. Here the brothers divide. Moses recoils and becomes an early abolitionist, but John remains active in the slave trade and grows to be one of its most vocal defenders. Neither is willing to concede moral ground to the other, and they take their battle public, trading broadsides in print, in the legislature, and finally in the new United States Congress. This is a personal struggle for identity, but it illuminates the first great stage of the abolition movement in America, a period often overlooked in the general fascination with the founding era. Watching the story unfold affords the sobering realization that long before the nation paid the horrific price of the Civil War, Americans had the opportunity to square the rhetoric of human rights with their institutional practice. For the Browns, as for the nation, the system of human bondage presented an impasse that admitted no middle ground. And for the Browns, as for the founding fathers at Philadelphia, efforts at compromise only delayed a final, painful reckoning.
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As much as their mutual rivalry stands at the center of this yarn, John and Moses each emerge as distinct and complete characters. Moses is the better known, famous in his day and in the annals of Rhode Island as a principled reformer, a man of faith and conviction who wrote laws and founded institutions that embodied the highest ideals of the new nation. His name is recalled in two of the schools he helped to establish, Brown University and Moses Brown School, both situated in his hometown of Providence, Rhode Island. He was a civic leader in the pioneer tradition, called upon by fellow citizens to lay out the streets of his town and serving as clerk and political captain to the colonial governor.

Moses was sober and abstentious; he read deeply in the Bible and sat out the Revolution as a conscientious objector. But he was also worldly and sophisticated, with strong opinions on the proper course of social and economic development for his state and for the nation. These were not just theoretical concerns; with his brother, Moses founded and helped lead one of America’s first banks, and on his own initiative, he established on the shores of the Blackstone River the first mechanized cotton mill on this side of the Atlantic, allowing American weavers to compete on equal footing with England and inaugurating the Industrial Revolution. His story defies category: readers will find startling insights into American political, business, and social history, all in the skein of this long and remarkable life.

As much as Moses contributed in the fields of business and education, his most passionate engagement was his opposition to slavery and the slave trade. Here Moses waged a quarter-century campaign of public persuasion and legislative action, winning a succession of major battles he fought through a combination of will and unshakable conviction, and personally writing the first law ever to decree slave trading illegal. His achievements in the first phase of the American abolition movement serve as a case study of idealism in action, when the new apparatus of democracy matched the aspirations of its founders. But the story also reads as tragedy, demonstrating the limits of institutions when confronted with the insinuating power of individual interest.

John was born in the same house with Moses and raised with the same values, but the two could not have been more different. Where Moses was slight and reserved, John had an outsized physique with a character to match. He loved to drink and to wager, to boast and to denigrate. Toward the end of his life, his children called him Old Thunder. But while Moses’ exploits were extolled in two biographies during the last century, John’s story has never been told—in part, perhaps, because so much of it smacked of the unsavory.

John was as cynical as Moses was idealistic, and his adventures take the reader on an eye-opening tour of the underside of the new republic. He leads a brazen attack on a British revenue ship, earning the wrath of the king and pushing New England to the brink of war. He wheels and deals with the Continental Congress and Washington’s army, finding avenues to profit while the nation wallows in privation. And in an episode remarkable for sheer audacity, John’s obstinate refusal to shoulder his share of the first tax authorized by the American Congress pushes the new federal government to the brink of collapse.

But when John’s interests coincide with those of the nation, he could be just as constructive as he was sometimes divisive. Even more than Moses, John was instrumental in raising the college that later bore his family name. And when a reactionary rural party won a large enough following to keep the former colony out of the new union, John became Rhode Island’s most vocal and most effective advocate for the new federal Constitution.

Neither brother is an easy read. Each has his foibles, his contradictions, his strengths and weaknesses. And they are men of their times, deeply committed to the conventions of family and community. While they get angry at each other, they never break with each other. But each is fully engaged in the life of their times, John as the thunderer, lashing out against every adversary, and Moses, equally willful, determined to honor his inner light. By following both brothers in their collaborations, their collisions, and their separate pursuits, we get a panoramic view of a seminal period. Seen through the prism of the lives of these two brothers, the founding era comes across as rich, rollicking, and more chaotic than most readers could possibly expect.

With the Browns’ wide range of interests and influence, their story inevitably intersects with those of other key players, some familiar and some less so, and all of them fascinating. Samuel Adams and Nathanael Greene take turns here, as do Stephen Hopkins, Rhode Island’s great revolutionary leader and theorist, and his brother Esek, first commodore of the United States Navy. We meet the Philadelphia abolitionists Anthony Benezet and James Pemberton, and Providence printer John Carter, one of the pioneers of the American press. George Washington is revealed here as well—for among all the chronicles of America’s primary patriarch, none documents, as this book does, his sole public performance in opposition to the slave trade.

Sons of Providence provides a fresh excursion into American history, certainly, but it is also a study in American character. Raised in a culture of freedom and self-expression, Moses and John devoted their lives to the pursuit of their own vision of individual liberty. In so doing, each emerges as an American archetype—Moses as the social reformer, driven by conscience and dedicated to an enlightened sense of justice; John as the unfettered capitalist, possessed of the prerogatives of profit and defiant of any effort to constrain his will. The story of their collaboration and their conflict has a startlingly contemporary feel. It’s hard to see their achievements and their failures without recognizing something enduring, at once hopeful and daunting, in our national character. Like any good yarn, the story of the Browns tells us something about ourselves.








1

James Brown Puts Out to Sea




DURING THE MONTHS of April and May in 1736, as the winter snows melted off the rocky hillsides of New England, the sloop Mary lay careened on the marshy west bank of the Great Salt River in the tiny British colony of Rhode Island. Her masts were taken down and laid alongside, and the graceful lines of her oaken hull exposed to be scraped of barnacles and rot and then sheathed in copper. Daytimes found the little ship swarmed by workers clad in leather breeches and homespun cotton shirts, the teams supervised by shipwright John Barnes and, occasionally, by James Brown, owner of the Mary, registered freeman of the town of Providence, and an entrepreneur of restless, seemingly limitless energy.

From his vantage above Barnes’s shipyard on Weybosset Neck, James was able at once to watch the progress on the Mary and to survey the domain of his youth and enterprise. On the point where he stood there were just a handful of farm buildings, and a dirt track that ran south and west across lowlands and tidal flats to the banks of the Pawtuxet River. To the north, past a broad, shallow cove, meadows and rolling hills stretched another fifteen miles to the border of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. To the east, across the brackish tidal flow, Prospect Hill rose sharply to an elevation of just under two hundred feet, crowned by great stands of old oak and cedar. Arrayed at its foot, running along a single lane, lay Providence itself, its taverns and proud new homes facing the street; below them, leading down to the water, stood a row of warehouses, and back of those, a dozen tarry wharves jutting into the river, one of them belonging to James. Directly south, in a vast expanse that opened until it occupied half the horizon, lay Narragansett Bay, a small inland sea of two hundred square miles fed by the streams of the Woonasquatucket and the Pawtuxet, and the surging Seekonk River. Fifty miles farther, past the busy and prosperous harbor at Newport, Narragansett Bay opened onto the chill waters of the Atlantic.

The town of Providence had been founded a century before by Roger Williams, a religious visionary banished for heresy by the rigid Puritans of Salem. For generations, the residents of Williams’s bayside settlement lived simply, raising livestock and orchards and devoting themselves to a range of religious doctrines, including Baptist, Congregationalist, and Quaker. It was a new model for a community based on the Enlightenment ideals of religious freedom and political democracy, and protected by grace of a royal charter that endorsed a “lively experiment” in “religious concernments.”

Now that close and simple world was changing. The more ambitious men of the colony were turning their backs to the gloomy hinterland and looking to the Atlantic for opportunity. Lacking the craftsmen of Massachusetts and the fertile soil of the southern colonies, Rhode Island produced little that could find a market back in England. But her wood and livestock were mainstays for the plantation colonies of the Caribbean. In addition, the head of the Narragansett Bay provided a convenient depot for the farmers of Connecticut and western Massachusetts. More and more, the sons of Providence farmers grew up in the maritime trade.

The first shipyard in Providence commenced business in 1711, building small, shallow-draft sloops to move cargoes down the bay to Newport, where they were loaded onto heavier craft for shipment to the other ports along the eastern seaboard, from Nova Scotia to the Carolinas, or farther, to the British, French, and Dutch colonies of the West Indies. Before long, the ship captains of Providence were making those voyages themselves, taking great barrels of pork and beef and cheese, along with loads of board and shingles and barrel staves, and returning with the fruits of the British empire—coffee, salt, rice, flour, milled fabrics, pewter and stoneware, silk, guns and gunpowder, and, especially from the Caribbean, sugar, molasses, and rum.

James Brown was among the earliest of these seafaring entrepreneurs. His first recorded voyage past the bluffs of Point Judith, at the mouth of Narragansett Bay, took him to Martinique, in 1727. Thereafter he’d made a score of such journeys, supplying himself enough merchandise to open a store on the main street in Providence, and enough molasses to supply two stills, where he converted the sticky brown syrup into rum. Nine years later, at the age of thirty-eight, James was all but retired from the sea, but he owned outright or in partnerships with the town’s other leading merchants a dozen ships, and he managed their affairs, commissioning captains, issuing sailing orders, and distributing the cargoes.

With the Mary, recently returned from the West Indies, James was taking the next great step, for himself and for his hometown. Once she was overhauled and sheathed to endure the long duration and heavy beating of a transatlantic voyage, James was sending her to the coast of Africa, there to secure a cargo of slaves for sale to the British and French plantation owners in the Caribbean. The slave trade was at once the most hazardous and the most lucrative business of the time, and had served as the foundation for the great fortunes of Newport, a city twice the size of Providence, which rivaled Boston as the commercial center of New England. The Mary represented James’s bid to join their ranks; the vessel would be the first slaver ever to put out from Providence.
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Making his way back to town, James passed over the Weybosset Bridge—or, more prosaically, Muddy Bridge—a sturdy expanse eighteen feet wide with a creaking draw in the middle that was the town’s first public enterprise, operated for a time by Roger Williams himself. It served mainly to carry droves of cattle and hogs that farmers brought to town for slaughter. Directly across the bridge at the foot of Prospect Hill stood Market Square, an open common crowded during the day with carts, loose livestock, and shoppers seeking produce. Stalls lined the “cheapside,” where artisans and tinkers sold housewares and handicrafts.

There were four churches in town, but no spires, a mark of the piety of the populace and a measure of their still-meager resources. The largest buildings were inns, of which there were half a dozen, but the tallest entities were the great spreading elms that shaded the yards in front of several popular taverns. The population of Providence had doubled between 1708 and 1730, to nearly four thousand people, but the sale of home lots was restricted to other townsmen, and if there were occasional strangers on the street, the place retained its air of sober industry and religious zeal. People carried names like Mercy and Toleration, Pardon and Resolved. Local ordinances barred any sports, hunting, or common labor on Sundays, and drinking on the Sabbath was restricted to “no more than necessity requireth.”

As well as James Brown knew the town, the people of Providence knew James. Stocky and powerfully built, his various pursuits engaged him in every facet of community life. Beyond his shipping interests and his stills, James ran a slaughterhouse and a retail store. He also loaned money at interest, and rented out draft animals and space on his wharf or in his warehouse. His customers often included friends and family, whose debts he carried for months and sometimes years before calling them in.

Crossing the market, running north to south, ran Towne Street; below the market it was called Water Street, but it was all the same avenue, and the only one in Providence until the middle of the century. The street was bordered for more than a mile on both sides by third-generation houses, shops, and inns. Gone were the rude, single-story houses of the early settlement, now replaced by capacious two- and three-story homes, built around massive stone fireplaces that served as kitchen, hearth, and center of family life. Some were painted in bright colors; others were clad in raw, weathered wood. Steps of stone or wood led up from the mire of the unpaved road, and served as a perch in the late afternoons for old men who puffed tobacco from long-stemmed clay pipes.

