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Little Compton’s 18th-century women were
busy. Busy raising large families, busy
working, busy worshiping, and busy worrying.
It was a century of almost constant war. Men
and boys were often called away, and women
were left to run the farms and do the work
that fed their families. The goal was always
to produce more than needed and sell the
extra, often to Newport ships bound for the
Caribbean. It was a century of frequent
epidemics and very primitive medical practices.
Mothers worried about dying in childbirth and
expected that some of their children would
not reach adulthood. It was a century of slavery.
Twenty percent of Little Compton’s families
owned enslaved people. Slaveowners tended to
prosper, while the enslaved struggled to gain
their freedom. In 1755, ten percent of the town’s
population were people of color, enslaved,
indentured, and free.
These women’s faces and their words are almost
always unknown to us. Portraits were rare.
Many 18th-century women were never taught to
write. We have no letters and no diaries.
Court records, pension applications, deeds,
probate documents, and belongings provide us
with imperfect glimpses into their lives.

Ann Dier

Sakonnet and English
Appears in records in 1702

Ann Dier’s name as it appears in her grandfather’s will, 1702. Bristol County Probate Records.

Ann Dier was one of two women of color in 18th-century
Little Compton known to have been acknowledged by their
white ancestors. Ann appears first in her English grandfather Lawrence Springer’s will in 1702. He identifies her as
his daughter Mary Weaver’s oldest child. Ann inherited a
calf to share with her illegitimate cousin Jeremiah Springer.
Ann appears again in 1702 in her master Thomas Butts’
will as a “maid servant.” The inventory takers identify Ann
as an “Indian woman” and value the time remaining in her
indenture at £4. Thomas’ granddaughter, Sarah Butts (the
daughter of Sarah Cornell Butts Cole, also in this exhibit)
inherited Ann’s remaining service which likely ended when
Ann reached her late teens or early twenties.
Both Lawrence and Thomas used the word “called” when
referring to Ann. This suggests that “Ann Dier” was not
Ann’s original or only name. If she, like her, cousin was
illegitimate, Ann may have been called by the surname
Springer or Weaver, and as an indigenous woman, Ann
likely had a Wampanoag name.

Sarah Cornell Butts Cole
Rescued her Daughter
1671 – 1749

Massachusetts court record documenting Sarah Butts’ plea, 1707. Massachusetts Judicial Archive.

Sarah Cornell married a scoundrel, and even his parents
knew it. Her father-in-law protected Sarah by giving her
a separate inheritance his son could not sell. In 1707, after
mortgaging his own inheritance, Zacheus Butts abandoned
Sarah and their five children. Worse, he took their sevenyear-old daughter Mary and sold her to Joseph Palmer of
Tiverton as an indentured servant. Sarah pleaded with the
court to remove Mary from the Palmers, but instead of
returning the child to her mother, the court put Mary in the
care of her maternal grandmother, Sarah Earle Cornell Lake.
Divorce was almost impossible at the time, so Sarah lived
separately from Zacheus until he died in his 40s. Then
Sarah married a second time, just as her father and her
mother had done before her. In the 1700s it was extremely
difficult for a single person to manage a farm and a family
by themselves. Blended families were common, as they
are today, but it was death, not divorce, that brought them
into being. Sarah’s 1712 marriage to John Cole of Swansea
lasted 37 years.

Elizabeth Mortimer Palmer
Who Should Have Been the Wife
1712 – 1776

Elizabeth Palmer’s gravestone protected from tourists with
a copper sheath. Old Burying Ground on the Commons.

Elizabeth Palmer is Little Compton’s best known 18thcentury woman. The unusual inscription on her gravestone, “Elizabeth who should have been the wife of Simeon
Palmer,” has sparked speculation for over 200 years, and
seems to suggest she never married. Elizabeth did in fact
marry Simeon Palmer on September 5, 1755. Elizabeth and
Simeon had one child, a daughter they named Lydia after
Simeon’s first wife. Elizabeth and Lydia (1719-1754) are buried
side by side in the Old Burying Ground on the Commons.
Legend has it that Simeon was eccentric and began
demanding that his family eat cat meat, the favorite meat
of the town’s minister, Richard Billings. To escape Simeon’s
odd behavior, Elizabeth took her daughter and moved back
home. Simeon visited every Sunday for dinner and brought
Elizabeth his laundry to do.
When she died, Simeon ordered Elizabeth’s gravestone
carved in this intentionally insulting way so that everyone
passing by would know she had not been a proper wife.
Some people say that Simeon is buried in an unmarked
grave between his two wives, but no. Simeon married a
third time and moved to New York State.

