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Tur origin of the Rhode Islund Historical Society, the
cirenmstances which led to its formmation, and the pims of its
founders, all well understood forty or fifty years ago, were
thrown into comparvative obscurity by the pressing events
of our Civil War. To bring these matters again to view,
and thus promote a better understanding of the success of
the Society, and also of the duties devolving on its mem-
bers and citizens of the State, is the object of this paper.

The Society owes its origin to a spirit of inquiry and re-
gearch manifested long before steps were taken for its
formation. The need of such an institution was felt and
the way was prepaved for it by men who early entered the
historic field and labored without the advaniages of asso-
ciate action.

The founders of the State and the men of their day were
followed in due time by men who appreciated their work
and strove to perpetuate their memory by making a record of
what they did. Of the latter class, were notably the Rev.
Jobn Callender, Governor Stephen Hopkins, Friend Moses
Brown, Senator Theodore Foster and their compeers,
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They led the way to a connected and truthful history of the
State, and their services are appreciated by their snecessors
in this line of labor.

The Society’s records and public journals show that there
was, in 1822, a newly-awakened interest in historical par«
suits, and that there was then earnest inguiry after anthentic
documents belonging to various periods of these Planta-
tions. A Revolutionary soldier, who became the second
president of this Society, is reported to have spoken as
follows :

“From the settlement of the Rhode Island and Provi-
dence Plantations, more than a hundred and eighty years
ago, valuable historic material has been wasting away year
by year without any concerted effort being put forth to save
it and use it in the interest of veritable history.”

It was stated that through iguorance or other causes
some valuable historical records had been converted into
pulp for paper, some had been nsed for kindling fires, and
some bad been accidentally burned; and the hope was ex-
prossed that the Society might prevent similar losses in
time to come, and secure for historien] purposes the valna-
ble family, town and State records then in existence.*

*1t is a matter of regret that the hope thus expressed has not beem reallzed.
Many losged have occarred since that time. Some valuable documentz have been doe
wtroyed Lhey kept i fe places; some because thelr historie valoe was not
anderstond by those who owned them or had them in charge, god some for other rensons
that meed not be stated. 6 is proved that stores, shops, dwelling-houses, and even some
buildings called town-houses or town halls, are not fre-proof. The followlng losees, of
which the seeretary of this Soolety has anthentle informatfom, sre & few of the many
thet hure oeourred

The town records of North Kingatown wore folured asd sarrowly escaped complete
destruction from an sccldental firs, December 16, 1870. The numerous manuscripte of
United States Senator Elisha Mathewson, including autograph letters of Thomaas Jefer-
won and obier historie men who lived [athe labler part of the last semtury and i the
early past of this,—these, with Mr. Mathewson's Ubrary aud porireite of himse!f and
wife (partially promised for the archives of thin Society) were all destroyed February 6,
1870, together with the house in which they wers kept in the tdwn of Scltaats. The
many exoeedingly valuable resords of the proprietars of the Providence Plantations, kept
in & wooden chest in s paper und twine warehouse, were all reduced to ashes in the
AMrich Hoeuse fire that ccenrred Fabruary 15, 1888, A large colietion of manyseripts
Ieft by the Iate Depaty Governor and Chief Justics Denlel Owen, who presidsd over the
conventlon tha! adopted the Nationsl Coostitution in 1760, were kept In Judge
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After deliberation, a meeting was called and held at No.
3, South Main Street, Providence, on the 19th of April,
1822, the time being noted as the anniversary of the skir-
mishes at Lexington and Concord. Jeremiash Lippitt was
elected chairman and William R. Staples secretary of that
meeling, and measures were then and there adopted
for the formation of this Society and for its incorporation
by the General Assembly. On the 29th of the following
June a meeting of the corporators* of the Society was held
at the old Manufacturers’ Hotel (kept then by John Wilde,
at No. 65 North Main street, opposite the First Baptist
Church). The charter introduced into the General Assem-

(hwen’a faeslly mension fn Glosrster il nbout a third of & coatury uge, when one of iz
Erindions submitied them to the flames, assigning an a renson for this act thatb they
mever bad been wanted and probably pever would be. Apother conslderable enlisction
of mamuecripis, left by Col. Jobhn Binger Dexter, a distingalshed offeer of the Contlnental
BFEY,—manudsipha, sdme of whish were personul sketohes, entitled © Memoranda Con-
oerning U.-Bmivtr of the Clnclonati, of which Colonel Dextor wes sucocasively tremi-
arer, » Tl and pr —were burnad by o deseandant of Colonel
Texter to gec lh&nnmnfr.lem 5till apather lot of manascript, left by Captain
Danlel Binger Dexter, who, on aeconnt of hig remarkable «kill i a penman served as
«lerk or seorotary for many orgenizations during and subeequent to the Revelutlon, were
barned & quarter of & century ago by A descendant of his to get possession of & fruni
in which they were kepi.

But though fire haa made sad haveq of historiesl dovements, paper-makers are of late
reputed to be more offelent agents of mischiof, Durieg the Warof the Rebellion the
registers of the public schoole of Providence, some of them dating beck to 1540 and
eontaining records that wouald have promptly settled more than one legal comtroversy,
were all dellverssl over o Lbe paper-makers, and thus used up. Among the tons of
‘materizls annasliy scnt off from dwelling-hooses o pasa throwgh junk shops on their
way to paper mills, are usually some books, pamphlots o7 macusripts which, If saved,
wonld greatly ecrich the library of this Boclety : and to this end an appen! [s bers made
o the prblle, in the hope of having valoable material rescued from destruction and the
intarests of history thereby promoted.