Close by the market, “amid heaps of stones and rubbish,” according to one description, stood the town whipping post, employed for the punishment of thieves and misdemeanants through the middle of the next century. This stern sentinel carried special meaning for James, recalling a seminal chapter from the family annals. That was the story of Obadiah Holmes, the father of James’s great-grandmother and among the most fervent of the religious dissidents to reject Puritan orthodoxy and establish a haven in Rhode Island. Holmes returned to Massachusetts in 1651, traveling with two acolytes to defy official edict and preach an optimistic doctrine of baptismal redemption.

Once Holmes commenced services, two local constables arrived, produced a warrant, and arrested the three schismatics. At trial a week later, presided over by the colonial governor, a verdict of heresy was found and fines assessed. Holmes’s tiny Baptist congregation quickly raised the funds to secure their leaders’ release, but Holmes stood on principle and forbade that his fine be paid. In forfeit, he was sentenced to a public flogging. The punishment was meted out at the whipping post on Boston Common, where Holmes endured thirty heavy strokes from a three-tailed whip across his bare back. According to legend, Holmes stayed silent through the beating until he was cut down from the whipping post, whereupon he turned to the magistrate-witnesses and declared, “You have struck me as with roses.” Thereafter he remained in Newport, where he presided over his church for another thirty years.

Holmes’s counterpart in Providence was Chad Brown, one of the town’s original settlers and the first pastor of the first Baptist church in America. Like Roger Williams, Chad had been exiled from Massachusetts “for conscience’ sake,” as his gravestone recorded. Chad’s only son, John, followed his father as a Baptist pastor; John’s union with the daughter of Obadiah Holmes, then, was a match of ecclesiastic moment. The Browns were a family steeped in the sort of conviction that led the Pilgrims to leave Europe and risk their lives in a strange new wilderness. In Rhode Island that ideal was taken to its extreme; the colony was distinguished in all the world as the first place to guarantee religious freedom, welcoming a freewheeling mix of antinomians, Congregationalists, Sabbatarians, and Quakers—dissidents all. Its neighbors dubbed the little colony Rogue’s Island, the “island of errors,” but those who lived there made freedom of conscience a point of pride.

Heading south from the market, James would pass two doors down to arrive at his own home. It was a busy and comfortable household, maintained by his wife, Hope, and occupied by a growing brood. The oldest, James, was then twelve years of age, followed by Nicholas, six; Mary, five; Joseph, three; and John, born January 27, 1736, and still in his crib. The family enjoyed the best furnishings the times might offer: they slept in feather beds and ate from pewter and stoneware at a table spread with linen. Leaded glass windows admitted light, and in the cold winter months, even a little warmth. In addition, like most of the established men of Providence, James owned four black slaves. At least one lived at home and worked in the kitchen; the others labored in the warehouse and other enterprises.

Little is known about Hope save for her ancestry, but that fragment of lore speaks volumes about the young family and its progeny. She was the eldest daughter of Col. Nicholas Power, who earned his rank in the colonial militia, sported a silver-hilted sword and an ivory-topped cane, and boasted the first home in Providence to feature its own dining room. The colonel was the leading Providence merchant of his time and proprietor of the town’s first still. It was Colonel Power who underwrote James’s first voyage to the West Indies, at the helm of a forty-five-foot sloop, in 1723.

Toward the end of his life, James’s father, the last of the family to take the pulpit at the First Baptist Church, grew concerned that the strict principles that guided his forebears were beginning to lose sway. In one of his final sermons, Elder James exhorted his congregation to “refuse Eror and Chuse Truth”—“Truth” residing in “the man of God” who “laboreth under a promise of salvation,” and “Eror” embodied in “the marchant man.” The admonishment might well have been addressed to his own son, by then a captain sailing for Nicholas Power. James gave a clear response in his decision to marry Hope. He would follow in the path blazed by Hope’s father, and not the one laid down by his own.

Nor was he alone. Among James’s several partners in the African venture was his brother Obadiah, namesake of their courageous ancestor. Fourteen years younger than James, the eighth of Elder James’s ten children, Obadiah had shipped out to sea under his brother’s charge, and served as captain on the Mary’s late trip to the Caribbean. Obadiah would not take the helm on the voyage across the Atlantic, but he was commissioned as supercargo, in charge of the ship’s commercial transactions. Obadiah would buy the slaves in Africa and sell them at auction in the West Indies.
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In outfitting a ship to make the voyage to Africa, James was joining a vast mercantile system that united four continents in a single great economic endeavor. The logic of slavery was simple: of all the peoples of the world, Africans had proven the best suited to withstand the heat, disease, and back-breaking toil required to raise and process cane sugar in the American tropics. White men and indigenous Indians had been put to the test, but they died in such numbers that their impressment was abandoned. Africans succumbed as well—as many as a third died during the first two years on a plantation, a phenomenon known as “seasoning”—but most survived, and the African trade thrived as a result. Slaves were used to raise coffee, tobacco, indigo, and other plantation staples, but most—as many as 90 percent in the period before 1820—were employed exclusively in growing and processing sugar.

By the end of the seventeenth century, slavery and the products of slave labor comprised the single largest economic enterprise on earth. Over the course of more than two hundred years, European carriers—British, Spanish, French, and Portuguese—had shipped more than 2 million Africans across the Atlantic in chains. But that was just the beginning. Spurred by an exploding European demand for sugar, traffic in slaves surged, and in the eighteenth century alone more than 6 million Africans were taken from their homeland to plantations in Brazil, the Caribbean, and, to a much smaller extent, British North America.

The increase in demand wrought fundamental changes in the trade. Up to the end of the seventeenth century, most of the slaves were carried on ships owned by monopolies operating under royal charters. Beginning in 1698, however, in a bid for still greater volume, the British opened the trade to private carriers. The French followed suit in 1725, and by 1730, most of the trade was being conducted by private enterprise. And while most of the slave ships continued to sail from European ports, mariners from Britain’s North American colonies answered the call as well.

At the outset, the nascent North American slave trade sprung up at all the major colonial ports. Ships put out for the Guinea Coast, as the slave-trading region of West Africa was known, from Boston, New York, Charleston, and Philadelphia, as well as from Newport. But Rhode Island soon emerged as the dominant player on this side of the Atlantic, due in large part to its isolation. For the merchants and sea captains of Rhode Island, ever hampered by the limited range of exports they could offer, the opening of the slave trade represented a crucial new opportunity. If they could raise the capital to finance the twelve-thousand-mile voyage, they might realize dramatic profits, gains far surpassing the single-digit margins produced by even the most successful coasting run. Moreover, the African trade prized the single export that Rhode Islanders had so far learned to manufacture: rum.

In the first centuries of the slave trade, African and European middlemen on the western coast of Africa had narrowed the list of commodities that they would barter for slaves to guns, gold, and spirits—primarily French brandy. Around 1700, interlopers from the West Indies introduced rum, and the stronger stuff quickly supplanted brandy as the preferred libation. By 1725, British traders at Sierra Leone reported to their home office that there was “no trade to be made without rum.”

This development accrued to the benefit of Rhode Island, as craftsmen there had learned to distill their spirits at a higher proof and consistently better quality. African chiefs and their European trading partners quickly learned to tell the difference, which led the governor of one British trading fort to acknowledge, in 1775, that “West India rum never will sell here while there is any Americans here.” Consequently, almost from the time they entered the trade, New England slavers specialized in rum—the Rhode Island captains came to be known as Rum Men—and their merchandise took precedence in the slave markets of Africa. Rum became the practical currency on the coast and at the European forts, with prices for slaves denominated in gallons of rum as well as ounces of gold.

Rhode Island rum first appeared in quantity on the African coast in 1725, when three slaving voyages sailed from Newport. Over the course of the next ten years, Newport merchants sent twenty-five ships to Africa, where they traded barrels of rum for an estimated four thousand slaves. Once their cargo was loaded, they sailed a southerly route to reach the Caribbean, where they disposed of their captives and invested the proceeds in molasses, which they brought home to Rhode Island to make more rum. This was the triangle trade, and a successful run brought profits from each leg. How much depended on the particulars of the voyage, and ledgers giving specific figures are rare. But one 1747 letter sent from a slave captain to a Liverpool shipmaster gives a sense of the high end: “Negroes at Jamaica £50 to £55 a head bought on the Coast of Affrica at from £4 to £6 a head.”

In trying to keep tabs on his competitors at Newport, James Brown was sure to hear talk about the ten-to-one margins that could be realized in the slave trade. He was just as sure to hear of the pitfalls of trade on the African coast. Trading for slaves was a dangerous business, where a soured deal could suddenly turn violent, and where, once secured on board, the human cargoes often rebelled, sometimes overwhelming their captors. Even the normal hazards of maritime commerce increased exponentially in the slave trade. The West African coast was a notorious haunt for pirates, and tropical disease carried off white seamen at an alarming rate.

But as a sea captain and a maritime merchant, James was accustomed to long odds and high risk. Besides, his two stills were producing more rum than he could move in the local market. In March of 1736, one consignment of molasses had been sitting on his wharf untouched for six months. James had spent years supplying Newport slavers with rum; now he was determined to join their ranks.
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James kept no journal in the months preceding the dispatch of the Mary, but a cache of his letters survives, and they make it clear this was a critical project, demanding all of his resources and capital. In January of 1736, he notified one correspondent that “I should be very glad if you would come over & Settel accounts with me, I am at present in great want of Money.” The same month, addressing a Mr. Turtolow, he was even more direct: “I want my money verry much.” And as late as June, he requested of a Captain Remington that “if you have any money to lett I will take it at two shillings per pound to the quantity of five hundred pounds,” a small fortune at the time.

James had to call in his accounts in order to finance the thorough overhaul required to convert his coastal freighter into a slave ship. Aside from copper sheathing, that meant raising the deck to allow more room beneath, where the slaves would be confined during much of the passage from Africa. A wooden barrier, known as a barracoon, had to be constructed amidships to separate the crew from their cargo.

No physical description of the Mary survives, but in all probability she was about the same size as James’s other single-masted sloops—about fifty feet in length, no more than twenty feet across, and less than ten feet deep. A raised quarterdeck in the rear made room below for an officer’s cabin that looked over the sea through a row of cut-glass windows. The Mary was a good deal smaller than the average European slaver, but fit the norm for those putting out from the colonies. The smaller craft required less up-front capital, and allowed captains to assemble their cargoes more quickly, which meant a shorter stay on the pestilential African coast. With a second deck, really little more than a shelf, rigged below to provide cramped sleeping quarters of between eighteen inches and two feet high, the little ship could carry a cargo of about a hundred disconsolate Africans.

Other modifications were required. All of the hatches, gangways, and other portals through which a slave might attempt escape had to be reinforced. A ledger of James’s accounts shows a bill from the blacksmith for an assortment of iron spikes, a “scuttle bar” and a “hach bar” weighing about eight pounds apiece, along with “35 pare of handcoofs.” That last entry gives some indication of the size of the cargo James anticipated; male slaves were commonly shackled together, so the handcuffs would suffice for seventy men; females were kept separate and often unfettered.

James’s letters also indicate the cargo he was sending to Africa. In March, he wrote to Boston to obtain precise current prices for rum, sugar, and molasses and, separately, contacted a fellow merchant who was due to receive a vessel “loden with staves.” James asked him to set aside a thousand, to make barrels suitable for shipping rum.

By June, all the preparations were complete. The Mary was fitted and stocked, and a captain and crew had been enlisted. Certainly there was a final gathering of the Brown clan, with James, Hope, and their five children, along with Obadiah and perhaps Jeremiah, another seafaring brother, and Elisha, the youngest son of Elder James and always a favorite in the family. Widow Mary Brown would have presided, the ailing matriarch having arrived at her sixty-fifth year; her household slave, a black woman named Quassie, would have tended the table, serving roasted meat, stewed squash, and coarse cornmeal bread. There would be toasts of rum or cider drunk to the success of James’s most daring venture, and prayers for Obadiah’s safe return from his first trip across the sea.

Soon after, James looked on as Obadiah climbed the gangway from the wharf on the banks of Salt River to join the captain and crew on the Mary, her rails gleaming with a new coat of varnish. Comparable slave ships of the time carried a remarkably small complement of sailors, with a mate or two, half a dozen seamen, and perhaps a cabin boy. With the wind at their backs and the tide flowing out, the crew raised the canvas, a billowing, triangular mainsail behind the mast, two or three headsails toward the bow, and a square-rigged topsail above. Silently gaining way, she slipped down to Fox Point, at the southern end of town, and out onto the choppy waters of the bay. Even if all went well, she would not return for the better part of a year.

