GO TO MASTER INDEX OF RHODE ISLAND PEOPLE
SAMUEL SLATER

In April 2004 someone wrote to the Quaker-P list at Earlham
College in shock about how their son was being taught,
in American History class at his prep school, about the
Industrial Revolution in the USA. Right there in their son’s
textbook they found an allegation that the Industrial Revolution
had been introduced to the USA by a thief who had memorized plans
for cotton textile mills in England and sneaked out of that
country disguised as a farmer, and an allegation that a Quaker
richie-rich, Moses Brown, then supplied this thief with the
funding needed to build copycat mills in the USA. Could this
Quaker capitalist have been aware that his whole scheme was
based upon a theft? In these early industrial factories, the
workers were often abused and victimized and whipped small
children who should have been in school. Did that Quaker
capitalist simply ignore this? Friend Moses Brown was an
opponent of slavery and yet the demand for slave-grown cotton
as raw material for his mills in Rhode Island increased the need
for black field slaves in the American South. Was this rich
Quaker nuts –was he stupid –or was he simply wicked?
Samuel Slater was the English mill engineer who memorized the
plans for cotton textile mills in England and thus by theft
brought the latest cotton-weaving technology to New England.
Before the use of this labor-saving machinery, when spinning to
produce thread had been done by hand, the labor input for a pound
of cotton thread had been 12-14 days. For an equivalent amount
of silk thread, by way of contrast, the labor input had been 6
days, for linen thread, 2-5 days, for wool, 1-2 days. Fine cotton
muslin was therefore not only not the most economical garment
material, but was (except for fine furs) by far the most
expensive. However, this cotton cloth was aesthetically
preferable — aesthetically preferable, except for folks who in
touching it were reminded of their impure involvement with the
institution of human enslavement, the raw material having been
produced on slave plantations. During the 1770s in England,
Richard Arkwright’s spinning machine and James Hargreaves’s
patent spinning-jenny with multiple spindles powered by water
transforming this cost situation. By 1784 all spinning in the
British Isles was by machine and the production of cotton cloth
had increased by a multiplier of 24. By 1812 the cost of
producing a pound of cotton thread would decline by one order
of magnitude and, by the early 1860s, by two: 100 times less
labor intensive than it had been before the Industrial
Revolution and before the American Revolution.
Such cotton mills in Rhode Island would possess a number of
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advantages over other New England towns engaged in the weaving
business. Cargo vessels did not need to pass through the
treacherous waters of Cape Cod in order to get there, and in
those years before the digging of the Cape Cod Canal that was
of considerable importance as the cost for coal to use to
generate steam, and the cost for cotton, could be lower there
than in a port such as Boston for which the vessels had to push
through the treacherous weather and waters off the Cape. And,
of course, the constant streams of immigrant labor (the textile
industry was the absolute bottom rung of the ladder for white
laborers, with turnovers of “operatives” averaging 5% per week
due to unrelentingly low wages) were accessible in Pawtucket and
Slaterville, Rhode Island as well as in venues such as Lowell,
Massachusetts.
However, primarily, the advantage of Rhode Island was in its
“weaving weather,” which is to say, its soft and misty air in
which the relative humidity hovered around 74%. Such moist air
keeps down static electricity and thus allows a higher thread
tension on the looms, while promoting the even drying of freshly
printed fabrics. Mills located in such a climate can specialize
in the finer grades of light printed fabric — the finer grades
which sell at the highest premium.
Before the American Revolution, the British colonial policy had
been that its colonies were to produce raw materials at low cost
(by cheap labor or slave labor), and then these raw materials
were to be shipped across the ocean to be processed in the
factories of the British Isles. Then, at high cost, the American
colonies could purchase from the British Isles their finished
goods such as cotton cloth. Such colonialism was part of what
necessitated the American Revolution. After the revolution
succeeded and the United States of America had been created,
there was a need to build factories on the American continent
in order to deconstruct that old colonialist alignment of the
economic realities. It was in this context that Samuel Slater
in 1789 sneaked the trade secrets of the latest in British
industrial technology to America, and it was in that context
that Friend Moses Brown, a rich Quaker of Rhode Island –an
antislavery activist who began as an international slave trader–
provided the funds to begin the factories. Was this Samuel
Slater a sneak thief? Well, no, unless learning something
amounts to stealing it. Was this Quaker who created the mills
that would exploit the labor of little children an evil man?
Well, no, for providing secure employment for children who
otherwise would beg in the street is not inherently wicked. —
But, read the details of this for yourself and make up your own
mind.
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1722
December 21, Friday (Old Style): Captain James Brown and Hope Power, the daughter of Nicholas and Mercy
Tillinghast Power, were wed in Providence, Rhode Island. The couple would have a number of sons who
would become famous wealthy merchants in Providence, and founders and patrons of Brown University:
•
•

•
•

•

•

On February 12, 1724, a son named James Brown who would not marry and who would die at
York, Virginia on February 15, 1750
On July 28,1729, a son named Nicholas Brown, who would marry a first wife Rhoda Jenks on
May 2, 1762 and then a second wife Avis Binney on September 9, 1785, who would have a son
Nicholas Brown, Jr. who would be a benefactor of Brown University and a famous wealthy
merchant in Providence, and who would die in 1791
In 1731, a daughter named Mary Brown who would marry a John Vanderlight
On December 3, 1733, a son named Joseph Brown who would marry Elizabeth Power on
September 30, 1759, who was a patriot in the Revolution and served in both Providence town and
Rhode Island state offices, and would die on December 3, 1785
On January 27, 1736, a son named John Brown, who would marry Sarah Smith on November 27,
1760, who would be a famous wealthy merchant and slavetrader in Providence, and benefactor of
Brown University, and would die in 1803
On September 12, 1738, a son named Moses Brown (who would marry a first time on January 1,
1764 to his first cousin Anna Brown and then, after Anna’s death in about 1773, a second time on
March 4, 1779 to Friend Mary Olney, and then a third time on May 2, 1799 to Phebe Lockwood),
who would be a famous wealthy merchant in Providence and a benefactor of the Rhode Island
Friends Quarterly Meeting School (now for some reason known as the Moses Brown School), and
would die in 1836.1

