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The History Of Rhode Island
Colony

The History Of
Rhode Island
Colony: A Bold
Experiment in
Religious
Freedom

W h e n  t h e  t h i r t e e n
American  colonies  are
discussed,  a  few  names
immediately  come  to
m i n d :  V i r g i n i a ,
Massachusetts, New York.
Yet  nestled  along  the
Atlantic coast lies a small
but  fiercely  independent
settlement whose story is
one of the most radical in
early  American  history.
The  history  of  Rhode

Is land  co lony  is  not
merely  a  tale  of  land
grants and commerce; it
is a narrative built on the
revolutionary  idea  that
government should never
i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  a n
individual’s  conscience.
Founded by outcasts and
religious  dissenters,  this
tiny  colony  became  a
beacon of tolerance in a
wor ld  dominated  by
enforced orthodoxy. From
its  rocky  shores  to  its
bustling ports, the Rhode
Island  colony  charted  a
unique  path  that  would
ultimately shape the very
definition  of  American
liberty.

T o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e



colony’s origins, one must
first  meet  its  founder,
Roger Williams. A Puritan
minister  who  arrived  in
Massachusetts  Bay  in
1631,  Williams  quickly
clashed with the colony’s
leaders.  He  argued  that
the land belonged to the
Native Americans, not the
English  crown,  and  that
the civil  magistrates had
no authority over matters
of  religious  belief.  For
these  radical  v iews,
Williams  was  banished
from  Massachusetts  in
1635.  Facing  arrest  and
deportat ion  back  to
England,  he  fled  into  the
wilderness during a bitter
winter,  finding  refuge
among  the  Narragansett
peop le .  In  1636,  he
purchased land from the
Narragansett  sachems
C a n o n i c u s  a n d
M i a n t o n o m o  a n d
established  a  settlement
he called Providence. This
was  the  seed  of  what

would become the Rhode
Island colony.

The Foundation
of Providence and
the Principle of
Soul Liberty

Providence  Plantations,
as it was first known, was
f o u n d e d  o n  a
revolutionary  principle:
“soul  liberty.”  Williams
be l i eved  tha t  each
person’s relationship with
God was a private matter,
and that the state had no
right  to  compel  religious
belief or attendance. This
was  in  direct  opposition
to the Puritan theocracies
of  Massachusetts  and
Connecticut.  The  history
of  Rhode  Island  colony
from  its  very  beginning
was  defined  by  this
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
separation of church and
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state.  The  settlement’s
first  government  was  a
simple  democracy,  with
land  d i s t r i bu ted  to
families  and  decisions
made  by  majority  vote.
No  religious  test  was
r e q u i r e d  f o r
c i t i z e n s h i p — a n
unprecedented  move  in
the  seventeenth  century.

Anne Hutchinson
and the Settlement
of Portsmouth

The  colony’s  reputation
as a haven for dissenters
soon  attracted  other
religious exiles.  In  1638,
Anne  Hutch inson,  a
charismatic  spiritual
leader who had also been
b a n i s h e d  f r o m
Massachusetts  for  her
unorthodox  teachings,
arrived with her followers.
She founded the town of
Portsmouth on Aquidneck
Island,  partnering  with

other  dissidents  l ike
Wil l iam  Coddington.
Within  a  year,  a  small
group  split  off  to  form
Newport.  These separate
settlements—Providence,
P o r t s m o u t h ,  a n d
N e w p o r t — i n i t i a l l y
operated as independent
towns, each with its own
government  and  land
system. The early history
of  Rhode  Island  colony
w a s  t h e r e f o r e
fragmented,  with  each
community  fiercely
protective  of  its  local
autonomy.

The Charter of
1644 and Colonial
Unity

Realizing  that  scattered
towns were vulnerable to
attack  from  both  Native
American  tr ibes  and
neighboring  colonies,
Roger  Williams  traveled
to  England  in  1643  to



secure  a  formal  charter.
He  succeeded,  and  in
1 6 4 4  t h e  f o u r
t o w n s — P r o v i d e n c e ,
Portsmouth, Newport, and
Warwick—were  united
u n d e r  t h e  n a m e
“Providence  Plantations
in the Narragansett Bay.”
This  charter  recognized
the colony’s authority to
govern itself, but it came
at  a  cost.  The  political
union was fragile. Leaders
like  William  Coddington
resisted  central ized
control, and for a time the
colony  nearly  split.  Only
the  persistent  diplomacy
of  Roger  Williams  kept
the precarious federation
together.