The passage to Africa was the quiet leg of the journey. With the cargo secure in the hold, the crew had little to do but get to know one another and the ship. The seas beneath their bow shifted from green to blue as they entered the Gulf Stream, and then back to green as they crossed through, en route to Sierra Leone, at the western edge of Africa. The water was streaked with pale yellow gulf weed and broken by the splash of flying fish and dolphins. Reaching the Tropic of Cancer, the mariners marked their passage by celebrating the baptism of the tropics, a ribald and time-honored ceremony that called for dousing any novice to the southern climes, regardless of rank, with bracing pails of seawater. From there the Mary would steer farther south, into the steady flow of the Guinea current, which would carry them up into the Bight of Benin, and along the shores of the storied slave coast.

In the weeks before his departure, Obadiah would have learned what he could of the state of trade on the coast. He would know about the two primary modes of trade—either at the forts maintained by the major European powers, or in direct transactions with African chiefs or white freelancers, usually at the mouth of the scores of rivers that cleaved the thousand-mile stretch of coastline where most of the English-speaking slavers conducted business. The forts presented the easier option, mud-

walled garrisons where Dutch, British, or French factors held as many as a thousand slaves in stockades or underground dungeons awaiting the arrival of ships seeking cargo. But the large stocks were reserved for European captains; for Yankee interlopers, the middlemen exacted a premium, and the supply of slaves was sporadic. During lean years, or if a slaver was seeking bargains, he made his deals with the Africans in person.

That was a decidedly tricky option. Grounded as it was in kidnapping, the slave trade bred fear and mistrust on both sides. Some slavers liked to shorten the bargaining process by grabbing the African traders as well as those captives offered for sale; retribution might be exacted upon the next slave crew to arrive. And even the most routine transactions involved an elaborate series of payments of tribute to the local king or his lieutenants, to various interpreters and intermediaries, and to the African trader on the beach. Wrangling over what was paid and what was delivered might quickly escalate into a “palaver,” a dispute that required a formal sit-down between the parties, usually resolved through still another payment of rum, gold, or possibly tobacco. Both slavers and their African counterparts frequently resorted to “panyaring,” or seizing hostages, to ensure the terms of trade.

The greatest drawback in direct deals with Africans was time. Slaves were rarely available in quantity, and usually purchased one or two at a time. Even trading at the European forts, American slavers rarely made their cargo through a single transaction, or even several. Far more often, a slave ship would languish for three to five months on the south-facing coast, her crew members exposed to malaria, dysentery, and other mortal threats; some slave ships tarried as long as eight months to assemble a full complement of Africans.

Obadiah had proven himself in the markets of the West Indies, which were notoriously dicey; as one ship captain put it, there was “more honor and honesty in so many highwaymen in England than in the merchants” of the Caribbean. Still, the ports of Surinam and Martinique must have seemed tame by comparison. The strange surroundings, the bewildering conventions, and the high stakes of trade on the coast—literally life-and-death—had to pose a challenge to a young trader making his first trip to the continent.

Obadiah and the Mary reached Africa sometime in early August, not long after the close of the rainy season, when sudden squalls and offshore tornadoes made the seas especially dangerous. Under quiet skies, the long, low profile of the Guinea Coast hovered over a border of soft white breakers, rolling steadily in the tropical haze. The captain had completed his primary mission. It was now up to Obadiah to make his way to shore, contact the nearest slave merchant, and begin trading for captive Africans, who would be sent off in chains aboard the Mary’s longboat. The trips ashore became a routine that lasted for months, broken only to weigh anchor and move farther east, carried by the Guinea current, first along the Gold Coast, then the Slave Coast, the stifling quarters between decks slowly filling with people.

The Mary soon had company. A Newport captain reported in October that “we have had nineteen sail of us at one time…so that these ships that are said to cary prime slaves off is now forced to take any that comes.” Many of the rival slavers were French—“the whole coast is full of them”—but several others were from Rhode Island. “Heair is 7 sail of us Rume men that we are Ready to Devur one another; for our Case is Despart.”

The writer went on to describe what amounted to the grim existence of the slave trader: “I beg that you will exist my family in what they shall want for I no not when I shall git home to them myself. I have had the misfortune to bury my Chefe Mate on the 21st of September, and one man more; and lost the Negro man primus, and Adam Overboard on my pasedge one three weeks after another. That makes me now Very weak handed: for out of what is left theair is two that is good for nothing. Cap Hamond hath bin heair six months and has but 60 slaves on bord.”

Aside from competition for scarce slaves, the prevalence of so many Rhode Island traders meant that the market for rum was glutted, making trades that much more difficult. Yet for all the adversity other slavers encountered that season, Obadiah appears to have had a successful voyage. It may have been that the Mary beat the rush, moving her rum before the rest of the Rhode Islanders arrived. And it may be a measure of Obadiah’s mercantile skills. But the Mary must have departed Africa sometime in October, for she had arrived in the Caribbean by November 25, when Obadiah got a letter off to his brother. Unfortunately, Obadiah reported, he had encountered a “poor market” for selling his captive cargo. James addressed an answer to his “Loveing brother” in March, reflecting the long delays in seaborne communications.

“But you are well, which is good news, for health in this world is better than welth,” James wrote. “By all means make dispatch in your business if you cannot Sell all your Slaves to your mind bring some home I believe they will Sell well, get molasses if you can, and if you Cannot come without it, leave no debts behind upon no account, get some Sugar & Cotten if you Can handily, but be Sure make dispatch for that is the life of trade.”

Obadiah completed the final leg of his passage in May, returning to Providence eleven months after his departure with a full cargo of guns, gunpowder, salt, cordage, coffee, fabrics, and still more rum. Obadiah also delivered three slaves, whom James promptly put up for sale. On May 11, 1737, he notified a correspondent: “Sir, if I remember Rite you dezaired me to Right you a few lines at the Arivol of my Ginemon. Theas may in forme you that she is Arived and you may have A slave if you Cum or send Befoar they air Gon.” James added that salt and other goods were available, but advised his customer to hurry: “You Cannot be two soon.”

Obadiah’s African voyage came at a time of transition in the life of the Brown family. While he was at sea, his mother died, closing the books on the third generation of the Browns in Providence. Mary Brown’s will completed the distribution of her late husband’s estate, including several parcels of land and her personal servants. To one son she left an “apprentice boy, Othniel Herndon”; to another, a young slave named Cuffey, the son of Quassie. In June, after a month ashore, Obadiah married Mary Harris, his first cousin, daughter of his mother’s brother. The following year, both Obadiah and James each celebrated the birth of children; Obadiah’s first, a daughter, Phebe, and James’s sixth, a son, whom he named Moses.

Also in 1738, James suffered the injury that would lead to his demise, sustained during a weight lifting contest at a spring fair. In May, he penned a public letter “to all my neighbours, that if it be the pleasure of the heavens to take the breath out of my mortal body…I am quite free and willing that my body may be opened, in order that my fellow creatures and neighbours may see whether my grievance hath been nothing but a spleen or not.” James survived another year, during which he continued to dispatch ships and issue detailed sailing orders to his captains, but he succumbed in April of 1739. Obadiah was again at sea when his brother died. Writing home to his grieving sister-in-law, he commiserated in “ye heavy nuse of ye death of my brother which is no small Con sarn to me for he was ye only frind to me.” Obadiah promptly followed James’s example, retiring from the sea to operate a store, underwrite shipping ventures, and invest in a range of local industry. And as they came of age, he introduced his nephews into the ways of commerce.
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John and Moses Brown grew up with no memories of their father, but their lives were closely bounded by conventions of culture, community, and family. In their free time, they were turned loose to wander; the town was crowded with friends and relations, and the Brown boys were known by a singsong jingle that survives to this day, “Nick and Josie, John and Mosie.” Providence provided ample opportunity for play. The woods were safe; Indian raiders had torched the town in 1675, but it had been a death spasm for the tribes of Rhode Island, and those not slain had been sold into slavery. Yet the forest still held its mystery, as well as wolves, martens, foxes, and wildcats. In the tidal shallows of Mile-End Cove, off the Great Salt River to the south of town, lay rich beds of clams, quahogs, and oysters, some as much as a foot long. And on the wharves, children could treat themselves to a taste of the molasses oozing from the seams of barrels awaiting shipment. An old story tells of a merchant trying to select his purchase. When he inquired, “What casks are your best?” he was answered with a shrug. “Ask that little molasses-faced Moses, he will tell you.”

Hope Brown made sure the boys attended school, probably at the one operated by George Taylor, a disciple of the Church of England who also served as the town scrivener. Classes were held about a half mile from the Brown home; their trek up Towne Street took the boys past landmarks as familiar as the furniture in their living room. There were the fanciful signs of the shopkeepers—the Bunch of Grapes, or the leering Turk’s Head—totems carved from heavy chunks of wood and swinging from ornate iron brackets. Entering Market Square, they passed on their right the apothecary run by Jabez Bowen. His brother Ephraim, also a physician, lived next door, their homes resting at the foot of Prospect Hill. Ephraim had fourteen children; the oldest, Jabez, a year younger than Moses, was a classmate who became a lifelong friend. Fronting the north side of the square lived Arthur Fenner, a judge and a distant cousin of the Browns who traced his lineage back to Chad. Of Obadiah Brown’s four daughters, one would marry a Fenner; another, young Jabez Bowen. And to the left, on the south shoulder of the market, stood the home of Joseph Jenckes, recently retired as governor of the colony and a giant of a man, standing more than seven feet tall. Jenckes’s wife, Martha, was a Brown; their daughter Catherine was married to William Turpin, proprietor of the town’s largest inn, which doubled on occasion as the seat of the colonial legislature.

Continuing up past the square, the boys passed the home of their uncle Obadiah and his daughters, which faced across the avenue the squat, austere lines of the Baptist meetinghouse, forty feet square, where the Browns’ forebears had presided for generations. Should they venture farther, beyond the schoolhouse to the northern reach of town, they would arrive at the shop kept by their uncle Elisha. For John and Moses, the lines between family and community were often blurred.

The boys learned to read and write in the fashion of the day—syntax and spelling, even among the leading intellectuals of the time, was haphazard, sometimes comically so. More exacting was the training in arithmetic, a critical skill at a time when merchants dealt with half a dozen currencies—French livres, Dutch stivers and guilders, Spanish pieces of eight, and British pounds, shillings, and pence, as well as several different issues of colonial scrip from Rhode Island and Massachusetts.

The boys learned those lessons well, if John’s testimony can be taken at face value. A “cypher book” from his school days is inscribed with the date 1749—when he was twelve years old—and the legend “John Brown the Cleverest boy in Providence Town.” What follows is exercises and instructions that today seem utterly confounding. An example is “The Golden Rule, or rule of 3. This is the Golden Rule for the excellency thereof.” The rule is illustrated in rhyme:


If the 4th of the Second must Exceed then See

By the great Extream It Multiplyed be

But if it must be Less than Second Aim

To multiply it by the Less Extream.



Examples were taken from the life of commerce. Under the heading “Variety,” pupils solved problems like these: “A Tobaconist would mix 20 lb. of Tobaco at 9 d. a lb. with 40 lb. at 12 d. a lb. and with 30 lb. at 18 Pence and with 12 lb. at 2 Shillings a Pound, What will a Pound of this mixture be worth?” John gave the answer of “2 s. 2.2 6-17 farthing.”

Practical as they were, the lessons also included nautical problems. The boys learned to calculate a ship’s latitude using sextant readings taken from the sun at zenith, a skill that opened all the seas of the globe to an intrepid mariner. And they learned the method for determining a ship’s tonnage, which was more a factor of volume than weight—“Rule first say as 1 : Breadth :: Half the Breadth : a fourth Number. Again as 94 : the fourth Number :: her length : Tunnage.”

