

  [image: image]




It Happened In Series


It Happened In Rhode Island



Remarkable Events That Shaped History


[image: image]


Seth Brown


[image: image]


Guilford, Connecticut




[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2012 by Morris Book Publishing, LLC


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford CT 06437.


Map by Melissa Baker © Morris Book Publishing, LLC


Project editor: Lynn Zelem


Layout: Justin Marciano


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Brown, Seth.


It happened in Rhode Island : remarkable events that shaped history / Seth Brown. — First edition.


pages cm. — (It happened in series)


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 978-0-7627-6974-2


1. Rhode Island—History—Anecdotes. I. Title.


F79.6.B76 2012


974.5—dc23


2012030448


Printed in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




To Bob Whitcomb, Irving Sheldon, and the rest of the Providence Journal Editorial Department circa 1997, responsible for my own historical event where I first became a professional writer.


 



[image: image]




PREFACE


I’m still the Rhode Island guy.


It’s been some years now since I moved to Massachusetts, but I am still a Rhode Islander, and will undoubtedly remain one for the rest of my life. I still get excited when I hear about Rhode Island on the news, in a way I don’t for Massachusetts. No offense, Massachusettsians, but your state is too big for me to feel truly connected to it, even if I do feel like a part of the community in my city.


Rhode Island, on the other hand, is a city-state, like Rome. Founded on seven hills, like Rome, filled with political corruption, like Rome, with a rich history and plenty of good Italian food, like Rome … but I digress. I had already written one book about Rhode Island (Rhode Island Curiosities, by Globe Pequot Press, filled with things whimsical and weird, and makes a lovely gift for the expatriate Rhode Islander in your life). When I was asked to write another book about Rhode Island, I agreed, even though this book would require much more serious research and be less funny.


I am not a professional historian. In fact, when I was in junior high, I’m pretty sure history was my lowest grade. But I have friends who are historians, translators, and generally scholarly people. I found it valuable to have conversations about what the purpose of history is, whether one can ever talk about “what actually happened,” or whether we present a series of different viewpoints and recollections, or one cobbled-together story woven from the threads of the various available accounts.


As for history more directly relevant to the book, I owe thanks to librarians—in this case, a few specific librarians, particularly the fine staff at the East Greenwich Free Library. But I want to extend my thanks generally to all librarians because they are the last bastions of a glorious vision of sharing free knowledge with all citizens. In an age where everything is commodified and public services are increasingly looked upon as expendable, libraries are a bulwark against the destruction of public goods.


A Rhode Island historical tidbit: The Redwood Library and Athenæum, in Newport, is the oldest lending library in America, and the oldest library building in continuous use in the country. It was founded in 1747, based on a mission statement of “having nothing in view but the good of mankind,” to make knowledge available to all. Public libraries are a glorious thing, and I trust anyone with an interest in history will likewise see the importance of supporting them.


Dismounting my soapbox, I also owe thanks to two friends of my brother’s, Tim Larson and Will Steere, who both are undoubtedly much more historically knowledgeable than I am. Their suggestions for possible topics of research, and a few leads, were quite helpful.


I suppose I should thank my brother Grant as well, since I didn’t actually know those guys. And one can’t really thank one’s brother without thanking one’s sister, lest one cause tension at the next family gathering (hi, Halee!). And of course I certainly owe thanks to both of my parents, Jeff and Barbara Brown, not only for their general continued support, but also for their specific support on this project, and constant willingness to drive all over Rhode Island with me whenever I need to do research on a book, and send me information when I do not want to drive all over Rhode Island.


My friends, as always, helped maintain what little remains of my sanity throughout this project, and while they are far too numerous to name individually, I appreciate each one of them no less for that fact. Whether through a good conversation, a long walk, or even just a brief message online to ask how I was doing, my friends offered constant support, for which I am very grateful.


And finally, in terms of constant support, I am incredibly fortunate to have a partner who is the best thing since … well, actually just the best thing, bar none. My countless hours of holing up in my office were met with understanding and occasional deliveries of tea and breadstuffs, and basically I feel sorry for everyone who does not live with Debbie.