Survival and
Growth: The
Rhode Island

Colony in the 17th
Century

The  middle  decades  of
the  seventeenth  century
were  a  turbulent  period
for  the  small  colony.
Sandwiched between the
powerful  Massachusetts
Bay Colony and the Dutch
claims in New Netherland,
Rhode Island struggled to
m a i n t a i n  i t s
independence .  The
colony’s  commitment  to
religious freedom made it
a  magnet  for  Baptists,
Quakers, Jews, and other
marginalized  groups.
Newport,  in  particular,
b e c a m e  a  t h r i v i n g
commercial port. Its deep
harbor  allowed for  trade
with the West Indies, and
by  the  1660s  Newport
merchants were shipping
r u m ,  s l a v e s ,  a n d
molasses in the infamous
Triangular Trade.
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King Philip’s War
and the
Narragansett
Tragedy

The  most  devastating
conflict  in  the  history  of
Rhode Island colony was
K i n g  P h i l i p ’ s  W a r
(1675–1676).  The  war
was  a  brutal  uprising  of
Native  American  tribes,
led  by  the  Wampanoag
sachem Metacom (known
as  King  Philip),  against
English  encroachment.
Although  Rhode  Island
had maintained generally
peaceful  relations  with
the Narragansett  people,
the colony was drawn into
t h e  w a r  w h e n
Massachuset ts  and
Connect i cu t  fo rces
a t t a c k e d  t h e
Narragansett fort in what
is now South Kingstown in
December  1675.  The
Grea t  Swamp  F igh t
resulted in the deaths of

hundreds of Narragansett
m e n ,  w o m e n ,  a n d
children.  In  retaliation,
Native  warriors  raided
Providence  and  other
settlements,  burning
Roger  Williams’s  home.
The war destroyed much
o f  t h e  c o l o n y ’ s
infrastructure  and  left  it
deeply  in  debt,  but  the
colony survived.

The Royal
Charter of 1663:
The Cornerstone
of Rhode Island
Liberty

P e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t
significant  document  in
the  history  of  Rhode
Island  colony  was  the
Royal Charter granted by
King  Charles  II  in  1663.
After  the  Restoration  of
the  English  monarchy,
the colony needed a new,



more  secure  charter.
Drawing  on  the  work  of
Roger  Williams  and  Dr.
John  Clarke,  the  charter
was  a  masterpiece  of
political  liberalism.  It
guaranteed  that  no
person within the colony
“shall  be  in  any  wise
molested,  punished,
disquieted,  or  called  in
q u e s t i o n  f o r  a n y
differences  in  opinion  in
matters of religion.” This
was  the  first  official
government document in
the  English-speaking
world  to  affirm  complete
religious  freedom.  The
charter  also  allowed  the
colony  to  elect  its  own
governor and legislature,
making it virtually a self-
governing  republic.  This
charter remained in effect
until  1843,  longer  than
a n y  o t h e r  c o l o n i a l
charter.

Economic Life in
the 18th Century:
Trade, Slavery, and
Manufacturing

By  the  early  1700s,  the
colony’s  economy  had
diversified.  Agriculture
dominated  inland  areas,
with  farmers  growing
corn,  wheat,  and  raising
l ivestock.  Along  the
coast,  the  colony’s  true
wealth  came  from  the
s e a .  N e w p o r t  a n d
Providence became major
centers  for  shipbuilding
and  trade.  The  Rhode
Island colony also played
a  centra l  ro le  in  the
Atlantic  slave  trade.
Newport  merchants
controlled  a  significant
portion  of  the  trade  in
ens laved  A f r i cans ,
shipping  thousands  of
peop le  to  the  sugar
p l a n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e
Caribbean. It is a sobering
aspect  of  the  colony’s
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history,  showing  that
even a haven for religious
liberty  could  be  deeply
implicated  in  human
bondage.  Additionally,
t he  co l ony  became
famous for its distilleries,
turn ing  West  Indian
molasses  into  rum  that
was traded for slaves on
the African coast.

Colonial Politics
and Tensions with
Great Britain

Through much of the 18th
century,  Rhode  Island
operated with an unusual
degree of  independence.
It  had its  own currency,
refused  to  pay  import
duties  required  by  the
British  Navigation  Acts,
a n d  e n g a g e d  i n
widespread  smuggling.
The  co lony’s  st rong
maritime tradition and its
r o u g h - a n d - t u m b l e
democratic politics made

it a hotbed of anti-British
sentiment.  In  1764,  the
British schooner St.  John
was  seized  by  Rhode
Is landers  for  i l legal
trading. In 1769, colonists
b u r n e d  t h e  B r i t i s h
revenue  sloop  Liberty.
T h e  m o s t  d r a m a t i c
incident occurred in 1772,
w h e n  a  g r o u p  o f
Providence  men,  the
Prov idence  Sons  o f
Liberty,  attacked  and
burned the HMS Gaspée,
a  B r i t i s h  c u s t o m s
schooner  that  had  run
aground  near  Warwick.
This  act  of  rebel l ion
preceded the Boston Tea
Party by over a year.