Studies occupied only part of the day. Even in their teens, the boys were frequenting the taverns in town, playing cards and drinking “punch,” commonly braced with rum. Weekends brought “frolicks,” open-house parties that featured reels or jigs, danced to the tune of a fiddle, and games like Who’s Got the Button, intricate contests that ended with the “loser” exchanging kisses with a laughing, longhaired girl. And there were pranks. Moses was away from Providence on a visit when he received a letter from his friend Jabez Bowen. It notified that “Brothers J. Brown and J. Updike have Broke the Meeting Hous windows. You must make haste home.” Glass being precious at the time, this was a fairly serious case of vandalism. But John was rambunctious through all his years, and Moses would grow familiar with the task of bailing his brother out of trouble.

John and Moses ended their formal education early—Moses recalled later that he left school after his thirteenth year—and graduated to Obadiah’s countinghouse. There they joined Nicholas, who was already keeping accounts and running the distilling operation, and Joseph, who did as he was asked but never developed the flair for business that distinguished his brothers. Obadiah needed his nephews’ help as soon as they became useful. The business grew steadily, and in several new directions. Around 1752, Obadiah opened a chocolate mill—cocoa rivaled coffee as a favorite brew and was routinely listed on the cargo manifests from the West Indies, yet the beans had to be shipped on to Boston or New York for grinding. Obadiah’s water-driven mill was the colony’s first, and he was soon offering his services to merchants in Providence and at Newport.

About the same time, Obadiah invested in a chandlery to manufacture high-grade candles from refined whale oil. This served another pressing need in colonial households, which relied on pine knots or tallow candles fabricated over the kitchen stove for interior lighting. Whale-oil candles, called spermaceti for the thrice-pressed head matter from which they were made, gave off three times the light of tallow candles, from a tall, clear flame.

The method for producing spermaceti candles was an arcane process of pressing and cooling that lasted all through the cold winter months. Developed on the continent, it was brought to Rhode Island by Jacob Rodriguez Rivera, a Portuguese merchant and leader of the Jewish community at Newport. Soon after, in 1753, Obadiah had erected a candle works at Tockwotton, a district at the southern end of Providence sometimes known as Fox Point. There was a primary workshop and a collection of outbuildings that grew steadily over time until they sprawled over eleven acres. By then the Browns were processing more than a hundred tons of whale oil each year. The gloomy manufactory was operated by Joseph, whose abilities ran more in a mechanical than a commercial vein. Family lore holds further that John Vanderlight, a physician who trained in his native Holland and maintained a drugstore on Towne Street, revealed to Obadiah the secrets of spermaceti. Vanderlight was the husband of Mary Brown, the sole daughter of Captain James.

Some historians dispute Vanderlight’s role, but the story reflects the insular nature of the Brown family enterprises. Nicholas ran the distillery and kept books in Obadiah’s countinghouse. John and Moses joined in as they came of age; John appears to have specialized in assembling cargoes for the coastal trade, while Moses became expert in prices and markets in the West Indies and at the whaling center of Nantucket. Both of the younger brothers served as supercargo on coasting voyages, but it was James, the eldest, who followed in the path of his father and uncle as a captain at the helm of Obadiah’s growing fleet.

For all their innovation, the family’s primary interest remained on the sea. Records show that between 1748 and 1760, Obadiah and his nephews owned outright or jointly more than sixty vessels. Most were away at any given time, carrying freight from Surinam to Nova Scotia, and occasionally as far as Honduras, London, and, as we have seen, Africa. While the slave trade was never its primary concern, the family firm maintained an active interest in that line of business. In 1758, Obadiah listed ten black slaves in the cargo manifest of a ship dispatched to New Orleans on a trading venture. The next year, he sent the schooner Wheel of Fortune to the Guinea Coast. She never returned, apparently captured by French pirates. The event was recorded in the simple entry in Obadiah’s insurance ledger: “Taken.”

Raiders were a fact of life on the high seas during the period of Europe’s near-incessant imperial conflicts, and the Browns gave as well as they got. As early as the 1740s, Obadiah was fitting vessels with cannon and shot, arming his crews with pistol and saber, and sending them out to prowl for ships flying foreign flags. These were privateers, marauders deputized by royal decree to harass enemy shipping. Through the hostilities that climaxed with the French and Indian War of the 1750s, Dutch, Spanish, and French captains all struck their colors under the threat of Obadiah’s guns, and their ships and cargo were sold at auction at Newport, the proceeds divvied up as spoils of war.

Young James’s correspondence from distant ports reflected the nature of the firm’s business and the tenor of Brown family relations. A letter posted from New Bern, North Carolina, in February 1749, and addressed to “Mr. Nicholas Brown Distiller” described a voyage “With Such Gales of Wind that It Is Impossibel to Expres Beat and tore my Sails and Riging more than I should have Dun In Six months moderate wether. the Vessel Sprung A Leak the second Night after I came and Continewed the Whole Passage So that Wee had a smart Spel at a pump Every half hour…markets Are Very Bad so that our Goods Will Not fetch the firs Cos…Remember my harty and obedient Respect to my dear mother Brothers and Sister Likewise to Unkel Elisha.”

The following September James put out as captain of the sloop Freelove, bound for Maryland. It was his last journey. He died at York, Virginia, February 21, 1751. There is no record of the cause of death, nor of the reactions in Providence, but it may have prompted the family’s decision that Moses move from the home of his birth to his uncle’s house, also on Towne Street but a few doors north of Market Square. Obadiah and his wife produced eight children, but each of their four sons died in infancy, and Moses was embraced as the surrogate. He reciprocated with unswerving devotion, and later came to refer to Obadiah as “Father Brown.”
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By persevering through bereavement, by building on the legacy of their forefathers, by exploiting the opportunities their particular situation offered to them while responding to its limitations, the Browns by the middle of the eighteenth century secured their position as the leading family of their growing town. That they succeeded as a clan seems to have been dictated by circumstance; more than in other, better established colonial centers, the fortunes of Providence rested on the achievements of families, rather than individuals.

This was due in part to the limited resources of the town: individual initiative alone did not guarantee success so well as concerted enterprise. It also shows how isolated Providence was. It was a juncture for commerce but not a crossroads, its overland approaches consisting of rutted trails, bridle paths, and old Indian tracks through the forest. Strangers were accepted only gradually, and the founding families held on to their prerogatives. Within that tight-knit community, however, there was easy familiarity and frequent collaboration. The Browns pursued their business interests in concert with a handful of other leading families in Providence who also made up their circle of friends; together they constituted the town’s elite. The Angells, partners in several Brown shipping ventures, were another clan that maintained vessels, a store, and a still for making rum. The sons and nephews of Joseph Jenckes, James’s august neighbor on Towne Street, also traded with the West Indies and ran a shop in Providence; Joseph’s brother Ebenezer preceded Elder James Brown as pastor of the Baptist Church. As Joseph Jenckes wed Martha Brown, so did Nicholas Brown, two generations later, marry Rhoda Jenckes, in 1762. Nicholas was an occasional business partner—and sometime rival—of Rhoda’s father.

But the Browns’ most important association, in the life of the family and the life of the colony, was with Stephen and Esek Hopkins, two of ten brothers and sisters raised on a homestead in Scituate, a rural district west of Providence. Stephen and Esek both moved to “the compact part of town” along Towne Street in the 1740s, where both became actively engaged in the life of the community. Esek was a mariner and a trader who routinely sailed on commission for James and then Obadiah Brown; in 1758, sailing at the helm of the Brown ship Providence, Esek and two other privateers from New York captured a five-hundred-ton, sixteen-gun Dutch freighter loaded with flour and brandy after a seven-

hour firefight near Cape Francois.

Stephen Hopkins was a merchant and entrepreneur, but more than that, he was a born statesman, an autodidact renowned for his wide reading in the classics, law, and philosophy. He was elected to the colonial assembly from Scituate, and was named speaker the year he moved into Providence. The diarist Ezra Stiles, an early president of Yale, described Stephen as “a man of penetrating astutious Genius, full of Subtlety, deep Cunning, intriguing and enterprising.” Moses Brown was thirty years younger than Stephen Hopkins, but even as a teenager Moses adopted him as a mentor and father figure, and Stephen accepted him as a peer.

These several families were distinguished by their expansive homes on Towne Street, most of them built on the original lots parceled out by Roger Williams and Chad Brown a century before; by their settled position in the several congregations in town; and by their rank as freeholders of the colony, a status conferred on landholders that included suffrage in local elections. They kept slaves to labor in their kitchens and their workshops, and spent the muggy summers in country homes outside the town. They were recognized on the street by the finery of their clothes: instead of coarse cloth and leather breeches, they wore cut velvet coats over brocaded silk vests, and below the knee, fine cotton hose. Powdered wigs were rare—these were not the grandees of Newport or New York—but the upper class favored silver buckles on their shoes instead of the more plebian pewter.

Like the Browns, most of the leading clans in Providence could trace their ancestry back to one of the founders of the town, and they owed their prominence as much to the generous land holdings passed down through the generations as to their own ingenuity. But they understood that with their prosperity came an obligation to lend a hand in raising up a new society on the edge of the wilderness. Obadiah served as a member of the Providence town council and later the colonial assembly, whose members were selected twice annually by the councils of the various towns. On the assembly he joined the Hopkins brothers, the Jenckeses, and others at biannual meetings that rotated between Providence, Newport, and three other county seats. When at Providence, the assembly would convene at Turpin’s tavern, whose high, projecting eaves shaded the largest building in town. Meetings were held in a converted dance hall before a stone fireplace large enough to stand in. There the delegates wrangled over disputes with Great Britain and the neighboring colonies as well as local questions like financing the town jail. Administration was in the hands of the delegates; in 1754, Obadiah Brown and James Angell were commissioned to purchase “a large water engine” to augment the leather buckets of the town fire brigade.

Not all the advances were fostered through government associations. About 1750, Stephen Hopkins donated his collection of books to help launch a lending library in Providence; the titles included full sets of Pope, Swift, Milton, and Shakespeare, along with Greek and Latin classics and standards in politics, law, and medicine. Housed in the council chamber at the courthouse, it was one of the first public libraries in all the colonies, after Boston and Newport. The original subscribers included Obadiah, Nicholas, John, and Moses Brown, not yet fifteen years old. Nicholas was the first librarian, attending the desk from 2 to 5 P.M. on Saturday afternoons. Separately, Joseph, John, and Moses became Freemasons, joining the order when Saint John’s Lodge was chartered in Providence in 1757.

Yet as much as their lives were circumscribed by family and town, the young men of the Brown clan each followed his own course to maturity. Nicholas emerged as the most conscientious of the four surviving brothers, keeper of accounts for the family firm and, as the eldest, the clan’s first voice within family and local government councils. His instincts tended toward cautious and conservative; he rarely broke new ground, but made sure to consolidate whatever gains a given venture might yield. Joseph, by contrast, was indifferent to the affairs of business. He focused instead on esoteric questions of mathematics, architecture, and engineering. He joined with his brothers in service in the colonial assembly, and presided for years over the meetings of the Freemasons, but never attained the worldly stature of his siblings.

The two younger boys were more venturesome. John and Moses each practiced the arts of navigation as apprentices on the family ships, and both learned to dicker and drive bargains on Newport’s bustling waterfront, at the great wholesale houses of Boston, and on the tarry wharves of Nantucket. The two were frequent collaborators, traveling together on business and, in the summer months, on pleasure cruises across the sparkling waters of Narragansett Bay. Just two years apart in age, they shared similar duties at the family firm and the same circle of friends. Growing up, they forged a bond of friendship that was often tested but never renounced.

Yet for all they shared, John and Moses were distinctly different in character, temperament, and even physical bearing. Both were short men, just over five feet tall, but where Moses was slim, John was stout, his girth broadening as the years went by. Even in his early years, John was a great talker and loved large entertainments; Moses was more reticent, more apt to listen, more thoughtful in his responses. Where John was an egotist, Moses was painfully humble. Where John sought out conflict, Moses looked for conciliation.

And while Moses was always comfortable with the disciplined pieties of the Baptists and other moral leaders of the town, John openly rebelled. He made a show of his independence in the spring of 1762, when a theater troupe from New York, after a successful season at Newport, moved on to Providence and commenced to raise a building to house a “histrionic academy.” Their efforts spurred an emergency meeting of the town council, which voted to ban “all Kinds of Stage plays or Theatrical Shows.” When the visitors persisted, the council petitioned the colonial assembly on grounds that “So Expensive Amusements and idle Diversions cannot be of any good Tendancy among us.” The petition carried 405 signatures.

