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RHODE ISLAND'S REVOLUTION

Patriotism is devotion and loyalty to one's country, sometimes calling for bold actions and sacrifice. Often when one is willing to put everything on the line for what he/she believes in, the impossible becomes reality. In the Revolutionary War, the citizens of Rhode Island, the smallest of the English colonies, became the first to explore England's imperial might in the struggle for America's independence. This exploration allowed Rhode Island to carry the standard of freedom into the Revolutionary War.

The seeds of freedom were first sown as early as the mid 1760s. England's grip on the colonies was bothersome, especially with the newly passed Stamp Act in 1765. The Act required a tax stamp for all paper products (Bailey 124). Aside from sending delegates to the Stamp Act Congress in New York to fight the act, the General Assembly of Rhode Island sought to weaken the grasp of England by passing resolutions "denying the right of any power but the General Assembly to levy taxes upon the colony" (Erikson 7). The same year, former Governor Stephen Hopkins wrote a pamphlet entitled "The Grievances of the American Colonies Candidly Examined," which expressed the wrongs done to America by England and how these wrongs could change if America was willing to explore the question of freedom (Cady 21). Taking both of these events to heart, Rhode Islanders expressed their desire for freedom by planting Liberty Trees in Newport in 1766 (Erikson 8).

Six years later, the desire for freedom had not faded from Rhode Island hearts. In 1772, Lieutenant William Duddington of the IIMS Gaspee explored Narragansett Bay looking for smuggled goods. He earned a reputation for being very cruel when enforcing English Maritime Laws.

Newport was a large city, and the center of trade in Rhode Island, so it was a natural target for the British. In June of 1774, Captain James Wallace of the HMS Rose, a British captain, arrived with a fleet of ships in Narragansett Bay (Simister 70). The fleet of ten ships cut off all commercial trade with Rhode Island and threatened to attack many of the coastal cities if there was no cooperation (Lovejoy 185). Wallace struck a truce with the leaders of Newport. He agreed that if the city gave him supplies, he would not attack. The leaders of Newport agreed to the truce to avoid a serious encounter. However, Wallace broke this truce by planning to burn Newport on Christmas Day 1774 (Crane 122-123). This betrayal caused many loyalists and undecided citizens in Newport to become patriots of America.

Unlike other colonies where the population was divided between loyalists and patriots, Rhode Island was heavily patriotic. With this large patriotic population, the General Assembly of Rhode Island established an army in May, 1775 (Simister 78). The Assembly also established a Colonial Committee of Safety to command the army (79). Except for a small riot in West Greenwich, many Rhode Islanders joined the militia because they wanted freedom and to explore a form of government without British control (Carroll 306). The Rhode Island people were so patriotic that they even enlisted black people into the militia and created the first Black Regiment to fight in the revolution, an encounter of civil rights (RIEDC 1).

To lead the Rhode Island militia, the General Assembly elected Nathanael Greene (Vexler 24). Another Rhode Island leader was Israel Angell, colonel of the Second Rhode Island Regiment. During their journey to join General Washington, the Second Regiment suffered due to inadequate clothing and an encounter with bad weather. Seeing the poverty of his men,

Angell stopped the march refusing to continue on until his men were sent suitable clothing (Field

xi-xiii). Rhode Island's militia provided a suitable defense for land, but more defenses were needed to withstand England's navy.

Rhode Island, with miles and miles of coastline, needed to defend it's coastlines. Soon after Wallace made his appearance in Rhode Island, the General Assembly explored plans to for a navy to be established. It was the HMS Rose that prompted Rhode Island to establish a navy because Rhode Islanders were furious at Wallace for enforcing smuggling laws and breaking the truce with Newport (Conley 52). In what was called the "Rhode Island Plan," thirteen ships were to defend Rhode Island (NUWC 2). In August of 1775, the General Assembly told their delegates to push for an American fleet. Led by Hopkins, the Marine Committee was established. By February, 1776 the Continental Congress was exploring plans for building more than forty ships (Shipton 58).

It appeared as though Rhode Island was a very protected colony now, considering the might of the militia and the navy. There were four types of soldiers in the militia: the army of observation (1,500 men), troops that stayed in Rhode Island (500 men), minutemen (1/4 the total soldiers), and the rest of the militia not in service to the Continental Army, or minutemen. To supply all of these soldiers with ammunition, Rhode Island manufacture explored a new industry by producing their own saltpeter for gunpowder in August 1775. This gunpowder supplied the Continental Army because trade had been cut off (Carroll 295).

Notwithstanding all of Rhode Island's preparation, in September, 1775, "The General Assembly warned Congress that unless defense measures were taken in Rhode Island, [the colony] and the other islands in the bay must be depopulated and the colony entirely ruined" (Simister 85). Governor Cooke asked General Washington, and Colonel Knox, for ideas and suggestions for fortifications. Neither man responded because there were more important

matters for the two American leaders (96-97). Rhode Island had to fend for itself in any encounters it might face, both militarily and economically.

Rhode Island simply did not have enough hard currency to support its army and navy. In May, 1775, when the army of observation was created, Rhode Island was forced to print £20,000 in paper currency (Cohen 63). People all across the state were alarmed at the printing of what they believed to be worthless paper currency to pay for the war. There was much controversy regarding the exchange of paper currency as a solution to Rhode Island's financial troubles. Governor Cooke pointed out at the end of 1776 that the amount of money spent was "not much larger than this State was indebted at the close of the last war" when paper money was issued (Staples 102). This was one of the few measures on which Rhode Islanders were divided.