Here is what has been said of the influence of this Friend, in Hugh Barbour’s and J. William Frost’s
THE QUAKERS (NY: Greenwood Press, 1988, pages 298-9):
Moses Brown, born into a prominent prosperous Baptist family, served
an apprenticeship with his uncle Obadiah Brown in order to learn
mercantile practices. Later he joined with his three elder brothers
in Nicholas Brown and Co., a firm engaged in iron manufacture, the
West Indies trade, the manufacture and sale of spermacetti candles,
and -on one occasion- the slave trade. Moses, who married his first
cousin Anna, daughter of Obadiah Brown, became wealthy. In the 1760s
he became active in civic improvements, politics, agricultural
reform, and education — notably the creation of the College of Rhode
Island [Brown University]. The death of Anna in 1773 caused Moses
Brown to reconsider his priorities. He attempted (unsuccessfully)
to withdraw from business, traveled with itinerant Quaker ministers
in New England, freed his own slaves, and became an ardent
abolitionist and defender of free blacks. In 1774 he requested
membership in the Smithfield Monthly Meeting. He soon became a
leader of the Rhode Island Friends, serving as elder from 1783 to
1836 and treasurer of the Meeting for Sufferings after 1776.
Before the Revolution, Brown attempted to broaden the antislavery
campaign beyond Friends. In 1776 he organized a Quaker relief effort
to help those New Englanders suffering the effects of the British
blockade. He opposed independence and sought for a neutral course
1. This Moses (1738-1836) is not to be confused with Moses (1793-1879) or Moses (1829-1883), nor for that matter is he to be
confused with a non-Quaker Moses Brown who was a merchant in Newburyport, Massachusetts.
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during the war. He had misgivings about the official Quaker stance
of not using paper money and not paying mixed taxes. Concerned with
what he saw as a lack of educational opportunity for Friends, Brown
helped organize a Yearly Meeting school that lasted from 1784 to
1788; twenty years later in Providence he revived this boarding
school, which today is called the Moses Brown School.
Brown’s charitable and humanistic activities continued after the
peace. He led the effort of Friends and other Rhode Islanders to end
the slave trade and abolish slavery. Brown worked with non-Quakers
in supporting the College of Rhode Island, the American Bible
Society, and the Rhode Island Peace Society. Although his lack of
formal education left him reticent about publishing, he read widely
and corresponded on medical and scientific subjects.
Seeing the distress in Rhode Island after the Revolution, Brown
sought to increase economic opportunity by helping to found and
serve as a director of the first bank in Rhode Island. His initial
qualms about the United States Constitution were overcome by the
Bill of Rights, and he mobilized Quakers to support Rhode Island’s
ratification. He became an expert on cloth manufacture and sponsored
Samuel Slater’s activities in developing the American textile
industry.
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1788
J.P. Brissot de Warville provided an impression of Rhode Island as he encountered it.

J.P. BRISSOT DE WARVILLE
In the earliest attempt to manufacture cotton cloth in Providence, Daniel Anthony, Andrew Dexter, and Lewis
Peck constructed a spinning-jenny in a private home on the basis of an English model they found in Beverly,
Massachusetts and went into partnership to make “homespun” (this machinery would be moved to the markethouse chamber in Providence). They would construct also a carding-machine and a spinning-frame. Joseph
Alexander, a native of Scotland, would show them how to set up a loom. They would move the spinning-frame
to Pawtucket so it could operate by water-power, and sell it to Moses Brown of Providence. None of this
machinery worked very well, and William Almy and Smith Brown carried on this business for Moses Brown
until it was recognized to be an unprofitable arrangement.2

1789
September 13, Sunday: Samuel Slater embarked from London for the US, carrying trade secrets of textile
manufacturing he had learned from observing the operation of machines invented by Arkwright and
Hargreaves.

2. Bear in mind that in early periods the Southern states of the United States of America produced no significant amount of cotton
fiber for export — such production not beginning until 1789. In fact, according to page 92 of Seybert’s STATISTICS, in 1784 a small
parcel of cotton that had found its way from the US to Liverpool had been refused admission to England, because it was the customs
agent’s opinion that this involved some sort of subterfuge: it could not have originated in the United States.
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November 18, Wednesday: Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre was born.
Samuel Slater arrived in New-York.

December 2, Wednesday: In Providence and Pawtucket, Rhode Island, cotton from the slave plantations of the
American South and from the slave plantations of the West Indies was being woven into cloth for resale to its
growers. The operation, run by the merchant Moses Brown, was on a small scale. On this date Samuel Slater,

a young man recently arrived from England after working in cotton spinning mills, applied for a job with
Brown. Slater alleged an intimate knowledge of the British thread-spinning machinery: “I flatter myself that
I can give the greatest satisfaction in making machinery, making as good yarn, either for stocking or twist,
as any that is made in England.”

Samuel [Slater] was a stalwart, handsome, rosy-cheeked youth of
twenty-one when he came to America. Moses Brown sent him to Oziel
Wilkinson’s, in Pawtucket, as a suitable place for him to board.
When he entered Wilkinson’s house Hannah and another of Oziel’s
daughters were working in the kitchen. Seeing a stranger, girllike, they fled to an inner room; but Hannah, with maidenly
curiosity, looked through a hole in the door and was favorably
impressed with the young Englishman’s appearance. Samuel saw the
eyes and resolved to win them. The young people were both
smitten, but the Wilkinsons were Friends and did not approve of
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Hannah’s marrying a man of another faith. They proposed to send
her away to school, but Samuel declared he would follow the girl
to the ends of the earth if need be. The parents wisely concluded
to withdraw their opposition and the lovers were allowed to
marry. In the words of Slater’s biographer, Hannah was a
“lodestone” that kept him in Pawtucket. Had it not been for her
influence and sympathy, he might have given away to
discouragement at the many difficulties he was obliged to
encounter in making the new machines and running them
successfully. In telling the story of Slater we must not forget
the woman who assisted him in winning his great success. The
machines are supposed to have been started up temporarily in
October, 1790, but the first record of their work commences with
December 20, 1790.