Bearing In mind the principle thut historical records should not only be preserved, but
be put in such order that they ona be resdily conpulted, we give, in iliostration of thls
prinatple, the foltowing exiract from a bgtter lately writton by & gentleman who La deeply
1nterested in thisy hls emcestral State: "The people of Rhode Island shduld nat oaly
guard against the destruction of their early town recorde, but should have such clusal-
fled and Indexed copler of them made s will render thelr lessons avallable to il who
wish to be Instructed thereby."

® The followlng are the nanres of the twelve corporstors : Jeremial Lippitt, Willlam
Aphn, Charles Rorri Tebbitts, Walter K. Danforth, Willism B. Staples, Hichard W.
Greene, John Brown Francls, William . Goddard, Charles F. Tillinghast, Rickard J.
Aroold, Charles Jazkson, Willlam E. Richmond.
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bly at its May session and passed in June was received and
adopted, and measures were taken to secure a constitution
embodying suitable by-laws and rules of action. It was
voted at this meeting that the annual election of officers
should take place on the anniversary of the grunting of the
charter of 1663, viz., July 19, corresponding to July 8,
old style.” Accordingly, on that historic day, in the hotel
before named, the first annnal officers were elected, the
venerable Moses Brown serving as chairman and William
R. Staples as secretary, and for twenty-six years the anni-
versaries of the charter of 1663 and of the establishment
of this Society were obscrved together. The numes of the
distinguished members enrolled and officors elected from
that time down to Japuoary, 1888, may be found in the
" Proceedings of the Sociely, 1887-88.”

Thus organized, the Society prompily issued a eivcular,
informing the people of the State of the objects it had in
view, and inviting them to co-operate in collecting and turn-
ing to account such manuscripts, printed works and other
material as might serve to illustrate State, family and local
history. Ouoe of the esrliest responses to this appeal was
an antobiographical sketch from Col. Christopher Lippitt,
of Revolutionary memory, and this wus followed by con-
tributions from Moses Brown, Theodore Foster, Henry
Bull, John Brown Franeis, William Giles Goddurd, William
Aplin, Zachariah Allen, and other like-minded citizens,
who, with their suceessors down to the present time, merit
the honor of having their gifts kept in a safe, commodious
and attractive building.

The records show that the Society wns early nursed and
encouraged by the State, receiving from it $500 when that
sum was more to it than $5,000 would be to-day. From
1822 to 1834 the Society was the gnest of the State, hold-
ing its meetings, with the manifest approbation, if not by
invitation, of the General Assembly in the Senate chamber,
and keeping its collections on one side of that room in enses



7

furnished gratuitonsly by the Providence Library Company.
In the course of twelve years the Society outgrew its quar-
ters in the Senate chamber, and was eramped for the lack
of room for its collections. When this fact became known
to Mesars. Brown & Ives they offered the free use of what
is termed in the records "a spacious room (their present
counting room) in their brick block on South Main street.”
The Society gratefully sccepted the offer. At the end of
two years Mr, Cyrus Butler expressed his appreciation
of the Society as & conservator of the material interests
of the community, and offered it still ampler accommoda-
tion in the upper story of the Arcade, which offer it grate-
fully accepted, and held its meetings and kept its collectiona
in room 53 of that bunilding for the next eight years, when
it removed (in 1844) to its present Cabinet; and now, after
having occupied this building forty-five years, it finds itself
more cramped for room then ever before. With its re-
newed life and the general interest awakened in historieal
pursuils, it now painfully reslizes its need of means to
earry forward the work for which it was organized. In
Newport the Society was for a long time generously cared
for by the Redwood Library Company.

During the first. twenty-seven yeurs of its existence the
business of the Society was mainly transseted through the
agency of & board of trustees and of its committees. Its
early records contain long and elaborate reports and letters,
fornishing ample evidence of interest and diligence in ¢ol-
lecting material for local history and in preparing for the
publication of the first volumes of its ™ Collections ”; but
they fail to show that any lectures or papers (other than
reports or letters) were given or read before the Society
during a peviod of thirteen years. The first record on this
subject was to the effect that the Hon. William Hunter, of
Newport, wounld address the Society at the State House on
th'e 40th of October, 1828, and a subsequent record shows
that on Mr. Hunter's failing to appear at the appointed
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time, the members consoled themselves therefor by & fea-
tive and social entertainment. In 1834 an earnest but un-
successful effort was made to have lectures that would
awaken interest in the objects of the Society and enrich its
treasury.

In 1835-36, however, twelve lectures were given in
Franklin Hall, the efficient President of the Society, John
Howland, presiding on each oceasion and reading the first
paper. Many of the tickets to these lectures are still pre-
served, having upon them the printed name of T. H. Webb,
secretary, and the clear autograph of T.W. Dorr, treas-
urer.

In the winter of 1836-37, a second course of lectures, ten
in number, was given, President Howland reading the first
paper, and introducing the lecturers at the subsequent meet-

- ings.

In December, 1837, through the influence of the Society,
but without its ageney, the Rev. C. W. Upham, then pastor
of the church in Salem, from which Roger Williams was
driven into exile, gave in Franklin Hall a course of three
lectures, entitled *The Life, Adventures and Character of
Roger Williams.”

Attention iz here called to the appended chronological
list of lectures and papers read hefore the Society from
1835 to 1889, inclusive. In making up the first part of this
list. it has been found necessary to have recourse to the
newspapers of the day, and it is not improbable that, owing
to omissions in the early records, some papers are omitted
that belong on the list.

Long as the list is, it would be much longer but for the
adoption of a rule excluding letters, reports, the annual
addresses of the presidents of the Society, and many other
papers which constifute an important part of the history
of the institution. Thus, though the Canonicus Memorial
in the North Barial Ground was erected and dedicated
under the auspices of the Society on the 21st of Septem-