It remains only for me to thank the staff at Globe Pequot, because even if my editor has been changed at least twice over the course of this project, the fact remains that they asked me to write another book, and then they had to deal with me and my writing. So thanks to whoever drew the short straw.


Oh, and I almost forgot: Thank you for reading. Obviously, a book without a reader is like a tree falling in the forest with nobody around to hear it. Or I guess more accurately, like a tree falling in the forest, being chopped up, then pulped, then pressed into paper, then cut into sheets, then run through a printing press and covered with ink, shipped out to various booksellers, and then having nobody around to hear it.


The point is that history is the entirety of what happened in the past, and without people not only to record it, but also to read it in the present, nobody will know about it in the future. Here assembled are some events that happened in Rhode Island’s past, from the first English settler in 1635 to the world’s biggest sock, sewn together in 2011.


It is my sincere hope that you enjoy reading about them.


—Seth Brown 
North Adams, Massachusetts




THE UNSUNG SETTLER 1635



As most Rhode Islanders know, the state’s founder, Roger Williams, was the first European settler to come to Rhode Island. Unfortunately, what most people know tends to be wrong, and this case is no different.


In fact, a year before Roger Williams founded his Providence colony in 1636, a man named William Blackstone arrived in the region of Rhode Island, the first European settler to do so.


But let us start at the beginning. Born to a wealthy landowner and poultryman named Blaxton in England in 1595, William Blaxton earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the Ammanuel College of Cambridge University in 1617 and 1621, respectively. (Blaxton’s name was sometimes spelled Blackstone, since people in those days were less picky about spelling.)


Blackstone then was ordained as a clergyman in the Anglican Church. But he was independent and restless, and was known to have frequent disagreements with the Anglican hierarchy. For this reason, he decided to join an expedition in 1623 organized by Sir Ferdinando Gorges and his council. The Gorges expedition for New England brought Blackstone to the shores of Massachusetts Bay, where he served as chaplain.


Two years later, Robert Gorges (Ferdinando’s son) decided to lead the expedition back to England. Blackstone, however, chose to remain, eventually establishing a residence in what is now Boston, on the Shawmut Peninsula near Beacon Hill and Boston Common.


Boston’s first English settler stayed there for half a decade until the religiously left-leaning Puritans (who wanted to “purify” the Anglican Church of traces of Roman Catholic “trappings”) settled Boston in 1630. As might be expected, Blackstone once again found himself in frequent religious disagreement.


In 1635 the religious differences had become too much to bear, and Blackstone went southwest to what is now the Lonsdale section of Cumberland. There he set up a farm, and a house that he named Study Hill, most likely in honor of the large library that he maintained there to enjoy his solitude. In addition to reading from his library, Blackstone had an interest in horticulture, developing the first American variety of apple. And maintaining his missionary work, Blackstone also preached to the natives and conducted the first Anglican religious services in Rhode Island.


Or technically, the first services in what is now Rhode Island. For the area in which Blackstone settled was originally part of the Plymouth Colony in Massachusetts, and did not become part of Rhode Island during Blackstone’s lifetime. Because of this—and perhaps because of Blackstone’s reputation for wanting to be left alone—it was Roger Williams who is considered the founder of Rhode Island.


Blackstone met Roger Williams, and after the two became friends, Blackstone would often stop at Williams’s home in Cocumscussoc. Blackstone was reportedly beloved by the children, to whom he used to bring sweet apples from his orchard at Study Hill. Previous to this, some of them had never seen an apple.


Cocumscussoc was a convenient stop on Blackstone’s frequent sojourns to Providence to buy more books for his library. Blackstone was known to travel atop a large white bull.


Aside from new books and a few miscellaneous supplies, Blackstone had most everything he needed at Study Hill: milk and meat from his herds, fish from the river, game from the forest, and grain, fruit, and vegetables from his gardens, orchards, and fields.