READ EDWARD FIELD TEXT
QUAKER DISOWNMENT

1791
Colonel Timothy Pickering, Canandaigua lawyer Thomas Morris, the Reverend Kirkland, Horatio Jones, and
Jasper Parrish negotiated with native headmen Red Jacket, Cornplanter, and Good Peter (the Indian preacher)
and local tribes at New Town point (Elmira, New York). Nearly 500 Senecas encamped at Friend’s Landing
on Seneca Lake. At the request of Good Peter, “Universal Friend” Jemimah Wilkinson made an appearance.
Her topic was “Have We Not All One Father?” Good Peter’s sermon following her sermon, “Universal Friend”
requested that his words be interpreted. Good Peter declined to provide this interpretation, commenting
succinctly “if she is Christ, she knows what I said.”
Following this conference, a delegation of Seneca headmen set out to visit President George Washington at the
nation’s capital, Philadelphia.
Noting “the great advantages which had resulted to Boston from the bank established there,” Moses Brown
and John Brown helped a group of wealthy merchants found, and John served as the chief executive officer,
and Moses served as a director of, the first bank in Rhode Island, incorporated in Providence and named the
“Providence.” (During June 1865 this institution would be reorganized as a national bank and renamed the
“Providence National Bank.”)
Four guys –Samuel Slater, and a woodworker, and an elderly black employee of the merchant Moses Brown,
and the ironmaster David Wilkinson of Slater Mill in Pawtucket (meaning “waterfall”) near North
Providence,– bankrolled by a 5th guy, said Friend Moses, and using the water power of the Blackstone River,
with children working his “spinning jennies” in the production of yarn made of cotton from slave plantations,
were at this point able to begin the farming out the large quantities of manufactured yarn to local women who
were to work in their homes for piecework wages, weaving this yarn into cloth on consignment. The English
thread-spinning technology had been duplicated entirely from Slater’s memory.
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This mill would begin to operate satisfactorily as soon as they had made a correction in the slope of the carder
teeth he had specified.

(Obviously, our Bill of Rights was arriving, in this former colony that had been the very last to ratify the
Constitution, not one instant too soon. :-)
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Water power would replace at least for the most part the brute labor that had been being provided by animal
and human treadmills:

(The treadmill illustrated above was one in use for punishment at the Brixton House of Correction in 1821.
Prisoners walked the treadmill for ten minutes and then had a five minute breather. Talking was forbidden.
Although the treadmill at Coldbath Fields prison drove a flour-mill, in other prisons the power produced was
not utilized. Of course, in factories the treadmill was not for punishment and the power was always utilized.)
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Mr. Samuel Slater was able to get his hands on eight children between the ages of 7 and 12 as his first work
crew in his factory at Slater Mills, to tend his water-powered carding and spinning machines — machines
which were utterly lacking in any safety guards over their power belts and pulleys. Clearly, the only families
which would put their children to this sort of dangerous labor were families which were desperate to get food
on their table and shelter over their heads. Get this, such children might otherwise be destitute and
victimizable! Slater made no agreements that these children, who should have been in school, would be trained
as apprentices in any craft: they were not indentured to learn a lifetime skill, but were to be mere low-wage
machine fodder without a future, in his dark Satanic mill. You can visit this mill today. It’s right off the freeway
but now it is deceptively lovely and lonely and silent there. There is nothing whatever about the place which
might cause child abuse to spring to one’s mind.
Get ready, here comes the unholy alliance of “the lords of the lash and the lords of the loom”!
By 1810 the United States would boast 87 such cotton mills, able to provide employment for 4,000 workers,
some 3,500 of whom would be women and children who might otherwise be destitute and victimizable.3
We owe so much to technology and the profit motive! (Don’t let Adam Smith’s invisible hand slap you
in the face. :-)
White imitation slaves are infinitely superior to black real ones, because there’s never any agitation to
emancipate the imitation white ones — if they get old or sick or get caught in the machinery and injure
themselves, you can just tell them to get lost!
By 1796 there would be three forges, a tanning mill, three snuff mills, an oil mill, a clothiers works, three
fulling mills and two nail mills, at this falls on the Pawtucket River, all being run by water power rather than
muscle power. Human workers were being allowed to use their brains rather than their brawn — isn’t that
superior?

3. As Friend Moses Brown, Rhode Island’s premiere industrialist, had pointed out,
“As the manufactory of the mill yarn is done by children from 8 to 14 years old
it is a near total saving of labor to the country.”
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November 12, Saturday: Moses Brown and Oziel Wilkinson registered their deed to an irregular plot of seven acres,

MOSES BROWN
bearing two dwelling houses, a barn, and a corncrib, with water rights (this is the essential phrase: “with water
rights”), on the bank of the Blackstone River next to the steepest waterfall there, where Samuel Slater’s mill
was to be constructed.

Although now this land is part of the town of Pawtucket (the town’s name meaning “waterfall”), the two
capitalists registered their deed as then part of North Providence. The price paid had been “$350 Spanish mill
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dollars” and Brown owned three shares in the property to Wilkinson’s one share.

RHODE ISLAND
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1799
Samuel Patch was born to Greenleaf Patch, a ne’er-do-well opportunist prone to “drunkenness and
melancholy,” and Abigail McIntire Patch, an unfortunate young woman from a respectable rural family.
The Patches would be forced to move around on the edge of poverty and eventually would need to settle in
woebegone Pawtucket, Rhode Island. There they would send this son Samuel whom they had not bothered to
baptize, at age 7 or 8, not to school but into a monotonous and dangerous cotton mill perched on the edge of
the falls of the Blackstone River (Samuel Slater’s White Mill, before its expansion). Eventually the lad would
become a boss spinner, working the spinning mule. After hours, in his late teens, he and others would enjoy
jumping off a bridge and a high rooftop into a pool of aerated or “soft” water at the base of Pawtucket Falls.
He would become known by a renown catchphrase, “Some things can be done as well as others.”4

PEOPLE MENTIONED IN WALDEN
Henry Thoreau would at least implicitly mention Sam Patch in WALDEN, by deploying the expression “maggot
in his head,” an idiom that had in fact been coined in order to describe Sam:

WALDEN: Every man is the lord of a realm beside which the earthly
empire of the Czar is but a petty state, a hummock left by the
ice. Yet some can be patriotic who have no self-respect, and
sacrifice the greater to the less. They love the soil which makes
their graves, but have no sympathy with the spirit which may still
animate their clay. Patriotism is a maggot in their heads.

PEOPLE OF

WALDEN

LAFAYETTE
SAM PATCH

4.

But still a maggot, in his head,
Told Sam he was a ninny,
To spend his life in twirling thread,
Paul E. Johnson’s SAM PATCH, THE FAMOUS JUMPER (NY: Hill & Wang).
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Just like a spinning Jenney.