The last remaining division between Patriots and Tories in Rhode Island existed in the government. When the army of observation was proposed, everyone in the Lower House approved it, but when the Army of Observation Act was sent to the Upper House, an exchange of debates caused seven members to vote for the army and four to vote against the army (Preston 2). The protestors were afraid to explore English reprimands!

Governor Joseph Wanton Jr. of Rhode Island also tried at every turn to keep Rhode Island from fighting, by refusing to sign papers to allow for the building of a navy or an army (Lovejoy 182). In April, 1775, William Ellery and a large group of supporters accused Wanton of being a Tory (179-180). Wanton was from Newport, and Newport was home to most of Rhode Island's Tories. Though Wanton was re-elected as Governor in April, the General Assembly refused to administer the oath of office to him (Conley 52). Joseph Wanton was formally thrown out of office in May, 1775 and Nicholas Cooke became governor (Lovejoy 182). Removing loyalist Wanton from office was the first big step Rhode Island took toward

fighting Tories. This exchange of governors was a political encounter in the struggle to explore freedom. Although Rhode Island was taking action against loyalists, other colonies were too divided between patriots and loyalists to do anything, and this was recognized by the Second Continental Congress as an act of whole-hearted patriotism (James 348). The Rhode Island government was finally united under one goal: freedom..

Rhode Island was now a colony dedicated towards achieving freedom, both in the government and the people. Samuel Ward may have been the most patriotic Rhode Islander of all. He fought against loyalists at every opportunity, and was ready to declare independence as early as November, 1775. He died in March, 1776, of smallpox, but by then he had inspired the whole colony (James 349). Due largely in part to Ward's efforts, the Rhode Island General Assembly declared independence on May 4, 1776. The vote for independence was almost unanimous in the General Assembly, except for six representatives from Newport (Crane 125). The document that freed Rhode Island from English rule, known as the Act of Renunciation, begins:

An Act repealing an Act, entitled, "An Act for the more effectually securing to his

Majesty the Allegiance of his subjects, in this his Colony and Dominion of Rhode Island

and Providence Plantations," and altering the forms of Commissions, of all Writs and

Processes in the Courts, and of all Oaths described by law (Cowell 42-43).

It is safe to say that Rhode Island wanted independence from England before of the seventy- seven people on the General Assembly only six were opposed to exploring independence (45​46). When the General Assembly declared independence, they also passed an act to punish whoever acknowledged the King of England as their sovereign. This act was an aggressive exploration of treason (Carroll 309). When the General Assembly came to a close that historic

of May 4, 1776 it was "the first time the session closed with ‘God save the United Colonies’”
(Simister 102). Rhode Island was the first colony 
to become independent from England not because of the Act of Renunciation, but because of the immensely patriotic citizens who lived there.


Declaring independence, while patriotic, was very dangerous given the situation in Rhode Island. At the time of independence three of Rhode Island’s five militia regiments were out of the state, there was a shortage of munitions, and Wallace was still in control of the bay (Cowell 42). As if these reasons were not enough, many Rhode Island merchants were still not accepting the money issued by Rhode Island as legal tender, or they were raising prices drastically (Cohen 66). The General Assembly went so far as to declare that any merchant who did not accept the newly issued money would be boycotted (Providence Gazette 3). In addition, British Admiral Howe arrived with a fleet of ships off the shore of Rhode Island to join Wallace and to threaten Rhode Island to abjure their declaration (Carroll 308).With an encounter imminent, Rhode Island replied that the king was "endeavoring to destroy the good people of this colony, and of all the United Colonies, by sending fleets and armies to America, to confiscate our property and spread fire, sword, and desolation,” thus refusing to 
repeal the Act of Renunciation (James 349). Though Rhode Island was in dire peril, Henry Barker, a historian and journalist for Providence Magazine believes, “The king had a right to expect allegiance in return for protection. Since the protection has ceased to be forthcoming, why should the colonies pay allegiance?” (8). Bing stubborn and patriotic was one in the same for Rhode islanders exploring freedom at this crucial time of the Revolution.


 National independence was not far away after Rhode Island declared independence. On July 19, 1776, the General Assembly agreed to the Colonies Declaration of Independence.

(Inman 2). At last, the thirteen colonies were united as one nation in fighting for freedom. No colony was more thrilled than Rhode Island, because "every act since the close of the Ward and Hopkins controversy in 1768 seems directed at the one objective [independence]" (Arnold 373). Even after the Revolution was won, Rhode Island still explored the question of freedom because Rhode Islanders did not agree with the government on issues such as the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution ("History" 1). Rhode Islanders were very dedicated and determined to explore how certain rights for citizens could be guaranteed. That is why Rhode Islanders first explored the ideas of freedom by waging war, and sought to question the government after independence, in essence, by exploring and requiring civil liberties for all citizens.

The American Revolution was a war in which the thirteen colonies of America fought against England for independence, but none of the colonies fought harder than Rhode Island. Rhode Island was the first colony to explore the idea of freedom, the first colony to exchange debates in government regarding freedom, and the first colony to have an encounter with England for this freedom. Rhode Island brought the colonies together in an inter-colonial Congress. Rhode Island fought both on land and in the water. Rhode Islanders fought both military encounters on the battlefield and political encounters in the government. Finally, Rhode Island became the first state to become independent from British rule in a declaration that, other than the Declaration of Independence, can be called the greatest patriotic act of the war. Because of all these acts and more, Rhode Islanders were the most patriotic people in the Revolutionary War.
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