In 1659, at the age of sixty-four, Blackstone returned to Boston, where he married a widow named Sarah Stevenson, who bore him one son, named John. William Blackstone died in 1675, which mercifully saved him from seeing King Philip’s War ravage the land a few weeks later, and specifically spared him from seeing his beloved house and library burned to ashes.


It would not be until over three score years later in the 1740s that Rhode Island annexed the Cumberland area, thus retroactively making William Blackstone the first English settler to come to what is now Rhode Island.


A large granite monument in Broad Street, in Cumberland, now bears his name, as does the Blackstone River valley.




KEEPING A WIFE FROM GOD 1637



The year 1637 was when possibly the first recorded reprimand of a husband for abusing his wife occurred. It was also the date of a battle over a woman’s soul. Particularly, the soul of one Mrs. Jane Verin. (Some sources have referred to Mrs. Verin with the name Mary or Ann, but it is believed that her correct name is Jane.)


Roger Williams was part of the Antinomians (literally, “against the law”), attracted to some tenets of the faith, such as separation of church and state, and opposed to the taking of oaths and bearing of arms. The Antinomians believed that rebaptism was necessary to formally sever all ties to the Bay Colony church. (Without this rebaptism, it was believed that Antinomians would technically remain members of the old church.)


Williams began holding frequent Antinomian religious services in his home. Jane Verin was one of the adherents of Williams at the time, and her joining with the Antinomians became an issue for her husband, Joshua Verin. Joshua was bothered that his wife was frequently away from home, and forbade her to attend future services with Williams. Joshua had beaten Jane Verin until “she went in danger of life” to prevent her from attending services.


Mrs. Verin might well have been disappointed to have been kept from church, since it was one of the few places in those days where women had any kind of position. Church was a rare place where wives could earn membership (albeit not govern), hear sermons supporting their guardianship of sexual mores, and be in an environment that elevated charity over commerce and neighborliness over trade. As the rare place where women could actually meet as people and socialize with neighbors, church may well have been prized by Mrs. Verin.


Thus, it must have been doubly disturbing for her to have been beaten to prevent her from attending. The result of this was perhaps the first officially recorded disapproval of a husband for abusing his wife. On May 21, 1637, Joshua Verin was censured by formal vote of his townsmen for “endangering his wife,” Jane, by virtue of denying her the right to attend religious services with the frequency required. Jane had desired to attend Roger Williams’s meetings “as often as called for,” but Joshua Verin did not like the Antinomian discourses forwarded by Roger Williams, and said, “She shall not.”


The result was what historical record describes as a highly spirited court hearing. William Arnold, one of the first settlers of Providence and a notorious devil’s advocate against Williams, pointed out that while Roger Williams had declared that “no man would be molested for his conscience” in Rhode Island, this declaration said nothing about women. Furthermore, argued Arnold, such a declaration could not possibly apply to wives and children because it would breach God’s law that subjected them to the will of their husbands and fathers, respectively. The supreme rule accorded to the man of the house was a common belief at the time.


The writings of John Winthrop describe Arnold as “a witty man,” leading some to believe that Arnold did not intend his comment seriously. But the issue of whether abusing one’s wife to keep her from ungodliness could be considered an “act of conscience” was not at all settled.


Mr. John Greene, one of the original proprieters of Providence, however, declared that if they should so restrain wives, “all the women in the country would cry out of them.” Others present said that “if Verin would not suffer his wife to have her libertie, the church should dispose her to some other man, who would use her better.” Arnold concluded that whatever Verin did, he did out of conscience, and no man should be censured for that.


Joshua himself argued that he was not restricting his wife’s religious liberty, but rather was trying to ensure that she lived in conformity to God’s law—which in this case meant submission to her husband. His neighbors, he argued, should stop meddling in his affairs and allow him to live in the manner that God intended.


Yet the townsmen agreed that if Jane Verin, after faithfully discharging all her duties as a wife and mother, felt conscience-bound to attend Roger Williams’s meetings, then she should be allowed to do so. In the end, it was decided that Joshua Verin had breached a covenant for restraining the “libertie of conscience,” and consequently should be “withheld from the libertie of voting till he shall declare the contrarie.”