READ THE ENTIRE PIECE OF DOGGEREL

1805
In Rhode Island, Henry Smith was Acting Governor. The Douglas Turnpike, now Route 7, was chartered to
run from Providence to Smithfield. Rowland Hazard installed a carding machine at his fulling mill on the
Saugatucket River in Peace Dale in South Kingstown (this marked the beginning of the Narragansett Cotton
Manufacturing Company).
A new community to be known as “Slatersville” was developed by the partnership of Almy and Brown at
Buffam’s Mills on the Branch River two miles upstream from the Blackstone River. John Slater purchased the
land from the Buffams for $6,035 and enlarged the mill pond, adding to the mill, store, and worker housing.
SAMUEL SLATER

1806
At this point Isaac Wilbour was Rhode Island’s Lieutenant Governor,
Between this year and 1826, the new-model industrious community known as “Slatersville” would be being
developed.
SAMUEL SLATER
At the original Slatersville Mill, which would be not only the very largest but also the most progressive textile
mill in our nation, Walton Felch would begin his career as a master machinist. Promoted to management, Felch
would incorporate his experiences as the superintendent of this mill into a didactic poem, THE
MANUFACTURER ’S POCKET-PIECE; OR THE COTTON MILL MORALIZED. As his subtitle suggests,
Superintendent Felch would come to regard his cotton mill as an allegory of the moral life. In New Lanark,
Scotland the entrepreneur Robert Owen had turned his factory into a utopian community founded on socialist
principles, and in New England the mill of Francis Cabot Lowell would become a symbol of efficient and
benevolent industrialism. Pilgrims would come from all over to see and study such factories; one such
reformer, Henry R. Colman (October 9, 1800-February 7, 1895), would report that the “moral spectacle here
presented is in itself beautiful and sublime.” In such a cotton mill “each part retains its place, performs its
duty,” modeling the proper function of human civilization at large. In 1976, in CIVILIZING THE MACHINE:
TECHNOLOGY AND REPUBLICAN VALUES IN AMERICA, 1776-1900 (Hill & Wang), Professor John F. Kasson of
the Department of History at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill would explain that the “discipline
of the factory, Felch suggested, might provide just the salutary influence to keep republican spirits from
running to excess. He chose a cotton mill as an illustration and carefully traced the moral lessons of control
taught by each of the various elements; then Felch solemnly gestured to the whole and instructed his
countrymen:
Remark the moral order reigning here,
How every part observes its destined sphere;
Or, if disorder enter the machine.

14

Copyright 2013 Austin Meredith

HDT

WHAT?

INDEX

SAMUEL SLATER

SAMUEL SLATER

A sweeping discord interrupts the scene!
Learn hence, whatever line of life you trace,
In pious awe your proper sphere to grace.”

The factory, Professor Kasson would argue, was becoming the symbol of a new kind of social order in which
each citizen was to function in her appointed place in the great humming machine of the global economy. His
insight would be that what Henry R. Colman and Walton Felch were describing was “essentially an industrial
version of the Puritan doctrine of the calling, by which each person pursued his appointed vocation in the place
which God had ordained. Factory discipline would provide social discipline as well.”
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1810
By this point there were over 100 mills along the Blackstone River outside Providence similar to the cotton
mill set up in 1791 by Samuel Slater and Friend Moses Brown.5The amount of money the Rhode Island

Friends had set aside for Quaker education had at this point grown to nearly $8,000.
Henry A. Howland of Providence was keeping careful track of his life.

HENRY A. HOWLAND

5. That sounds just hunky-dory, but on the downside, these alterations being made in the Blackstone River were, as one might
imagine, destroying its migrating and spawning fish. (“You can never do just one thing.”)
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1811
There were 17 cotton-mills in the vicinity of Providence, and 5 more were under construction. There were 8
in nearby Rhode Island towns, and 5 more were under construction.
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1812
At about this point Cato Pearce, who had been working on a farm in Rehoboth, Massachusetts, signed on as
a crewmember aboard a schooner belonging to a Captain Rogers of New London, Connecticut, on a cruise to
the Caribbean. On his return in about 1815, after spending his wages, he would hire himself out to James
Rhodes of Providence, Rhode Island.
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In approximately this year Robert Voorhis was building his hut on Fox Point,

a peninsula of uninhabited land about a mile south of Providence Bridge in Rhode Island, and would reside
there for a number of years, until obnoxious construction work began in that vicinity. What had made this
escaped-mulatto-slave-become-seaman resolve to become a hermit? —he said that had sneaked back down
south via Baltimore to Georgetown in a fruitless attempt to recover his first wife and their children:
Feeling a strong inclination once more to visit the shores of
the south, where I had not only been unjustly deprived of my
liberty, but where I was inhumanly forced from my beloved wife
and two darling children, I took passage (about fifteen years
since) on board a sloop for Baltimore, and from thence proceeded
direct to Georgetown. As twenty years had elapsed since I there
left all that I held most dear in life — and so great a change
had time effected in my personal appearance, I felt little or
no apprehension that I should be recognized or molested by any,
if living, who once professed a claim to me. In this I was not
mistaken, for indeed as regarded the town, inhabitants, &c. so
great a change had the twenty years produced, that I walked the
streets at mid-day unnoticed and unknown. My old master (Voorhis
and his wife had been some years dead, and the survivors of the
family had removed to parts unknown— Bevins, the wretch by whom
I was unjustly deprived of my liberty, and thereby forever
seperated [sic] from my unfortunate family, had a few years
previous emigrated to the west— but, the principle object of my
visit was not answered— of my wife and children I could obtain
no satisfactory information— all that I could learn, was, that
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soon after my disappearance, their sufferings and deprivations
became so great, that my poor wife in a fit of desparation [sic],
as was supposed, put an end to her existence, and that her
helpless children did not long survive her!— this was enough!
yea more than enough, to fill to the brim the bitter cup of my
afflictions!— afflictions which had more less attended me
through life!—I then felt but little desire to live, as there
was nothing then remaining to attach me to this world— it was
at that moment that I formed the determination to retire from
it— to become a recluse, and mingle thereafter as little as
possible with human society.

1826
Near Providence, the “Number 1” mill was built on the Branch River in Slatersville at Railroad street,
replacing an 1806 mill that had burned.
SAMUEL SLATER
The Hazard brothers bought out the last nonfamily investor in their IP&RG Hazard cotton cloth company.
Anne Royall visited Rhode Island.