John Brown’s was not among them. Toward the end of the troupe’s stay in Providence, a mob gathered in front of their theater to demand their expulsion. John was outraged, and decided to stage a performance of his own to break up the demonstration. With the help of some other young men, John went to the local militia depot and secured the loan of a cannon, which he dragged back to the theater and trained on the assembled protesters. The show went on that day, but in August the assembly endorsed the Providence petition; the town would not host another theatrical performance until 1795.

But John’s primary concern was always business. While still serving out his apprenticeship to Obadiah, John took in side work, keeping books for Esek Hopkins and others to earn a few extra shillings. Soon after, when the expanding state of the candle business began to drive up the cost of whale oil, John organized a consortium of four candle manufacturers in a bid to set a ceiling on the price. The agreement also specified a minimum price for the sale of finished candles, and required that all parties use any “fair and honorable” means to prevent any new chandlers from entering the trade. John put his stamp on the agreement by proposing that members of the consortium meet twice yearly “at the best tavern in Taunton,” in Massachusetts.

John distinguished himself early as a shrewd and reliable arbiter of accounts. By 1757, at just twenty years of age, he was deputized at the admiralty court at Newport to help supervise the auction of prize ships sailed home by Rhode Island privateers. These captured vessels brought windfall profits for the owners of the privateers and handsome bonuses for their daring crews. Their arrival created a sensation along the waterfront, and John’s official position placed him at the center of the action. He cut a striking figure on the docks and in the great stone market buildings of Newport, an upstart from Providence, short and stout but brash and cocksure, shouldering his way among swarthy seamen and the merchants and port officials with their ruffled cuffs and powdered wigs, some more than twice his age.

Moses also proved useful and reliable in the affairs of the family firm, but his creativity found different avenues of expression. Like Joseph, Moses became engrossed with the technical questions that arose at the chocolate and candle manufactories. And he was constantly looking for ways to diversify. While still in his teens, Moses began investigating ways to produce silk by raising silkworms on homegrown mulberry bushes. The scheme never reached fruition, though silk production caught on for a time in nearby Connecticut.

Nor was his intellect confined to affairs of commerce. He wrote to friends in New Haven and New York to request books on advanced mathematics and various topics in medicine and horticulture. He was fascinated by the new procedure of inoculation, then being introduced to combat the deadly threat posed by smallpox. Inoculation was illegal in Rhode Island, so Moses traveled to New Jersey to inspect a hospital that specialized in the practice. He made a second trip to get inoculated himself, marking a lifelong interest in public health.

The pronounced difference between the younger Browns was illustrated in their marriages. When John was wed, in 1760, at the age of twenty-four, he reached outside the family congregation and chose a Quaker, Sarah Smith, the daughter of a successful merchant and distiller. Their wedding was a gala celebration attended by most of the town’s elite; the Browns borrowed coaches and carriages to ferry their guests from the nuptials to the reception. The next day, John moved his new bride into a new home, one of the first brick buildings to be erected on Towne Street. He furnished it with new chairs and looking glasses imported from Philadelphia, along with burnished walnut desks and bookcases made by John Goddard at Newport, regarded ever since as exemplars of colonial craftsmanship.

Moses was married four years later, at age twenty-six, in a quiet family ceremony, to his cousin Anna, the third of Obadiah’s four daughters. The newlyweds continued to reside at Obadiah’s drafty old house along with Moses’ mother and his sister Mary Vanderlight, by then a widow, as well as Anna’s younger sister. Like John, Moses also undertook a construction project in the year of his marriage, but his task, assigned by the town council, was to supervise the paving of Towne Street.

It seems likely that Obadiah would have rejoiced at the union of his daughter and his favorite nephew—after all, Obadiah had also chosen a first cousin as his wife, a practice that persisted in the colonies through the rest of the century. But the venerated uncle was not there to grant his blessing. Obadiah died a year before the ceremony, felled by a stroke while riding from Providence to his country house. John and Moses were in Newport when they heard the news. Moses headed immediately for Providence, riding hard up the east side of the bay and arriving in time to share a few last words with his uncle; John stayed behind “to compleat sum business of importance.”

Obadiah’s passing brought the tutelage of his brother’s sons to an abrupt close. No longer could the Brown brothers turn to a seasoned elder for direction and advice. Yet their uncle had lived long enough to complete James’s work of raising up the next generation. Each of the four young men had completed his apprenticeship in business, and each had assumed his home on Towne Street. John already stood out as the most aggressive and enterprising businessman in the family, and possibly Rhode Island, but he was not the best endowed. That distinction belonged to Moses, a consequence of his close bond with his uncle. In his will, Obadiah left Moses the same share of his fortune as he left his own children—this in addition to Moses’ bequeathal from his own father, which included 145 acres of light farmland fronting the Seekonk River, east of town. That estate was increased further by his marriage to Anna, described in a contemporary account as “an agreeable young lady, with a handsome fortune.”

In November 1762, the four Brown brothers reorganized the family firm as Nicholas Brown & Company. Nicholas was then thirty-three years old, and Moses just twenty-four, but together the young men presided over the largest shipping concern in Providence, the largest chocolate mill in the colony, and the largest candle manufactory in North America.

The Brown brothers would grow and prosper, their fortunes entwined with those of their colony and the new society taking shape along the shores of North America. They were defined by concentric circles of powerful influence—family and town, colony and empire, God and king—and yet within that framework they were essentially, intrinsically autonomous, guided by instinct and character. In the coming years, those bulwarks of influence would be tested in the forge of war and revolution. The older Browns, Nicholas and Joseph, would hunker down, clinging to institutions and their own comforts as they rode out the tumult. But as much as their brothers turned inward, John and Moses looked outward, each grappling for his own answer to the questions of freedom and independence, both personal and political. And as much as the times were marked by the struggles of empire, by generals and armies and fleets, the greatest challenge the brothers faced would come from each other.
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IN THE DECADES before the idea of America even took shape, the interior of North America loomed as a forbidding wilderness, and Rhode Island stood as an outpost on the western fringe of Britain’s sprawling oceanic empire. Opportunity lay to the south, where the patrician planters of the Caribbean vied for the favor and the markets of their continental sponsors, and relied on Yankee sea captains for livestock, boards, and barrel staves, and for the fish and meat that sustained the slave gangs that labored under the tropical sun.

John and Moses Brown learned to work the creaking interstices of that unwieldy system from the family wharves on the Great Salt River and from their stores and countinghouse on Towne Street. By the middle of the 1760s, their firm had more than eighty-five vessels afloat, some making three or more trips a year, some, hauling whale oil from Nantucket, making that many trips in a month. That meant almost daily departures, the shouts and curses of the supercargoes and the rumble of the great, hundred-gallon barrels of oil and molasses easily heard from their homes and offices, all of which lay less than a hundred yards from the waterfront.

In counsel among themselves, and in offhand conversations with the other traders in town, the Brown brothers were constantly discussing what destinations and which markets would yield the highest returns for their cargoes. The elaborate trade laws of the British empire presented obstacles, but also opportunities.

One reliable course to profit was smuggling. The configuration of Narragansett Bay served to abet the subterfuge, as it afforded three distinct openings to the Atlantic, entrances divided by the islands of Aquidneck, home to the towns of Portsmouth and Newport, and Connanicut, where the Beavertail lighthouse stood atop windswept headlands overlooking the Atlantic. All three channels were navigable to oceangoing craft. British patrols traditionally focused on the center passage, which led between low, rocky bluffs to the harbor at Newport; smugglers tended to veer west, under the lee of Point Judith, or east, into the mouth of the Sakonnet River. James Brown used that geography to advantage when he advised his captains in 1736 that “it is ticklish times here, my neighbors threaten to informe against us, so I hope you will not be too bold when you come home, enter in the West Indias if you can”—a reference to the westerly passage.

Smuggling was a mainstay for Rhode Island merchants from early times, prompting the Earl of Bellomont, governor of all New England, to complain of his southernmost district in 1699: “I know that government and people to be the most piraticall in the King’s dominions.” When British plantation owners from the Caribbean persuaded Parliament to pass the Molasses Act in 1733, imposing a sixpence-per-

gallon duty on imports from any non-British colony, it only alienated the northern colonies, and swelled the ranks of the smugglers.

Tobacco was another staple regulated by the Board of Trade, which required that all colonial leaf be sent directly to Britain. The Browns routinely ignored that edict, shipping tobacco grown in Rhode Island and Connecticut to the Dutch colonies at Saint Eustatius and Surinam. In 1738, Obadiah spent five days in the brig of a British man-o’-war and had his ship confiscated for carrying an illegal cargo of tobacco. Nonetheless, thirty years later, John Brown led the family firm and two other Providence merchants in a bid to corner the market in New England tobacco. The cartel was legal but the destination, a Dutch port, made the entire project unlawful.

England’s intermittent wars with France and Spain presented new avenues for gain, and raised the stakes of illicit trade in the Caribbean and North America. Under Obadiah’s direction, the Browns invested heavily in privateering, and some of their captains achieved a string of captures. But the risks were high; as one historian put it, “Conditions favored trade against raid.” After Obadiah’s decease, his nephews followed that dictum, dispatching their ships to the Caribbean and routinely trading with the enemies of the British crown.

Imperial conflicts, as old as Europe, flared on the American continent in 1754 when the French and the English clashed at Fort Duquesne, near present-day Pittsburgh, in a struggle for control of the frontier. For most of the next decade, the French and Indian War occupied British and colonial troops—and the ships of His Majesty’s Navy—in a global conflict that ranged from Canada to the Caribbean, and from India to Europe. That brought bloody fighting in North America—and the first military action seen by Col. George Washington of the Virginia militia—but the merchants of the northern colonies looked askance on the quarrels of Europe. They believed that the mercantile policy of Parliament was designed to benefit London, not her dominions, and had few qualms about trading with neutral parties or directly with the French; embargoes served only to drive prices up. The French sugar planters were happy to do business, as British naval power virtually severed the connections to their home countries. Without supplies from English colonials, the French plantations would simply collapse.

The traders of the North American colonies pursued their ends through several ingenious schemes. The simplest was to submit false papers to customs authorities warranting that cargoes were destined for British ports, and then rely on the wits of their captains to evade royal patrols and make for French harbors. It was the most direct route, but also the most hazardous, and seizures were commonplace.

Another strategy, much favored by the Browns, was to dispatch ships to ostensibly neutral harbors where cargoes would be traded for contraband French molasses. One favorite destination was Monte Christi, a “desolate little hole,” as one writer termed it, on the northern—Spanish—coast of Hispaniola. A sailor on one of the Brown’s trading sloops described the place in a letter to Moses: “Their houses are built of cabbage trees—they have a church, a gaol, six pieces of cannon for to guard the town, wherein there is about fifty houses, about one dozen chairs in the place to sit in, they ride on jackasses, for the most part, with a saddle made of straw.” Desolate, perhaps, but in the war years, the seat of a thriving trade between British colonists, Spanish middlemen, and French planters. By 1760, the British navy reported finding as many as 130 ships anchored in Monte Christi’s shallow harbor on a single day.

The most elaborate ruse perpetrated by the North American merchants involved “Flags of Truce,” issued by colonial authorities. The idea was to facilitate the removal of French sailors or soldiers taken at sea by privateers or in fighting on the continent. Ship captains sailing under flags of truce would transport these prisoners to French ports, where they might be exchanged for British sailors or troops. This plausible design soon gave rise to widespread abuse, with merchants and their captains using the flags, and carrying a handful of prisoners or less, to authorize trading voyages to the enemy. The flags did not guarantee immunity, as many English naval commanders seized the ships anyway, but they were usually honored in the colonial courts, and the profits from such voyages could be stunning.

Obadiah Brown and his nephews were among the leaders in the ongoing imperial subterfuge; Obadiah was empowered to cover his own tracks through his appointment, in 1757, to a government committee investigating allegations of trade with the enemy. A year later, at the urging of the Board of Trade, the colony appointed a committee to inspect the holds of flag-of-truce ships to ensure they carried no trading goods, but only such provisions as required for the crews and their ostensible prisoners. That committee was likewise compromised, however, by the appointment of Uncle Elisha Brown and family friend Daniel Jenckes. For the Browns, at least, passage through customs was a breeze.

