
Rhode Island History: States The Nation -
Uncovering the Hidden Stories
Rhode Island, often referred to as the "Ocean State," may be the smallest state in
the United States, but it holds a rich and fascinating history that has greatly
contributed to the formation of the nation we know today. From its early
settlements to its significant role in the American Revolution, Rhode Island has a
legacy that deserves to be celebrated and explored. Join us as we journey
through time, uncovering the hidden stories of Rhode Island's history.

The Early Settlers and Colonial Era

The history of Rhode Island begins with the arrival of European settlers in the
early 17th century. In 1636, a religious dissenter named Roger Williams founded
the colony of Providence Plantations, which later became part of Rhode Island.
Williams believed in the separation of church and state, advocating for religious
freedom and tolerance. This progressive mindset attracted other dissenters,
including Anne Hutchinson and William Coddington, who sought refuge and
established their own settlements within Rhode Island.

During the Colonial era, Rhode Island thrived as a maritime powerhouse. Its
natural harbors and strategic location made it an ideal trading hub. The state's
bustling ports facilitated trade with Europe, the Caribbean, and other American
colonies. Newport, in particular, became a wealthy city due to its lucrative trade in
rum, textiles, and slaves.
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Role in the American Revolution

Rhode Island played a crucial role in the American Revolution. The state's
residents were strong proponents of independence and actively fought against
British rule. In 1772, the residents of Rhode Island burned the British ship HMS
Gaspee, one of the first acts of defiance against the Crown. The event is
considered a precursor to the Boston Tea Party and a symbol of Rhode Island's
commitment to freedom.

Furthermore, Rhode Island was the first colony to declare independence from
Great Britain on May 4, 1776. Although its declaration wasn't officially recognized
by the Continental Congress until two months later, this bold move showcased
Rhode Island's determination to break free from British rule.

The Birthplace of the Industrial Revolution

Rhode Island played a significant role in the Industrial Revolution in the United
States. The state's abundant water resources and entrepreneurial spirit led to the
establishment of many successful factories and mills. In 1790, Samuel Slater,
often referred to as the "Father of the American Industrial Revolution," built one of
the country's first textile mills in Pawtucket, Rhode Island. This marked the
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beginning of a manufacturing boom that would transform much of Rhode Island's
landscape.

The textile industry flourished in Rhode Island, attracting immigrants from Europe
in search of job opportunities. These immigrants, primarily from Ireland and
Quebec, played a crucial role in shaping the state's cultural diversity.

Rhode Island's Contributions to the Nation

Despite its small size, Rhode Island has made significant contributions to the
nation in various fields. The state's educational institutions, such as Brown
University and the Rhode Island School of Design, have produced countless
scholars and artists who have had a profound impact on American culture.

Rhode Island's commitment to religious freedom and tolerance also influenced
the formation of the United States Constitution. The state's belief in individual
liberty and the separation of church and state is reflected in the First Amendment
of the Constitution, which guarantees freedom of religion.

Modern-Day Rhode Island

Today, Rhode Island continues to be a vibrant state with a thriving arts scene,
picturesque landscapes, and a unique blend of history and modernity. Visitors
can explore historical landmarks such as the Newport Cliff Walk, tour the opulent
mansions of the Gilded Age, or indulge in some delicious seafood in lively coastal
towns.

Furthermore, Rhode Island's commitment to environmental conservation is
commendable. The state boasts beautiful beaches, national parks, and nature
reserves that are meticulously protected and preserved.

In



Rhode Island's history is an astonishing tale of resilience, progress, and
contribution to the nation. From its early settlers to its role in the American
Revolution and the Industrial Revolution, the state has left an indelible mark on
American history. Rhode Island's commitment to freedom, tolerance, and
innovation continues to shape the state and inspire future generations. So, next
time you visit this charming state, take a moment to appreciate the hidden stories
that have shaped Rhode Island's history and its place in the nation's narrative.
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With a Historical Guide prepared by the editors of the American Association for
State and Local History.

High atop the Rhode Island capitol in Providence, a bronze likeness of "The
Independent Man" keeps watch over a state that historically has put the ideal of
individual liberty before all others. Like many ideals, this one was freighted with
many meanings. As the colony grew in the seventeenth century, the belief in
religious liberty and freedom of conscience espoused by its founder, Roger
Williams, led to the development of political liberty and practical democracy. In
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the eighteenth century, that dedication to individualism made Rhode Islanders
into businessmen of the first order, willing to take the big risk in hope of a bigger
reward. Their land being poor in natural resources, Rhode Islanders turned to
trade; accumulating wealth from traffic in rum and slaves, they built in Newport
and Providence small but elegant copies of Georgian England, and worried more
about taxes and currency than about religion. When they felt poorly served by
British policies, they became ready revolutionaries and led in the founding of a
new nation. After the Civil War, their children took individual liberty to mean
economic laissez-faire, ushering in the state's golden age when Rhode Island
senator Nelson Aldrich became known as the "general manager" of the United
States.

Through countless changes in the twentieth century, the ideal still survives and
asks old questions of new generations of Rhode Islanders from many ethnic
backgrounds: How best to reconcile the rights of minorities with the rule of the
majority, and how best to secure the individual liberty and economic opportunity
that Roger Williams and Moses Brown would have understood so well?
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