ANNE ROYALL

1827
The Providence Steam Mill was established by Samuel Slater and others in Providence, Rhode Island.

1827. A committee was appointed by the town to build the Dexter
Asylum, who immediately proceeded to the duties of their
appointment, and under whose directions the present capacious
building was completed in 1830. This building is 170 feet in
length; the centre part is 55 feet deep, and the wings 45 feet.
Its cost was $43,000. Its materials are brick and stone.
The forty acre lot on which this Asylum stands, is surrounded
by a stone wall 3 feet in thickness at the ground, and 8 feet
in height, as directed in the Will of Ebenezer Knight Dexter,
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who gave this lot, and the bulk of his estate, real and personal,
to the town, for the purpose of an asylum for the poor. The
liberal donor died on the 10th day of August, 1824. He had been
United States Marshal for many years previous to his death. The
funds and property of this legacy are called the Dexter
Donation,
and
are
under
the
superintendence
of
five
commissioners. The present master of the Asylum, Gideon Palmer,
has held that place from the commencement of its operations. The
Will of Mr. Dexter was drawn with great care by Gen. Samuel W.
Bridgham, who was named therein as Executor, and charged with
seeing the testator’s objects carried into effect. He discharged
his duty with fidelity. - The first public meeting was holden
in April, in the First Baptist Meeting house on the subject of
promoting Temperance. It was well attended, and addressed by
several of the clergy and other citizens. There were several
meetings held at the same place by adjournment, at which many
appeals were made to the citizens to practice moderation and
temperance, but none broached the doctrine of total abstinence.
These meetings, however, were the parent of the numerous
temperance, total abstinence and cold water societies which now
abound here, shedding their benign and healthy influence over
the moral atmosphere of the community.
DEXTER ASYLUM

THE TEMPERANCE MOVEMENT
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1836
Publication in Providence, Rhode Island of a description of the various components of the New England
Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends.

READ ALL ABOUT IT
The “Act to provide for the education of children at public expense within the City and County of
Philadelphia” that had in 1834 provided schoolhouses, teachers, and supervision of a free public school system
was at this point amended to form the basis for a system of free, tax-supported general education throughout
Pennsylvania.
QUAKER EDUCATION
Publication of the 2d edition of George Savage White’s 1836 volume MEMOIR OF SAMUEL SLATER, THE
FATHER OF AMERICAN MANUFACTURES; CONNECTED WITH A HISTORY OF THE RISE AND PROGRESS OF THE
COTTON MANUFACTURE IN ENGLAND AND AMERICA; WITH REMARKS ON THE MORAL INFLUENCE OF
MANUFACTORIES IN THE UNITED STATES (we know that Thoreau would peruse an extensive review of this).

SAMUEL SLATER
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1841
January 31, Sunday: In his journal, Henry Thoreau made a reference to a review he had seen in the current issue of the
North American Review, of Edward Baines, Jr.’s 1835 volume A HISTORY OF THE COTTON MANUFACTURE
IN GREAT BRITAIN, WITH A NOTICE OF ITS EARLY HISTORY IN THE EAST, AND IN ALL QUARTERS OF THE
GLOBE; A DESCRIPTION OF THE GREAT MECHANICAL INVENTIONS, WHICH HAVE CAUSED ITS UNEXAMPLED
EXTENSION IN BRITAIN; AND A VIEW OF THE PRESENT STATE OF THE MANUFACTURE, AND THE CONDITION
OF THE CLASSES ENGAGED IN ITS SEVERAL DEPARTMENTS and the 2d edition of George Savage White’s 1836
volume MEMOIR OF SAMUEL SLATER, THE FATHER OF AMERICAN MANUFACTURES; CONNECTED WITH A
HISTORY OF THE RISE AND PROGRESS OF THE COTTON MANUFACTURE IN ENGLAND AND AMERICA; WITH
REMARKS ON THE MORAL INFLUENCE OF MANUFACTORIES IN THE UNITED STATES: “[T]he British man alone
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spins a yarn in one year which will reach fifty-one times the distance from the earth to the sun.”

Sunday Jan. 31st 1841.
At each step man measures himself against the system. If he cannot actually belay the sun and make it fast to
this planet, yet the British man alone spins a yarn in one year which will reach fifty-one times the distance from
the earth to the sun. So having his cable ready twisted and coiled, the fixed stars are virtually within his grasp.
He carries his lasso coiled at his saddle bow, but is never forced to cast it.
All things are subdued to me by virtue of that coiled lasso I carry, and I lead them without the trouble of a cast.
It is the rope that lies coiled on the deck which moors my ship, and I have never to bend a cable.
In God’s hall hang cables of infinite length — and in his entries stand bars of infinite strength, but
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{One leaf missing}
those cables were never bent, nor those bars ever poised, for all things have been subdued to the divinity from
the first, and these are the seals of his power.
The guilty never escape — for a steed stands ever ready saddled and bridled at God’s door, and the sinner
surrenders at last.
End of my Journal of 396 ps

{One-half page blank}

GOD IN CONCORD by Jane Langton © 1992

Viking Penguin

The guilty never escape, for a steed stands ever ready
saddled and bridled at God’s door, and the sinner
surrenders at last.
Journal, January 31, 1841

S

arah Peel was late. Bridgie Sorrel had made a scene in
Melanie’s Lunch Room, and Melanie didn’t know what to

Penguin Books USA Inc.

61

ISBN 0-670-84260-5 — PS3562.A515G58
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1860
We know from Stanley Lebergott’s MANPOWER IN ECONOMIC GROWTH (NY: McGraw-Hill, 1964) what
monthly farm wages typically amounted to in Massachusetts during this period, over and above of course one’s
room and board:
1818

$13.50

1826

$13.50

1830

$12.00

1850

$13.55

1860

$15.34

Incidentally, although such wages were ordinarily significantly higher in Massachusetts than elsewhere,
during this period the wage was higher in Rhode Island.
Martin Johnson Heade was still maintaining his studios in New-York City, at the Tenth Street Studio Building.
His “Sunset on the Meadows” and “Approaching Thunder Storm” were on exhibit at the National Academy
of Design in New-York. During this year he would visit Burlington, Vermont and the Thousand Islands of the
St. Lawrence River, and then reside at 25 Waterman Street in Providence, Rhode Island. It was during this year,
or possibly the next, that he prepared his intriguing oil on canvas, “Two Owls at Sunset,” with its exceedingly
Thoreauvian perspective of the two tiny owls silhouetted against the sky above the barren dark landscape:
“Nature ... invites us to lay our eye level with the smallest leaf, and take an insect view of its plain.”6

6. It has been suggested that this painting might be the perfect illustration to accompany Walden’s “I rejoice that there are owls. Let
them do the idiotic and maniacal hooting for men. It is a sound admirably suited to swamps and twilight woods which no day
illustrates, suggesting a vast and undeveloped nature which men have not recognized. They represent the stark twilight and
unsatisfied thoughts which all have.”