Several colonies refused to countenance trading under flags of truce, but for some, traffic in bogus documents became itself a thriving trade. In Pennsylvania, the governor began selling flags of truce for roughly $1,500—a very substantial sum. His successor detailed the business in a letter to English authorities in 1760: “Having once relished the sweets of this traffic, he became more undisguised, and as it were opened a shop at lower prices to all customers…. But toward the end of his administration, the matter was carried to such a pitch, that he scruple not to set his name to, & dispose of great numbers of blank Flags of Truce, at the low price of twenty pounds sterling or under.”

Where Pennsylvania was the seat of illicit traffic in the middle colonies, Rhode Island was notorious in New England. Beset by complaints from the more restrained traders of Boston, Massachusetts governor Francis Bernard expressed his outrage to the Board of Trade in London: “These practices will never be put an end to, til Rhode Island is reduced to the subjection of the British Empire; of which at present it is no more a part than the Bahama Islands were when they were inhabited by the buccaneers.”

How many voyages the Browns sponsored under flags of truce is hard to say, but certainly they were numerous; the ones cropping up in the family correspondence usually involved those vessels taken by the British. In 1758, their brig Prudent Hannah was seized by a British warship off the coast of Virginia. Two years later, the Browns lost a pair of ships, Polley’s Revenge and the Speedwell, both condemned in admiralty courts at the Bahamas for engaging in “wicked, illegal unwarrantable, clandestine and prohibited trade.” For the Speedwell, it was the last of seven trips to enemy ports; for her final voyage, Governor Hopkins had certified that she was to carry a single French prisoner.
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For the illegal traders operating out of Rhode Island, and for the Browns especially, Stephen Hopkins played a key role. As early as 1755, the General Assembly ordered that “every master of a vessel bound to sea” take whatever Frenchmen might be on hand, and by his own admission, Hopkins issued at least thirty flags of truce over the next five years. Other observers put the figure much higher; one British traveler recorded this account from a sojourn in Rhode Island:

To my certain knowledge, in the course of the late war, many scores of vessels went loaded with beef, pork, flour, etc. under the pretext of flags, which, for a certain consideration, could at any time be procured from the Governor, when at the same time perhaps they carried not more than one or two French prisoners, dividing the crew of one of the French merchantmen they had taken, among a whole fleet of Flags of Truce, laden with articles more welcome to the enemy than all the prisoners, with the ship and cargo, they took from them.


These illegal trading ventures, from Providence and elsewhere, did more than raise the fortunes of the merchants who financed them: they confounded the British authorities and extended the war with France. Already by 1757 the governor of New York was reporting to London that, unless trade with the French were “soon prevented, I fear the enemy may avail themselves in great measure of the distresses I should hope will fall upon them.” By August of 1760, William Pitt, the great architect of England’s imperial expansion, could no longer contain his umbrage, denouncing “an illegal and most pernicious trade, by which the enemy is, to the greatest reproach and detriment of government, supplyed with provisions, whereby they are principally, if not alone, enabled to sustain, and protract, this long and expensive war.” Writing to all the British governors in North America and the West Indies, Pitt ordered strict measures to end “such flagitious practices, so utterly subversive of all law, and so highly repugnant to the honor and well-being of this kingdom.” In closing, he demanded an accounting from each governor of the state of illegal trade in his jurisdiction.

Most recipients of this blistering directive responded with contrition and fealty, but not Stephen Hopkins. Since his first term as governor, in 1755, Hopkins had been assiduous in answering the requests of his king, especially in raising troops to fight the French on the colonial frontier. But trade was a different matter. In a carefully crafted response to Pitt, Hopkins drew a clear, and insouciant, distinction between Pitt’s view of the question and his own. While no military provisions had been shipped to the French, Hopkins averred, Rhode Island vessels “have indeed carried lumber and dry goods of British manufacture to sell to the French, and in return have brought back some sugars, but mostly molasses.” Moreover, he conceded, “’tis highly probable” that other ships, having sworn before customs they were headed for friendly ports, then “deviated from the voyage pretended,” reaching French ports instead. Since such practices were secret, Hopkins said, the identity of the smugglers “may never come to the knowledge of any officers of the colony, by whom they are sure to be prosecuted should they be discovered.”

Here Hopkins proposed his novel view of the illicit trade. Leaving aside the question of starving out the French, Hopkins observed that the northern colonies produced surpluses of flour, boards, meat, and fish, which, when sold at foreign ports, raised the funds whereby colonists earned the hard currency necessary to pay for British manufactures. Thus, Hopkins proposed, free trade had established a central role in the welfare not just of the colonies, but of England as well.

Hopkins closed with a promise to “put a total stop” to all future trade with the French, but he had broached a debate that would simmer through all the tumultuous years that ensued. His exposition on the benefits of trade contradicted not only Pitt’s military strategy, but the reigning mercantile theory of the British Empire, which held that the produce of the colonies should accrue to the sole benefit of the home country. Hopkins’s argument sparked immediate outrage; Joseph Sherwood, Rhode Island’s colonial agent in London, reported to Hopkins that “some of our leading men have taken great disgust at the trade with the French mentioned in thy letter.”
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Stephen Hopkins was an iconoclast, a complex and often contradictory figure who loomed large in the life of the colony, of Providence, and of the Browns. He was a merchant from a family of sea captains, but he was drawn early on to the life of politics. A Quaker by birth, he was always distinguished at public meetings by his shoulder-length white hair and the broad-brimmed black hat of his sect. Yet he set aside his vows of peace to preside over a war administration as Rhode Island contributed troops and arms to British expeditions against the French. His political prose exhorted modesty and self-sacrifice, yet he assumed the title of “Governor, Captain General, and Commander in Chief,” and profited handsomely by his office, collecting outsized fees for issuing flags of truce and commissions for privateers. And like the Browns, Hopkins sent his own ships out as privateers—one, the Game Cock, under command of the storied sea captain Abraham Whipple, captured twenty-three French vessels during a single Caribbean cruise in 1759. On other occasions Whipple helmed ships belonging to the Browns, but never with such spectacular results.

Hopkins rose to power through a succession of public offices, culminating in his appointment, in 1754, as Rhode Island’s delegate to the Albany Conference, where Benjamin Franklin first proposed his plans for a colonial union. Hopkins endorsed the design, but when he presented it to the General Assembly it was roundly rejected as a threat to the colony’s charter and independence.

Undaunted, Hopkins made his defense of the plan the centerpiece of a campaign for governor, and in 1755, at age forty-eight, he won the office for the first time. Upon his elevation, Hopkins eschewed the convention of residing at Newport, and the scions of his hometown’s leading families gravitated around their eloquent and charismatic leader. “So social and hospitable was his nature,” one early chronicler recalled, “that the young men of Providence used to come and spend the evening at his house, to hear him talk.” Those young men, huddled around the fireplace in the study at Hopkins’s modest wood-frame house on Towne Street, included Moses and John Brown, as well as their brother Nicholas, their brother-in-law Jabez Bowen, Captain Abe Whipple, still not thirty years old, and Silas Downer, a diminutive young attorney recently emigrated from Massachusetts.

Though most of this tight circle were just half the governor’s age, they already comprised some of the most influential men in the colony. The Brown brothers were the leading merchants outside Newport, and Bowen and Downer boasted college education, a rarity in colonial Providence. Bowen had graduated from Yale, and Downer from Harvard; Downer’s legal clients included Stephen and Esek Hopkins as well as the Brown family, but he made his living primarily as a scrivener, penning documents in a flowing hand for private clients and as a clerk for the General Assembly.

Their allegiances were cemented by family bonds. Moses Brown’s wife, Anna, was the sister of Jabez Bowen’s wife, Sarah; both were daughters of Obadiah Brown, and their husbands addressed each other in correspondence as “loving brother.” Abraham Whipple’s wife, Sarah Hopkins, was a niece to the governor, and a cousin to the Browns through her grandmother Martha Brown Jenckes.

Moses Brown and Silas Downer came to fill a special role for Hopkins. The governor, for whom letters and tracts were stock in trade, was afflicted with a palsy so severe that “when he wrote at all, which was seldom, he was compelled to guide the right hand with the left.” Thus Hopkins relied upon Moses and Silas to serve as amanuenses, to whom he dictated his copious communications. The young men may have filled another role as well: in 1753, Hopkins was devastated by the loss of two of his five sons, the wages of a family that pursued its fortunes at sea. One was cast away on the coast of Nova Scotia and slain by Indians; the other contracted smallpox during a trading voyage to Spain. That same year, his wife perished “from the mental distress induced by the aggravating circumstances of these bereavements.” Certainly, Hopkins found some solace in the company of his sons’ contemporaries. Just as likely, Moses found in Hopkins a reflection of his departed father and uncle.

Their close relations with Governor Hopkins ushered the Brown brothers—primarily Nicholas, John, and Moses, but later Joseph as well—into the world of politics. Obadiah and James had each held positions in colonial government, but the boys of the next generation became far more deeply involved. Moses served for seven years as a Providence deputy to the General Assembly, chosen for the post by the town council twice each year beginning in 1764; later, John would sit for twelve terms. More important, the Browns learned how politics worked, taking on the roles of manager, bursar, and strategist for Hopkins’s gubernatorial campaigns, some of them hard-fought.

The first order of business was to raise their hometown from its rustic origins. Trade was growing steadily, and new buildings were going up on Weybosset Neck across the Great Salt River, but Providence remained a one-street country market, the thoroughfare crowded with wagons and livestock, and for much of the year mired in mud. Using lotteries as a painless means to finance public works, Hopkins and his young cohort effected a series of dramatic improvements. A second road, cut into the hill parallel to Towne Street, was established in 1760. The new road represented a tangible break with the past, as many of the graves of the town founders, including Chad Brown’s, stood in the lane and had to be removed to a common graveyard. But it also brought a sudden upgrade in the daily life of the town, and was soon dubbed Benefit Street.

A couple of years later, Towne Street was paved at last, in the Roman style, with cut stones crowned at the peak with larger, heavier stones; John Brown sat on the lottery committee for the north end; Moses, with Esek Hopkins, chaired the committee for the south. When a flood tide washed out the Great Bridge in the fall of 1761, it was promptly rebuilt; likewise, when the wood-frame county meetinghouse burned down, it was replaced with a stately brick-and-brownstone Colony House, capped by a two-stage wooden cupola.

This last project required the fiscal support of all the freemen in Providence, and provoked an identity crisis of some moment. The residents and business interests at the north end of town, including Uncle Elisha as well as tavern owners Turpin and Olney, called for locating the new statehouse near them, where Towne Street met the road leading to Connecticut. The residents at the waterfront held out for the status quo. And while such disputes were usually sorted out at town meetings, this question was settled through more primitive means. As John recalled years later, the disputants “did absolutely git a long large rope to pull each way, those for the north to pull up and those for the south or down town as then call’d pulled to the south and they being then the strongest it was built [there].” To John, this test of strength set the tone for decades to come: “Have you not seen ever since,” he asked his correspondent, “is not the businesses constantly crowding that way?”

Not all the improvements were physical. Postal service was introduced, a sailing packet began regular trips to Newport, and in 1762, the Providence Gazette launched weekly publication, offering a partisan answer to the Newport Mercury. Stephen Hopkins is sometimes credited with recruiting the paper’s founding editor, William Goddard, then twenty-two years old, and while no record confirms that role, the governor was a regular contributor. Observed one historian, “the Gazette was his personal organ for many years.” John and Moses became close associates with Goddard; they placed advertisements in the paper and on occasion wrote letters and articles of their own.
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The advances made by Providence, and the rise of Stephen Hopkins as its champion, were regarded with dismay by the old elite of Newport. By tradition in Rhode Island, “downright democracy” that it was, the governor was elected as the head of a slate that exercised virtually unlimited powers to make executive and judicial appointments, and set fees and tax rates. British officials could advise, but they couldn’t interfere, as the colony’s autonomy was guaranteed under its royal charter.

