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(Burning of the "Gaspee")

A COMMEMORATIVE NOTE OR A TRIBUTE TO SCOUNDRELS?

The Narragansett Bay area with the ports of
Providence and Newport was the center of trade and
commerce from the earliest times in colonial New
England. The location was perfectly suited for the
shipping of raw materials which were abundant in this
country. Great Britain profited enormously from its
operations with its colonies, and the ports of Providence
and Newport greatly expanded because of the large
volume of trade carried on from their waters. The local
merchants amassed huge fortunes, especially those
who were favored by the British. The population of
these cities contained a large number of Englishmen
and many, probably most of them, were British
sympathizers. Another segment of the population felt
that they were being exploited by the Mother Country
and were very dissatisfied with their existence in the
colonies. All goods had to be imported and the prices
charged for them were exorbitant. Free trade with other
countries was frowned upon by the Mother Country. In
fact, it was outright forbidden in some cases. Some of
the merchants felt that they could provide the local
population with goods at a much better price if they
could engage in unrestricted trade. Naturally, they
would also reap huge profits along the way. Sensing the
unrest that was beginning to surface, the British
decided to make their presence felt with a show of force.

British Harassment

In 1772, the English government decided to compel
obedience to the revenue laws which up to that point

had not been enforced. The Gaspee, an armed schooner
under the command of a Lieutenant Duddington, was
given the enforcement task. It seems that Lieutenant
Duddington was a bit overzealous in the pursuit of his
duties. He delighted in making life miserable for Rhode
Island vessels and their crews. He sailed in the Rhode
Island waters terrorizing all the vessels, both large and
small, without reason. If a vessel did not stop instantly
for inspection, a shot was immediately fired across her
bow and her captain knew what to expect if he did not
wait to be searched. Duddington would usually find
some discrepancy in the payment of proper duties to the
government and he usually brought charges against
the shipowners. The governor of Rhode Island sent
letters of protest to the British commander which were
promptly disregarded or answered with insolence. A
tension existed which could only be released by some act
of defiance by the colonists. An opportunity presented
itself when the following event took place.

Open Defiance

On June 9, 1772, Captain Thomas Lindsay decided
that he no longer could stand the activities of the
Gaspee and if he were pursued he would attempt to
outrun her. He sailed out of the Newport harbor
intending to make a short journey to Providence. He
had not gone very far before the Gaspee appeared on the
horizon. With full sail he attempted to out-maneuver
her. The customary shot was fired across his bow as a
warning for him to prepare for inspection but the daring
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captain and crew ignored it and continued their journey
as quickly as possible. It was a long chase and the
smaller ship was hard to overtake. About seven miles
from Providence the shore juts out in a long spit of land,
then known as Namquit Point. Captain Lindsay's
small ship sailed around this point, leaning far over in a
brisk wind. The Gaspee crew tried to overtake their
quarry by a short cut across this shallow place but the

ater was even shallower than the commander had
thought and much to his dismay, the Gaspee went
aground. Attempts were made to free her but to no avail.
The ship lay there in the hot summer sun, leaning over
more and more as the tide ebbed. Captain Lindsay
sailed triumphantly into Providence harbor satisfied
with his accomplishments, boasting of his experiences
of the day, and describing the predicament of the
British schooner.

An Opportune Moment

John Brown, Welcome Arnold, and other leading men
of the community, upon hearing of the plight of the
Gaspee, met with Captain Lindsay at Sabin's Tavern
on South Main Street in Providence. They made plans
hastily, keeping in mind the tide situation and the fact
that a more opportune moment was unlikely to appear
again. The participants of the meeting went to the
wharf and under the command of Abraham Whipple,
with eight long boats and dressed as Indians, set out for
the Gaspee. The oarlocks were muffled because surprise
was their greatest weapon. At about 10 p.m. the
adventurers rowed past Fox Point, around Field's Point
and on down the bay until they sighted the Gaspee on
the horizon. They approached very close before they
were discovered. A few shots rang out, injuring one or
two of the Gaspee's crew. Then vicious hand-to-hand