26

Copyright 2013 Austin Meredith

HDT

WHAT?

INDEX

SAMUEL SLATER

SAMUEL SLATER

Within the Providence city limits were the Providence Steam Mill that had been established by Samuel Slater
and others in 1827, the Oriental Mills at the corner of Admiral and Whipple Streets, the Elmwood Cotton Mills
on Mawney Street, the factories of B.B. & R. Knight at Carpenter Street and Broad Street, and the factories of
the Fletcher Manufacturing Company on Charles Street. In addition, 77 cotton-mills located outside the city
had their business offices there.
Witnessing a torchlit parade in the political canvass of this year, Thomas Allen Jenckes remarked that it would
“not take much to turn those men into soldiers.”

By this point the rising price of cotton had utterly revolutionized the American South. Cotton had become king
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— and this king was demanding field slaves.
INTERNATIONAL SLAVE TRADE

W.E. Burghardt Du Bois: The history of slavery and the slavetrade after 1820 must be read in the light of the industrial
revolution through which the civilized world passed in the first
half of the nineteenth century. Between the years 1775 and 1825
occurred economic events and changes of the highest importance
and widest influence. Though all branches of industry felt the
impulse of this new industrial life, yet, “if we consider single
industries, cotton manufacture has, during the nineteenth
century, made the most magnificent and gigantic advances.”7 This
fact is easily explained by the remarkable series of inventions
that revolutionized this industry between 1738 and 1830,
including Arkwright’s, Watt’s, Compton’s, and Cartwright’s
epoch-making contrivances.8 The effect which these inventions
had on the manufacture of cotton goods is best illustrated by
the fact that in England, the chief cotton market of the world,
the consumption of raw cotton rose steadily from 13,000 bales
in 1781, to 572,000 in 1820, to 871,000 in 1830, and to 3,366,000
in 1860.9 Very early, therefore, came the query whence the supply
of raw cotton was to come. Tentative experiments on the rich,
broad fields of the Southern United States, together with the
indispensable invention of Whitney’s cotton-gin, soon answered
this question: a new economic future was opened up to this land,
and immediately the whole South began to extend its cotton
culture, and more and more to throw its whole energy into this
one staple.
Here it was that the fatal mistake of compromising with slavery
in the beginning, and of the policy of laissez-faire pursued
thereafter, became painfully manifest; for, instead now of a
healthy, normal, economic development along proper industrial
lines, we have the abnormal and fatal rise of a slave-labor large
farming system, which, before it was realized, had so
intertwined itself with and braced itself upon the economic
forces of an industrial age, that a vast and terrible civil war
was necessary to displace it. The tendencies to a patriarchal
serfdom, recognizable in the age of Washington and Jefferson,
began slowly but surely to disappear; and in the second quarter
of the century Southern slavery was irresistibly changing from
a family institution to an industrial system.
The development of Southern slavery has heretofore been viewed
7. Beer, GESCHICHTE DES WELTHANDELS IM 19TEN JAHRHUNDERT, II. 67.
8. A list of these inventions most graphically illustrates this advance: —
1738, John Jay, fly-shuttle. John Wyatt, spinning by rollers.
1748, Lewis Paul, carding-machine.
1760, Robert Kay, drop-box.
1769, Richard Arkwright, water-frame and throstle. James Watt, steam-engine.
1772, James Lees, improvements on carding-machine.
1775, Richard Arkwright, series of combinations.
1779, Samuel Compton, mule.
1785, Edmund Cartwright, power-loom.
1803-4, Radcliffe and Johnson, dressing-machine.
1817, Roberts, fly-frame.
1818, William Eaton, self-acting frame.
1825-30, Roberts, improvements on mule.
Cf. Baines, HISTORY OF THE COTTON MANUFACTURE, pages 116-231; ENCYCLOPÆDIA BRITANNICA, 9th ed., article “Cotton.”
9. Baines, HISTORY OF THE COTTON MANUFACTURE, page 215. A bale weighed from 375 lbs. to 400 lbs.
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so exclusively from the ethical and social standpoint that we
are apt to forget its close and indissoluble connection with the
world’s cotton market. Beginning with 1820, a little after the
close of the Napoleonic wars, when the industry of cotton
manufacture had begun its modern development and the South had
definitely assumed her position as chief producer of raw cotton,
we find the average price of cotton per pound, 8½d. From this
time until 1845 the price steadily fell, until in the latter
year it reached 4d.; the only exception to this fall was in the
years 1832-1839, when, among other things, a strong increase in
the English demand, together with an attempt of the young slave
power to “corner” the market, sent the price up as high as 11d.
The demand for cotton goods soon outran a crop which McCullough
had pronounced “prodigious,” and after 1845 the price started
on a steady rise, which, except for the checks suffered during
the continental revolutions and the Crimean War, continued until
1860.10 The steady increase in the production of cotton explains
the fall in price down to 1845. In 1822 the crop was a halfmillion bales; in 1831, a million; in 1838, a million and a half;
and in 1840-1843, two million. By this time the world’s
consumption of cotton goods began to increase so rapidly that,
in spite of the increase in Southern crops, the price kept
rising. Three million bales were gathered in 1852, three and a
half million in 1856, and the remarkable crop of five million
bales in 1860.11
Here we have data to explain largely the economic development
of the South. By 1822 the large-plantation slave system had
gained footing; in 1838-1839 it was able to show its power in
the cotton “corner;” by the end of the next decade it had not
only gained a solid economic foundation, but it had built a
closed oligarchy with a political policy. The changes in price
during the next few years drove out of competition many
survivors of the small-farming free-labor system, and put the
slave régime in position to dictate the policy of the nation.
The zenith of the system and the first inevitable signs of decay
came in the years 1850-1860, when the rising price of cotton
threw the whole economic energy of the South into its
cultivation, leading to a terrible consumption of soil and
slaves, to a great increase in the size of plantations, and to
increasing power and effrontery on the part of the slave barons.
Finally, when a rising moral crusade conjoined with threatened
economic disaster, the oligarchy, encouraged by the state of the
cotton market, risked all on a political coup-d’état, which
failed in the war of 1861-1865.12

10. The prices cited are from Newmarch and Tooke, and refer to the London market. The average price in 1855-60 was about 7d.
11. From United States census reports.
12. Cf. United States census reports; and Olmsted, THE COTTON KINGDOM.
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1891
By the time that Pawtucket, Rhode Island celebrated its Cotton Centennial, a high guard rail had been erected
on the bridge over the river – preventing bold children from jumping from the bridge into the river below the
falls in imitation of Sam Patch. However, there was a parade in honor of Samuel Slater, and Patrick Devlin
seized the occasion to maneuver past this guard rail and accomplish the imitative leap.13

13.