Rhode Island in
the American
Revolution

The  history  of  Rhode
Is land  colony  took  a
decisive  turn  when  the



Americans  declared
independence .  The
colony was the first of the
thirteen  to  renounce  its
allegiance to King George
I I I ,  issuing  an  act  of
independence on May 4,
1776, two months before
t h e  D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
Independence. During the
Revolutionary War, Rhode
Island contributed troops,
ships,  and  suppl ies.
However, the colony also
suffered  greatly.  British
forces  occupied  Newport
from 1776 to 1779, using
it  as  a  naval  base.  The
city never fully recovered
its  pre-war  prosperity.
The  most  significant
military  action  in  Rhode
Island  was  the  Battle  of
Rhode  Island  in  August
1778, in which American
forces under General John
Sullivan,  with  support
from  a  French  fleet,
attempted  to  recapture
Newport.  The  campaign
ultimately  failed,  but  it

d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e
growing  coordination
between  the  Continental
Army  and  the  French
all ies.

The Road to
Statehood:
Reluctance and
Ratification

A f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  t h e
independent  republic  of
Rhode  Island  faced  a
difficult  transition.  The
state’s  leaders  were
deeply  suspicious  of  a
s t r o n g  c e n t r a l
government.  When  the
United States Constitution
was  proposed  in  1787,
Rhode  Island  refused  to
send  delegates  to  the
C o n s t i t u t i o n a l
Convention.  Then,  when
the new Constitution was
sent  to  the  states  for
ratification,  Rhode  Island
not  only  rejected  it—it
repeatedly  refused  to
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even  cal l  a  rat i fy ing
convention.  The  state’s
agricultural  and  rural
interests  feared  that  a
p o w e r f u l  f e d e r a l
g o v e r n m e n t  w o u l d
trample local liberties and
impose taxes that would
harm  the  state’s  debtor
population.  For  a  time,
Rhode Island operated as
an  independent  nation,
issuing  its  own currency
and  conducting  foreign
trade on its own terms. It
was  only  after  the  new
federal  government
threatened to treat Rhode
Island as a foreign nation
and  impose  tariffs  on  its
goods  that  the  state
finally  ratified  the
Constitution  on  May  29,
1790—the  last  of  the
original  thirteen  colonies
to do so. It passed by a
narrow  margin  of  34  to
32.

The Legacy of the
Rhode Island
Colony

The  history  of  Rhode
I s l a n d  c o l o n y  i s  a
testament to the power of
a few bold ideas. It  was
the  first  place  in  the
Americas where religious
liberty  was  enshrined  in
law.  I t  establ ished  a
tradition of separation of
church  and  state  that
would later  be codified in
the First Amendment. The
colony  also  pioneered  a
rough form of democratic
self-government,  with
annual  elections  and  a
broad  franchise  for  free
white men. Yet its legacy
is  not  without  shadows.
T h e  c o l o n y ’ s  d e e p
involvement in the slave
trade and its treatment of
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n s
complicate  the  narrative
of a utopian haven.



Still,  the  Rhode  Island
colony  provided  a  vital
model for what a society
based  on  tolerance  and
individual  freedom could
look  l ike .  In  a  wor ld
consumed  by  religious
wars  and  state-enforced
conformity,  the  small
s e t t l e m e n t s  o n
Narragansett  Bay  kept
alive  the  radical  notion
that conscience must be
f r e e .  F r o m  R o g e r
Williams’s  flight  in  the
snow  to  the  s ta te ’ s
reluctant  entry  into  the
Union, the colony’s story
is  one  of  independence,
resilience, and a stubborn
belief in the rights of the
individual.  It  is  a  story
t h a t  c o n t i n u e s  t o
r e s o n a t e  t o d a y ,
reminding  us  that  the
pursuit of liberty is never
easy—but  it  is  always
worth  pursuing.

Conclusion

F r o m  i t s  h u m b l e
beginnings as a refuge for
the  persecuted,  the
Rhode Island colony grew
i n t o  a  t h r i v i n g ,
contentious,  and  deeply
influential  political  entity.
I t s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o
religious  freedom,  its
v ibrant  commerc ia l
economy,  and  its  fierce
independence shaped not
only its  own destiny but
also  the  larger  story  of
the  United  States.  The
history  of  Rhode  Island
colony is not just a local
na r ra t i ve ;  i t  i s  t he
foundational  story  of
American  pluralism  and
the  right  to  be  different.
As  we  reflect  on  this
small  but mighty colony,
we  remember  that  the
greatest revolutions often
start  not  in  capitals  or
palaces,  but  along  the
shores  of  a  quiet  bay,
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where one man dared to imagine a society built on
soul liberty.