For generations, Rhode Island government had been headed by a clutch of leading families—the Greenes, from the small port of Warwick, on the western shore of Narragansett Bay; the Wantons of Newport; the Cranstons, from a rural district south of Providence; and Joseph Jenckes, who hailed from Providence but moved to Newport during his tenure as governor. But with the advent of Hopkins, the politics of the colony turned distinctly sectional. Hopkins spoke for Providence and its rising merchant class, while Samuel Ward, a Baptist who presided over an estate in rural Westerly, represented Newport, the town where he was raised and where his father sat as governor in 1740. The geographic division was breached by two distinct exceptions: the Wantons, a leading family of Newport that had produced three previous governors, enlisted for Hopkins; while in Providence Elisha Brown, irascible brother to Obadiah and James, defected to the Ward camp. So influential was Elisha that he was twice elected deputy governor from the Ward slate.

The contest between north and south turned intensely personal during Hopkins’s first term when Ward, sitting as a delegate to the assembly, issued a derisive pamphlet charging the governor with acting in a “tyrannical and arbitrary manner…not even pretended to by any King of England since James ye Second.” More pointedly, Ward accused Hopkins of profiting from inflated fees for authorizing privateers and flags of truce.

The charges were largely true, but Hopkins was indignant and sued for defamation in Providence court, seeking the astronomical figure of twenty thousand pounds in damages. Ward petitioned the General Assembly to obtain a change of venue, citing Hopkins’s “very extensive influence” and death threats he had received at the hands of Hopkins’s allies. The case was tried in Massachusetts, where Hopkins was represented by famed Boston attorney James Otis, but Ward prevailed on the facts, and Hopkins was forced to pay the costs of the suit.

For most of the following decade, policy and issues were set aside, and Rhode Island politics were dominated by the simple question of whether Hopkins or Ward would take the governor’s chair. Hopkins prevailed seven times and Ward three, but the contests were close, and increasingly hot. “During all this time, party virulence had been increasing, until one general hostility pervaded the whole colony,” the Newport Mercury reported. Another chronicler later described the years of controversy as “a chapter in a madman’s life.”

As the dispute escalated, the Browns, John and Moses especially, took a leading role in the Hopkins camp. This was politics at its most elemental: votes were openly bought and sold, for coin, for rum, for promises of advancement. “Generally he that distributes the most cash, and gives the best entertainment…is the man who obtains a majority,” according to one contemporary account. The brother’s firm became a clearinghouse for campaign funds, and their parchment ledgers provide a detailed breakdown of payments made and votes secured. In the campaign of 1765, Moses distributed kegs of rum, bushels of corn, caked sugar, and sacks of flour, as well as various amounts of cash, to district organizers and prospective voters. Other documents record funds raised; the roster of contributions collected in 1763 reads like a guest list for a Brown family dinner party. Stephen Hopkins topped the list, with eight hundred pounds, but Nicholas, John, and Moses weighed in with four hundred apiece; other donors included Nicholas’s father-in-law Judge Daniel Jenckes, and the ever-helpful Jabez Bowen. The funds were dedicated to “procuring the free votes of the poorer sort of Freemen in this county.”

When duty called, John and Moses hit the road to stump for Hopkins. The brothers couldn’t help but notice when, in the spring of 1765, upwards of forty men tramped into town from Glocester, a country seat in the northwest corner of the colony. The rustic crew located a distiller and purchased “rum enough for a small Guinea cargo,” apparently to provision a rally for Samuel Ward. Anticipating “a hard battle,” Moses and Jabez Bowen rode out the next day over rutted lanes through the low hills and tangled woods of the Rhode Island hinterland to make sure Hopkins was represented. On another occasion, John Brown made it his business to alert the citizens of Johnston that their deputies in the assembly had deserted the Hopkins party. In case they’d forgotten why their interest lay with the mercantile faction in the government, John spelled it out: “It is well known the farmers get their estates by selling the produce of their farms to the traders.”

A letter to the Browns from Joseph Wanton Jr., an occasional business partner who twice served as deputy governor from the Hopkins slate, captured the tenor of the times. “The flame is broke out to a violent degree,” he wrote. “The battle would be a pleasure if the troops were more equal, however the more difficult the greater the glory, for victory we will have if you to the northern stand your ground.” He added, optimistically, “I make no doubt from the violence of our enemies that it is their last effort.” The Browns shared Wanton’s partisan sense that the evils in the dispute arose solely from the opposition. John Brown saw the question starkly, writing to another Newport correspondent, “Mr. Ward and Uncle Brown have kept the government in a rage for seven or eight years past by opposing Mr. Hopkins while they at the same time they have known the majority of freeholders in this colony have been in favor of his administration.”
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While John and Nicholas Brown were active members of the Hopkins machine, Moses played a more central role. The game of politics suited his nature, as he discovered a gift for finding avenues to compromise while holding on to the principles guiding his faction. And along with Joseph, Moses was more intellectually inclined than John or Nicholas, and thus more taken with the abstractions propounded by Stephen Hopkins. At the same time, Moses’ emergence in the political arena was an important step for him personally. As the youngest of the four brothers, he was engaged to some degree in a struggle to establish his own identity.

When the brothers restructured the family firm in the late summer of 1762 after Obadiah’s death, the ownership was divided into five shares; each brother held one, and Nicholas and John divided the last, as they generally initiated the firm’s sailing ventures. That Moses chafed under this distinction is apparent in a letter he addressed to his brothers two years later: “That it be not again said that I never propose any business and as no voyage is determined for the ship I now propose that she be immediately sailed to sea…and that she proceed directly to Curacao. This is humbly offered for your consideration.”

In these early days of his career, Moses could be punctilious and sometimes peevish. Charged with administering Obadiah’s estate, he dogged his uncle’s creditors until they howled. One, who filed a lawsuit to block the estate’s efforts to collect a small disputed debt, said he took the step as an act of “revenge,” and denounced “that damned little Moses.”

Moses displayed his insecurities in another exchange not long after his uncle’s death. While planning his wedding to Anna in the summer of 1763, Moses ordered a set of furniture from John Goddard, the renowned cabinet-maker. When Moses learned later that Goddard had in the interim delivered finished pieces to Stephen Hopkins, Moses fired off a surly dispatch. “This you was to do,” he wrote in October. “Finish the work ye work I wrote for ye first you did after my brother’s wife’s furniture were done, but instead of this you have made work for Governor Hopkins’ family spoke for in May and delivered it before ours….” Worse, Moses accused Goddard of selling off a table promised to Moses for which he obtained a higher price. “I should be very sorry to think you have not acted agreeable to your engagement to me….”

Goddard answered the accusation promptly, and with dismay. “I cannot conceive how it could enter thy heart to suppose such a thing,” he wrote. The table was ready but he was delaying shipment until a set of chairs was complete. As to Hopkins, Goddard conceded, “Is true, and thou must have expected that I should [have] engaged work to keep my boys employed if it should a little retard thy work, for we must do so or we should be out of employment.”

At this point in his life, Moses seems distinctly concerned with material things. Soon after his engagement to Anna, he ordered the creation of a family coat of arms, copied from that used by the Browns of Essex, England, of no known relation to the Browns of Providence. Moses had the insignia, which featured an eagle posed over a field with three lion’s paws, engraved on his wedding silver; writing to a Boston silversmith, he requested the set be “made in the neatest manner and in ye same fashion of those you lately made for Mr. Jabez Bowen of this place.” John Brown later adopted the same coat of arms in his own household.

If Moses was acquisitive, John was outright aggressive. As the primary shipping agent for the family firm, he traveled far afield in his pursuits. His correspondence places him in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, hammering out deals and pushing sales of Brown & Co. candles and other goods in the great ports of the colonial seaboard. And while Moses handled much of the direct contact with the whaling magnates of Nantucket, it was John who assembled the chandlers of New England into a cartel in an effort to keep a lid on the price of head matter, the part of the whale prized for candle making. He opened the first talks under the auspices of Obadiah Brown, and when his uncle died, John continued to press to expand the family firm’s share of the market.

John’s problem was not knowing when to stop. In a letter of July 1, 1764, John rails to a contact at Boston that the Rotch family of Nantucket was selling head matter at less than cost. John took this as a sign of skulduggery: “You will excuse me for yet believing that he bought it with a desire to ship it home, as I have often heard him say that it will answer to ship head to England….” What stood in the way was the high duties charged in England on imported head matter—though not on oil. Members of the cartel believed that Rotch and others were shipping their head matter in barrels marked as plain oil, thereby dodging both the import tax and the cartel.

What happened next was recounted by patriarch Joseph Rotch in a July 31 letter to the Newport members of the cartel. Someone had alerted Boston port authorities that a Rotch ship had a hidden cache of head matter onboard, and the vessel was seized and searched. “But to the informant’s shame and disappointment, we had cleared it out properly, as we always did….” Rotch then offered some insinuations about the suspected culprits. “We are surprised that such men should turn informers about an honest trade, when we may reasonably suppose (considering where they belong) that if ever they traded at sea at all, they cheated both King and country as much as was in their power…. We shall seek revenge if ever we hear of their carrying on any illicit trade.” If there were any question who topped Rotch’s list of suspects, he made it clear with a postscript. “Please to let all the manufacturers of head matter read this letter,” he wrote, “and especially the Browns.”
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On the last week of October in 1763, Elisha Brown asked his nephew Nicholas for help in rallying the merchants of Providence in the face of a grave new threat. The Seven Years War had ended that spring in near-total victory for the British, and a new ministry in London was forced to confront the bloated national debt. Britons were already being taxed to the limit; in a new initiative, the government had decided to raise funds by taxing colonial trade.

The opportunistic Elisha might carry the opposition banner in the local political wars, but there was no division of allegiance in a confrontation with customs officials. As Elisha put it in a note to Nicholas, “These comes to acquaint you that I have a great minde, that all the merchants or as many as sees fit in this town, should meet some afternoon in order to consult what method will be best to take when any of our vessels arrives which is liable to pay duties—so as wee may stand by each other.”

While no record of the meeting called by Elisha survives, events would show that the traders of Providence paid close attention, with Nicholas, John, and Moses in the forefront, and Stephen Hopkins in the lead. The duties Elisha mentioned were taxes on molasses, the key commodity in New England trade with the West Indies. The Molasses Act had been on the books for thirty years, but was roundly ignored both by merchants and by customs officials. Now, with the fighting over and the armies recalled, Parliament could turn to the long-neglected fiscal crisis. The easiest source of revenue was to enforce the dormant trade laws; enforcement would be assigned to the ships of the Royal Navy. The decision carried the added satisfaction of punishing those merchants who engaged in illegal shipping during the war.

The news first reached Providence in September, in a letter to the Brown brothers from Tench Francis, their commercial agent in Philadelphia. “What are the people of England now going to do with us?” Francis asked, and answering his own question, he attached a list of twenty-seven men-of-war assigned to cruise off the American coast. By October, the Lords of Trade in London issued an explicit order for “suppression of the clandestine trade with foreign nations and the improvement of the revenue,” and appointed a new chief of customs for all of New England, to be quartered at Boston.

The aggressive new posture of the home country sent a charge through the mercantile cities of the eastern seaboard. That November, the merchants of Boston had organized into a “grand committee,” whose first order of business was to “open a correspondence with the principal merchants in all our sister colonies, endeavoring to promote a union, and a coalition of all their councils.”

In Rhode Island, the growing sense of dread was given tangible focus the week before Christmas when the HMS Squirrel, a square-rigged warship bearing twenty guns and a full complement of marines, sailed up the central passage between Aquidneck and Conanicut and dropped anchor in the mouth of the harbor at Newport. A week later, the Browns wrote to ask a friend there for an assessment. “Pray, what’s the Man of War like to do in the sugar and melasses trade etc.?”

The brothers apparently believed the worst, and in the course of the next three weeks, they engaged with the rest of Governor Hopkins’s political cohort to produce a cogent critique of the new trade policy. This was a singular act of temerity, a clutch of unschooled seafaring merchants addressing the ministers at Parliament as peers and not as subjects, speaking from a sense of autonomy bred of more than a century of self-rule.