30

Paul E. Johnson’s SAM PATCH, THE FAMOUS JUMPER (NY: Hill & Wang).
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There’s Always One More Idiot

2006
March 16, Thursday: In Providence, Rhode Island’s “ProJo,” the Providence Journal, Paul Davis’s series about the
days of slavery and the international slave trade continued:

Brown vs. Brown: Brothers Go Head to Head
“Stack of the Artist of Kouroo” Project
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In 1770, the Rev. Samuel Hopkins preached his first sermon
against slavery and the slave trade, calling them terrible sins.
His message surprised church members, some of them slave
traders. One family left the church. The notion that slavery was
immoral was slow to take hold.
The Quakers were among the first to question the practice and,
in 1773, they asked members to free their slaves. Not everyone
agreed. Wealthy businessman Abraham Redwood and even a long-term
Rhode Island governor refused to free their slaves and were
disowned by the group.
Although the Quakers would help federal officials prosecute
slave traders in the 1790s, they were seen as a quirky fringe
group. A century earlier, the Puritans in Boston hanged Quakers
and Roger Williams called them heretics.
* * *
By 1797, John Brown had burned the British ship Gaspee, cofounded Providence’s first bank, sent a trade ship to China and
laid the cornerstone of Brown University’s administration
building.
He was, says a biographer, one of America’s leading merchants.
But the federal government had other words for him: illegal
slave trader. Agents seized his ship, the Hope, for violating
the U.S. Slave Trade Act of 1794. Brown was the first Rhode
Islander –possibly the first citizen in the new nation– to be
tried under the law which forbid the trading of slaves in foreign
ports.
On Aug. 5, in District Court in Newport, Judge Benjamin Bourn
outlined the reasons for seizing the Hope. Brown and others had
“fitted, equipped, loaded, and prepared” the ship that sailed
from Providence to Africa and on to Havana “for the purpose of
carrying on a trade and traffic in Slaves” which was contrary
to the Statute of the United States, Judge Bourn wrote.
Federal authorities learned of John Brown’s activities from his
own brother Moses Brown and other anti-slavery radicals.
John and Moses had been at odds over the slave trade for more
than a decade. Moses, in fact, had helped push for the federal
law after an earlier state law to stop the trade was not
enforced.
Now, in the late 1790s, the Providence Abolition Society was
suing merchants for breaking the federal law. The group’s
strategy was a simple one: if the slavers agreed to quit the
trade, they would drop their suits.
John Brown, one of America’s leading merchants in the late
1700s, vigorously fought government efforts to end the slave
trade. Moses Brown, a devout Quaker after quitting the slave
trade, was an abolitionist who pressed the government to end
slavery.
One of Providence’s biggest slave traders, Cyprian Sterry,
buckled under the group’s pressure, and agreed to stop selling
Africans.
But John wouldn’t.
After months of out-of-court wrangling, the two sides failed to
reach an agreement.
In court, John lost one round but won another.
The judge decreed that the Hope, along with “her tackle,
furniture, apparel and other appurtances” be sold at an India
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Point auction on Aug. 26.
But, in a second court appearance, John triumphed over the
abolitionists. In Newport, the center of the state slave trade,
jurors were reluctant to convict a vocal defender of the African
trade.
In a 1798 letter to his son James, John Brown said he had won a
verdict for costs against his prosecutors whom he called a
“Wicked and abominable Combination.”
The state’s anti-slavery foes, he said, were “Running Round in
the Rain.... I tell them they had better be Contented to Stop
ware they are, as the Further they go the wors they will fail.”
It wasn’t the first time John Brown clashed with his brother and
Rhode Island’s other slavery foes.
And it wouldn’t be the last.
* * *
The two brothers did not always quarrel.
As young men, they learned the sea trade and manufacturing from
their uncle Obadiah. With their brothers Joseph and Nicholas,
they formed a family firm, Nicholas Brown and Company in 1762.
The brothers shipped goods to the West Indies, made candles from
the oil of sperm whales and later produced pig iron at Hope
Furnace in Scituate.
Each man brought a different skill to the partnership. Nicholas
was methodical and plodding, John was bold and reckless, Joseph
was a good technician and Moses was erudite, says Brown family
biographer James B. Hedges.
In 1764, the four brothers invested in their first slave voyage.
It was a financial disaster; more than half of the slaves died
before they could be sold in the West Indies. The Browns never
financed another slave trip together. But John, anxious to
expand his business interests, struck out on his own. In 1769,
he outfitted another slave ship to Africa.
The family dynamic changed forever.
* * *
After the death of his wife and a daughter, Moses embraced the
spiritual beliefs of the Quakers. In 1773, following their
example, he freed the six slaves he owned and relinquished his
interest in four others who worked at the family’s candle works.
He invited his family and several Quakers to hear his
explanation. “Whereas I am clearly convinced that the buying and
selling of men of what color soever as slaves is contrary to the
Divine Mind,” he began, “I do therefore ... set free the
following negroes being all I am possessed of or any ways
interested in.” Moses promised to oversee the education of the
youngest slaves and he gave each of the men the use of an acre
of land from his farm. Consider me a friend, he told them.
For generations, the Browns had been Baptist ministers and
churchmen. But a year after he freed his slaves, Moses
officially converted to Quakerism. He was sure his wife Anna’s
death in 1773 was God’s way of punishing him for his role in the
slave trade.
Almost immediately, he and other Quakers began prodding local
and federal lawmakers to ban both slavery and the slave trade.
In 1774, the General Assembly passed a law prohibiting the
importation of slaves into Rhode Island, an amended version of
a bill advanced by Moses Brown that would have ended the slave
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trade altogether. In fact, it included a loophole that allowed
slaves who could not be sold elsewhere to be brought into Rhode
Island for one year. In addition, the proposed fines for
importing slaves were omitted.
The “law proved totally ineffectual,” says historian Christy
Millard Nadalin.
The Brown family’s influence is still evident on Providence’s
East Side from the stately family mansions to the university
that bears their name. The institution’s first building was
built by slaves.
The first act calling for the freeing of slaves in Rhode Island