At the time, Joshua owned property next door to Williams on Towne Street. Some continued to argue that his right to conscience was being breached because he did not want to attend religious services, and didn’t want his wife to do so either.


On May 22, just after the censure vote, Roger Williams wrote to Governor John Winthrop suggesting that the issue was not religion, but abuse:




Sir, we have bene long afflicted by a young man, boysterous and desperate, Philip Verin’s sonn of Salem, who as he hath refused to heare the word with us this twelve month, so because he could not draw his wife, a gracious and modest woman, to the same ungodliness brutishly, which she and we long bearing, though with his furious blows she went in danger of life, at the last the major vote of us discard him from our civil freedom, or disfranchize, etc.; he will have justice (as he clamours) at other courts; I wish he might, for a foule and slanderous and brutish carriage, wch God hath delivered him up unto, he will hale his wife with ropes to Salem, where she must needes be troubled and troublesom as difference yet stand. She is willing to stay and live with him or elsewhere where she may not offend etc. I shall humbly request that this item be accepted and he no way countenanced until (if need be) I further trouble you.




For indeed, Joshua Verin was not well pleased with the censure, and rather than comply with the terms thereof (either remaining without the vote, or declaring that he had changed his mind), he decided to flee to Salem. He still had family in Salem who had become leading citizens in his absence, and so he was happy to return to his father and brother.


Joshua’s wife was, as Williams mentioned in his letter to Governor Winthrop, dragged along with Joshua when he left Providence. Mrs. Verin was not heard from again. Years later, in 1650, Joshua Verin wrote to Providence demanding compensation for the home lot and other property that was formerly his, but there is no indication that he ever returned to present his case in person, which was required as a bare minimum to have a potentially valid claim, let alone to collect on it.




THE FIRST FIRST AMENDMENT 1638



Roger Williams brought religious freedom to America.


Perhaps you are thinking, “But wasn’t America founded by a group of Puritans who came here seeking religious freedom?” Well, no, mainly they came here seeking religious Puritanism. Freedom is something else entirely, as Roger Williams would learn.


But let us start at the beginning. Roger Williams was born in London, the son of successful London merchant tailor James Williams and Alice Pemberton. His youth was spent in the parish of St. Sepulchre’s, near Newgate in London. There he doubtless became aware of the events that had occurred at nearby Smithfield, where heretics and Puritans were often burned at the stake. Some historians theorize that this influenced his strong beliefs in religious freedom.


As a teenager, Roger Williams became acquainted with Sir Edward Coke, a jurist, lawyer, and former chief justice of England. Coke took on Williams as an apprentice, enrolling him at Charter House, and then at Pembroke College at Cambridge University. At Pembroke he excelled in many languages, ranging from Latin to Hebrew, and received scholarships for his work.


Williams had taken Holy Orders in the Church of England, but during his stay at Cambridge, he broke with the Anglican state church and joined the Puritans instead—to the dismay of his parents. Puritans initially aimed to “purify” the Anglican Church from within, but Williams was moving toward separatism. He had become a Puritan at Cambridge, forfeiting any chance at a place of preferment in the Anglican Church. After graduating from Cambridge in 1627, Williams became the chaplain to a wealthy Puritan family led by Sir William Macham.


Two years later, Williams married Mary Barnard at the Church of High Laver, in Essex. But his dissatisfaction with high church politics—especially as practiced by the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud—made it all but impossible for Williams to remain in England, especially given his controversial ideas about freedom of worship. Williams believed the Church of England to be corrupt and false, and slowly but surely was becoming a separatist.


So it was that in late 1630, a mere decade after the Pilgrims had landed at Plymouth, Roger Williams and Mary boarded the ship Lyon bound for Massachusetts Bay. They arrived in 1631, at which point Williams was quickly invited to become an assistant minister in the Boston Church.
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