January brought a great blizzard that cut off the land routes from Providence to the outside world. Snow drifted in the alleys leading off Towne Street, and sheeted ice encased the sloops lying silently at the wharves along the Great Salt River. But the committee didn’t skip a beat, hashing out ideas and working over drafts around rough-hewn tables in the din of the Crown Coffee House facing Market Square, or in William Goddard’s print shop, upstairs from the bookstore operated by Judge Jenckes, where the sign of Shakespeare’s head hung out over an icy side street. They also had access to the warmth and privacy of the new statehouse, where the Providence Library was housed—each member of the cabal was included on the roster of the library proprietors.

The product of their efforts emerged in stages. The first draft appeared in the Providence Gazette of January 14 under the title “Essay on the Trade of the Northern Colonies,” and was signed “P.”—a pseudonym widely attributed to Stephen Hopkins. A second, more closely detailed document, produced as a working paper and never distributed publicly, provides a window on the group’s method. Titled “State of the Trade,” it consisted of a preamble, probably written by Silas Downer, followed by four distinct sections introduced as “a few pertinent remarks, as they come to hand from different persons.” These sections, authored by individual members of the committee, offer firsthand accounts of the shipping business, each emphasizing the benefits to England of a thriving colonial trade. None are signed, but it seems apparent that at least one was penned by the Browns, the brothers serving as a sort of ad hoc subcommittee to the Providence group. Once compiled, “State of the Trade” was promptly forwarded to the merchants at Newport for their review.

The tone of these tracts remained strategically cordial: the old Molasses Act was due to expire, and if the trade ministry only understood the delicate nature of colonial trade, it might be relied upon to lift the duties, rather than enforce them. This courtly approach was based on the belief in New England that their real dispute lay not with the ministry, but with the rival colonies of the Caribbean, whose planters hoped to prop up the price of their molasses, and of their own rum. One writer in Boston typically called for unity to “defeat the iniquitous schemes of these over grown West Indians.”

Still, “Essay on the Trade” was more than a simple prospectus. Silas Downer opened his preamble by asserting, “There are two things which Englishmen always boast themselves upon, Liberty and Property,” thus invoking the language of political rights that would become the foundation of the growing dispute between England and her colonies.
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Certainly the committee had provocation. The same week they were meeting to compile their arguments, John Temple, the new head of customs for New England, sailed up the icy waters of Narragansett Bay to pay an official visit to Providence. There he summoned all the deputized officers of customs and had them resworn to office. As reported in the Gazette, Temple “then, in a Dictatorial Manner, gave them his orders accordingly: And declared, even with an Oath, that in a few Days he would lock up all the Ports in this Colony, in such a manner, that not a Vessel should come in or go out.” Goddard’s anonymous correspondent—the story was signed “Publicola”—then offered his own sense of the scene: Temple “treated the Colony, and all its Officers, with the utmost Insolence and Contempt; and shewed every other Mark of an ignorant, haughty and illiberal mind.”

John Temple was answered in kind when, after leaving Providence, he stopped in Newport to swear in the customs officials there. While in port Temple personally ordered the seizure of a coasting sloop for smuggling foreign molasses. Two days later, under cover of darkness, the ship was “got under sail and carried off by persons unknown.” The customs chief posted a reward for capture of the culprits, but the bounty went unclaimed.

In the meantime, Hopkins and his committee were ready to move. Just days before Temple’s performance on the frozen docks of the Providence waterfront, the governor had issued warrants calling a special session of the assembly to consider a third and final draft of “State of the Trade,” a “Remonstrance” addressed to the Lords of Trade in London. Several revisions were made, and the final draft approved on January 27.

The Remonstrance was historic in several respects. It represented the first official response offered by any colony to the new fiscal regime being considered at Parliament, thereby establishing Rhode Island at the center of the unrest beginning to spread across the young continent. It clearly demonstrated the leading role of merchants like the Browns in questioning the prerogatives of the home government. And it provided a theoretical framework for acts of disobedience that would soon proliferate in the face of royal authority.

Closely following the logic of Hopkins’s answer to Pitt on illegal trade, the Remonstrance at once acknowledged and defended the routine violation of the Navigation Acts. The economy of Rhode Island, it said, was entirely dependent on molasses: converted to rum at the thirty-odd distilleries and reshipped to domestic markets and to the coast of Africa, it allowed merchants to earn the foreign exchange that enabled them to import British manufactures. The Remonstrance made plain that most of the molasses was imported illegally—of an average 14,000 barrels shipped each year, only 2,500 came from British islands. But it also asserted that, should that supply be cut off, British merchants would lose exports valued at more than one hundred thousand pounds.

Though the Rhode Island assembly was the first colonial legislature to protest the new sugar duties, the Remonstrance was stalled by internal politics, and by the time it arrived in London, the damage was already done. In March 1764, Parliament passed a new Sugar Act, designed explicitly to “defray the expenses of defending, protecting and securing” the colonies. The act cut the former duties on foreign molasses by half, but the three-pence charge still represented a quarter of the total value, enough by Stephen Hopkins’s accounting to “operate as an absolute prohibition.”

Hopkins and his brother Esek, like the Browns, had grown up British subjects, loyal to the king and to their Protestant heritage. But they had also grown up on the shores of Narragansett Bay, sailing south, dodging the British navy, and trading at any port that might accept their cargoes. The thought of separating from the home country had never entered their minds, but when they were faced with economic servitude—slavery, they often called it—there was never much question what they would choose.
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The Remonstrance was written in the spirit of conciliation, but with passage of the Sugar Act, matters turned for the worse. Aside from setting three-pence duties on foreign molasses, the Sugar Act expanded the jurisdiction of the admiralty courts, where illegal traders could be tried without juries, and informants awarded a share of the seized cargo. More disturbing, the House of Commons at the same legislative session warned that still more revenue was needed, and proposed charging new fees for an official stamp to be required for all documents used in colonial government or commerce, including newspapers and almanacs, as well as playing cards and dice. For the first time, the home government would raise revenue through a direct tax on the colonies of North America.

Once again, Hopkins answered back, penning an anonymous critique of Parliamentary taxation for the Gazette, and then a more polished, more expansive treatise titled “The Rights of the Colonies Examined.” This was a powerful claim to autonomy that invoked the protections of England’s “glorious constitution, the best that ever existed among men.” That constitution was not a document but an agreement, a “compact,” whereby a free people was governed only by its consent, and under laws written by its own representatives. As the colonists had no voice in Parliament, the Parliament had no jurisdiction over the colonial legislatures. The ministries in London might rightfully seek to manage the “general concerns” of empire, Hopkins conceded, even including measures to direct the flow and pace of trade, but levying taxes and writing laws for distant colonies clearly crossed the line. Those who submit to such encroachments, Hopkins averred, “are in the miserable condition of slaves.”

At once forceful and elegant—it quoted Thucydides, Constantius, and other ancients to buttress the arguments put forward at the taverns in Providence—the pamphlet was published in December 1764 and reprinted throughout the colonies, marking Hopkins as among the earliest and most trenchant tribunes of American independence. The polemic afforded a singular satisfaction to John and Moses Brown, who saw their naked self-interest, in trade and in politics, elevated to the loftier plane of rights and constitutional privilege.

For the Brown brothers as for the colonies at large, The Rights of the Colonies Examined represented a turning point in the way they viewed England, and in the way they looked at themselves. Already the defiant spirit that Hopkins articulated in his essay was flaring up in acts of violence at Newport, the colony’s cosmopolitan center. In June, sailors from the British revenue schooner St. John were accosted on the port’s long wharf by a crowd that pelted the crew with paving stones. The sailors retreated to the shelter of a twenty-gun warship, but not before gunners at the harbor fort lofted several rounds of shot over their bow. The following spring, when a squad from the HMS Maidstone pressed into navy service the entire crew of a ship just returned from Africa, a mob of about five hundred men seized one of the Maidstone’s longboats and dragged it through the streets of town before setting it ablaze. Demands that colonial officials arrest the perpetrators were met with studied indifference.

Colonial relations with customs officers were strained as well. John Robinson, a career agent from England who assumed the post of chief collector for Rhode Island in May 1764, quickly learned the limits of his authority. He clashed with officials at every level of government, including the judge and chief attorney of the vice admiralty court, where his seizures had to be approved. In a letter the following year, Robinson complained of “the want of government to countenance our proceedings, and the general combination of the people against us.” Witnesses disappeared on trial days, he said, and the admiralty court, though established as a counterweight to the colonial bench, was staffed by local men whose “connections with the people” led them to “favor the merchants to the prejudice of the crown.” For his trouble, Robinson’s complaint earned him a lawsuit for slander by the vice admiralty judge.

Passage of the Stamp Act, in March 1765, only inflamed the growing ranks of colonial patriots. The act wouldn’t take effect until September, but in mid-August, riots broke out in Boston, where crowds of tradesmen and dockworkers streamed out of their taverns and laid waste to the home of Andrew Oliver, the stamp master appointed for Massachusetts. Two weeks later, a crew of Newport militants strung up a stuffed likeness of Rhode Island stamp master Howard Johnston alongside effigies of two prominent Tories. For three days a mob ruled the town, until two of the leading Tories sailed for England and Johnston, a longtime lieutenant in the Hopkins machine, retreated to the safety of a British warship. Johnston was welcomed ashore only upon his vow to ignore the edict of the Stamp Act.
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While Newport churned, the political clique at Providence laid plans for a more systematic resistance to the decrees from London. The group had no formal name—at different times they were referred to as the Providence committee, or simply “a political clubb”—but by the summer of 1765 they had gone underground, adopting the name Sons of Liberty, in the fashion of Sam Adams and his rebels at Boston.

This was a curious role for men of means and property, and especially for the Browns, with their new homes and new wives, their ships and their candle-works, their coat of arms embossed on their wedding silver. The brothers were leery of the street violence breaking out in the larger towns; deriding the mobs in a letter to one of their ship captains, the Browns surmised “the whole town of Boston begin to be terrified as much by them as had before been of the Stamp Act.” And yet, like the principal merchants of several other colonies, the Browns were fast making the transition from aggrieved citizens to leaders of a growing rebellion. They were the first to feel the impact of the new British trade policies, and they were the first to react.

Silas Downer was the most radical of the Providence group, but he was careful to take his cue from the merchants who made up its core. The Browns couldn’t help but enjoy his fierce tirades against “the effects of this horrid policy. Men of War, Cutters, Marines with their bayonettes fixed, judges of admiralty, collectors, comptrollers, searchers, tide-waiters, land-waiters, with a whole catalog of pimps, are sent hither, not to protect our trade, but to destroy it.” As for Stephen Hopkins, he was no longer governor—voters replaced him with Samuel Ward in 1765, apparently due to fears over his edgy rhetoric—but he remained the chief of the Providence club.

Their preeminence in Providence politics was conspicuous at a town meeting on August 7, called to develop a collective response to the Stamp Act. There Hopkins was named along with John Brown and several other Sons of Liberty to a committee that would issue express directions to the Providence delegates to the General Assembly. After another intense week of parleys, the committee endorsed two crucial measures: first, to send Rhode Island delegates to the Stamp Act Congress, proposed for New York that autumn, and second, to adopt a set of resolves authored by Virginia firebrand Patrick Henry. These resolves laid down in stark terms the positions Hopkins had first outlined in his Rights of the Colonies Examined. One, rejected by the Virginia burgesses but adopted in Providence, stated flatly: “The General Assembly of this colony”—and not Parliament—“have the only sole and exclusive right and power to levy taxes and impositions upon the inhabitants of this colony.”

The Providence resolves were settled before the riots at Newport; they were taken up at the General Assembly in the days that followed. There Moses Brown, as a delegate from Providence, shepherded the resolves through committee. The assembly adopted the original five and tacked on one more, directing colonial officials to continue in their duties without regard to acts of Parliament. Most of the other colonies closed their courts and customs houses rather than issue stamps, but Rhode Island determined to do business as usual, rendering the Stamp Act a dead letter. As one historian observed later, “No other colony, not even Virginia, had gone that far in its protests or petitions.”

Providence was never seized with the tumult witnessed in Boston and Newport. An effigy of Howard Johnston was hung over the Great Bridge and torched, but the atmosphere was that of a festival, not a riot. That was largely a measure of the town’s political unanimity. No Tories swore allegiance to the crown in Providence; instead, the Browns and the other leading merchants rallied around Stephen Hopkins, who gave high expression to their traditions of ardent independence and illicit trade.
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