came in 1784. But the General Assembly did not want it done
quickly. Under the act, children born to slave mothers after
March 1, 1784 would be free when they became adults. The law,
says Nadalin, “required no real sacrifice on the part of the
slave owners, and it did nothing to curb the actual trade in
slaves.”
In 1787, the General Assembly made it illegal for any Rhode
Islander to be involved in the African slave trade — the first
such law in America. But, again, it was ignored; in the next
three years, 25 ships sailed to Africa. Two years later, Moses
Brown, the Rev. Samuel Hopkins of Newport, and about 180 others
organized the Abolition Society. Its mission, according to J.
Stanley Lemons, history professor at Rhode Island College, was
to enforce the laws against the slave trade.
* * *
Just as the abolitionists were organizing, a bitter attack
against them erupted in the Providence Gazette.
The society, a critic wrote, was “created not to ruin only one
good citizen but to ruin many hundreds within the United States”
who have all or part of their property in slaves and the slave
trade.
These people you are calling “Negro-dealers” and “kidnappers”
are some of the “very best men” in Rhode Island, he wrote.
“This traffic, strange as it appears to the conscientious Friend
or Quaker, is right, just and lawful, and consequently practiced
every day.”
The diatribe was signed “A Citizen.”
It was John Brown.
Brother Moses and other abolitionists responded, accusing John
and other defenders of slavery as selfish, ignorant and pitiful.
Moses publicly refuted a number of the “Citizen’s” arguments,
including the assertion that Africans were better off as slaves
in America because they would have been killed back home.
The “Citizen” had his facts wrong, Moses countered. But if his
argument were right, wouldn’t it be an even greater act of
humanity to grant the captives their freedom after arriving in
America?
The battle was the “most bitter and unrestrained controversy”
in the state’s early history, says Moses Brown biographer Mack
Thompson. What started as a discussion about the pros and cons
of the slave trade “soon degenerated into an acrimonious debate
in which politics and personalities became the main subject.”
Moses eventually withdrew from the public debate.
But, privately, he continued to plead for an end to the state’s
slave trade. “Confronted with public apathy, inefficient state
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officials, and the power of the slave traders,” Moses and his
fellow abolitionists had little impact, says biographer
Thompson.
Moses couldn’t even convince his own brother that slave trading
was evil. So he and others turned to U.S. Attorney Ray Greene,
who dragged John and other slave traders into court.
John lost his ship but never publicly apologized.
* * *
In 1800, two years after he was elected to Congress, John Brown
was one of only five congressmen to vote against a bill to
strengthen the 1794 law under which he had been prosecuted.
Speaking against the measure, he offered three familiar
arguments. First, he said, it was wrong to deny to American
citizens the benefits of a trade that was open to Europeans.
Second, the trade was not immoral because the condition of those
enslaved was “much bettered.” Finally, he argued that the trade
would bring much-desired revenue to the nation’s treasury.
“Why should a heavy fine and imprisonment be made the penalty
for carrying on a trade so advantageous?” he asked.
The abolitionist Moses, meanwhile, joined Samuel Slater and made
cloth in a mill in Pawtucket. They made clothes from cotton
picked by slaves on plantations in the South.
* * *
John Brown never changed his mind about profits and slavery,
says Joaquina Bela Teixeira, executive director of the Rhode
Island Black Heritage Society in Providence. “His sense of
morality never shifted.” He tried to fix tobacco prices and
filed false insurance claims, she says, “yet he’s touted as one
of Providence’s patriots.”
But the Browns “aren’t big slave traders,” says James Campbell,
history professor at Brown University.
They play a big role in the state’s slave trading history, in
part, because they are major historical figures, kept meticulous
records and have a name linked to a major university.
“Slavery was a fact of life. Yet, what is compelling about that
late 18th-century moment is that you get this new moral
sensibility. At some point, people acted against the slave
trade. Not everyone did, and not everyone acted at the same time.
But through the Browns you can see these deep historical
currents” that ran through the era, Campbell says.
It’s also important to understand that, despite their public
arguments, the two brothers cared about each other, Campbell
says.
“In private correspondence, they are very frank with one
another. My sense is that they loved one another. In one letter,
Moses says, ‘John, I’m doing this for you.’”
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material from such files, must be obtained in advance
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Project, 833 Berkeley St., Durham NC 27705. Please
contact the project at <Kouroo@kouroo.info>.
“It’s all now you see. Yesterday won’t be over until
tomorrow and tomorrow began ten thousand years ago.”
– Remark by character “Garin Stevens”
in William Faulkner’s INTRUDER IN THE DUST
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ARRGH AUTOMATED RESEARCH REPORT
GENERATION HOTLINE

This stuff presumably looks to you as if it were generated by a
human. Such is not the case. Instead, upon someone’s request we
have pulled it out of the hat of a pirate that has grown out of
the shoulder of our pet parrot “Laura” (depicted above). What
these chronological lists are: they are research reports
compiled by ARRGH algorithms out of a database of data modules
which we term the Kouroo Contexture. This is data mining.
To respond to such a request for information, we merely push a
button.
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Commonly, the first output of the program has obvious
deficiencies and so we need to go back into the data modules
stored in the contexture and do a minor amount of tweaking, and
then we need to punch that button again and do a recompile of
the chronology — but there is nothing here that remotely
resembles the ordinary “writerly” process which you know and
love. As the contents of this originating contexture improve,
and as the programming improves, and as funding becomes
available (to date no funding whatever has been needed in the
creation of this facility, the entire operation being run out
of pocket change) we expect a diminished need to do such tweaking
and recompiling, and we fully expect to achieve a simulation of
a generous and untiring robotic research librarian. Onward and
upward in this brave new world.
First come first serve. There is no charge.
Place your requests with <Kouroo@kouroo.info>.
Arrgh.
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