combat took place. Lieutenant Duddington was
wounded and the attackers soon got the upper hand.
The crewmen of the Gaspee were transported to shore in
Warwick and turned over to willing accomplices. A fire
was set as the successful colonists watched in
jubilation, and when the fire reached the powder, the
Gaspee was blown to bits, with debris raining down on
the joyful men in the long boats. This was the first
combat and interchange of shots between the British
government and the colonists and therefore the first
combat of the Revolutionary War. The longboats
returned to shore before morning and the crews
dispersed to their home towns, and as far as the
colonists were concerned, "Nobody knew who did it."
The King of England offered $5,000 reward for
the leader of the expedition and $2,500 for the arrest of
any of the men who had been with him. No one could be
bribed or frightened into betraying the patriots who had
delivered their Colony from the hated Gaspee. An odd
fact presented itself when at the end of the
Revolutionary War at least a thousand people openly
admitted that they had participated in the Gaspee
affair.

The British Viewpoint

As far as Great Britain was concerned, Newport,
Providence, and in fact, the entire Narragansett Bay
region was a haven for pirates and smugglers. During
the times that England and France were at war from
1702 to 1763, some of the colonists in the Rhode Island
area furnished supplies to the French forces in the West
Indies. The British considered the Brown family and
some of the other leading merchants as no better than a
band of smugglers. Patriotism was not even considered
as a reason for the Gaspee affair. In fact, the Providence
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Gazette, a local four-page newspaper, in its June 13,
1772 issue, only reported the incident on the third page.
Months later, the front page contained the story that
England intended to return those responsible to Great
Britain for trial when they were apprehended. This
news story generated a new wave of patriotism and now
it seemed that those responsible were indeed heroes.

It makes interesting reading as far as the history of
our country is concerned to think of the "brave" patriots
who risked their lives to commit this act of aggression
against the British but careful research shows a
different reason probably caused the Gaspee affair.
John Brown, Welcome Arnold and the other so-called
leading men of the community were mostly wealthy
merchants. The British gave them more than just
harassment with the shipping laws; financial setbacks
also resulted in several cases. It takes little
imagination to see John Brown and the others
engaging in some practices to avoid the British tariffs.
Naturally, smuggling was the solution. Supplies were at
times scarce; therefore the townspeople did not give too
much concern to the taxes that were imposed on the
merchants, as long as the supplies were available. The
merchants were the ones to suffer from too little profits
and too much aggravation with all the English rules
and regulations. Now, smuggled goods — that was
highly profitable, though risky. With the news of the
grounding of the Gaspee came the opportunity to shed
the millstone from the necks of the merchants.
Patriotism was not the primary concern of John Brown
and his cohorts, but the vision of unhindered smuggling
and huge profits. With the Gaspee affair behind them,
I'm sure that the flow of contraband goods went
unimpeded for quite a length of time and well into the
Revolutionary War era. This theory has no solid
evidence behind it but taking into consideration the
times, it is a valid noint to be considered.
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Conclusion

Over two hundred years have elapsed since the
destruction of the Gaspee and the reason for this deed
has still not been determined. Apparently the officers of
the Agricultural Bank of Johnston were convinced that
this was indeed a historical event, for they incorporated
it on their three dollar bill over a hundred years ago. The
true reason for this event will probably never be
discovered. As for me, I haven't reached any conclusion
myself. I'll leave the decision to you readers. Is this a
commemorative note or is it a tribute to scoundrels?

About The Note

This magnificient note from the Rhode Island
Agricultural Bank in Johnston, Rhode Island was
printed by Rawdon, Wright & Company of New York. A
close look at the vignette illustrates in great detail the
Gaspee, leaning on its side and in flames. Namquit
Point is also visible on the vignette. The longboats can
be seen returning to Providence in the distance. The
stone marker records the date. This vignette appears on
no other note. This note is rather scarce, with about a
dozen specimens in existence.
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THE SABIN TAVERN, SOUTH MAIN STREET.

One of the Oldest Residence Structures in the City.	 Rendezvous of the Participan 	 n the " Gaspee" Exploit.

This building is still standing today.
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