Hannah Wood Peck
Epidemic Survivor
1701 – 1730

A double gravestone for two of Hannah’s sisters 1711/12. Old Burying Ground on the Commons.

In 1712 an epidemic swept through Little Compton killing
approximately 23 people. Hannah Wood witnessed the
epidemic’s impact firsthand as the “putrid sore throat”
(possibly diphtheria) sickened and killed six of her siblings
between March 8 and 16. Now at age 11, and as one of her
parent’s five surviving children, Hannah would have been
expected to contribute even more to the household, cooking,
sewing, spinning, and caring for her younger siblings, all
in preparation for running her own household someday.
In 1721, at age 19, Hannah married John Peck and left her
parents’ farm on the south side of Taylor’s Lane to live in
Bristol. They had six children in quick succession. Her fifth
child, Hannah, born in February 1729, died as an infant,
and a new baby born a little over a year later was named
Hannah as well. It is likely that Hannah, the mother, never
recovered from that birth. She died in June 1730.

Hannah Wilbor
Head of Household
1731 – 1822

The c. 1748 fireplace in the sitting room willed to Hannah by her husband.
The Wilbor House Museum, 2020.

Hannah Wilbor moved into the Wilbor House in 1748
after marrying her second cousin William Wilbour. Her
imminent arrival, and the anticipation of the children she
would bear, prompted her in-laws to double the size of
their house. Hannah shared the farmhouse with them
until their deaths 26 years later.
Hannah and William had ten children. Six (a disabled son
and five daughters) never married and never left home.
After William’s death in 1796 census takers recognized
Hannah as the head of her own household living in the
Wilbor House’s west rooms with her adult children while
her son Jonathan and his family lived in the east rooms.
William’s will instructed two of his sons to provide every
year for their mother: 15 bushels corn, 5 of barley, 1 of
salt, 5 gallons molasses, 50 lbs flour, 25 of sugar, 200 lbs
pork, 100 lbs beef, “sufficient suitable sauce,” 6 cords of
wood cut to fit her fireplace and delivered to the door,
40 lbs flax, and 20 lbs wool. If she remarried, the support
ended. Many 18th-century men made similar provisions
for their widows.

Margaret Peckham Briggs
Innkeeper

Appears in records from 1746 – 1764

Notice of sale. The Boston Gazette, 1764.

For over 20 years Margaret and John Briggs ran several
businesses on their 50-acre farm conveniently located
near Adamsville on the road from Fogland Ferry to New
Bedford. The Briggs owned a malt house, three stables,
and a warehouse that they used for an inn and a store.
The Briggs invested in their businesses by purchasing a
“Negro Woman” to help with the labor involved in these
many enterprises.
John’s death in May 1763, the same month Margaret
delivered their sixth child, was unexpected. They were in
debt. Margaret immediately sold her most valuable
possessions, her enslaved woman and the woman’s young
child. The pair, their names unknown, sold at a premium,
but it was not enough. Margaret tried to run the inn
herself, going to the town selectmen for a liquor license
on several occasions, but by 1764 she decided to sell. As a
widow the law allowed Margaret to keep 1/3 of the estate
to support herself and her children. She sold the
remaining 2/3 to pay her creditors. Margaret and her
children moved to Newport to be nearer her family.

Jane

Wife and Mother
Appears in records from 1746 – 1778

Jane, imagined portrait by Dora Atwater Millikin, 2016. LCHS Collection.

Jane’s enslavement negatively impacted every aspect of her
life, but despite her legal status as a slave, a few surviving
documents enable us to remember her as a unique
individual. As a young women Jane worked in the “mansion”
on Thomas and Sarah Church’s farm on West Main Road.
When their son Thomas built his own elaborate farm at
Sakonnet Point around 1749, Jane moved there to care for
the 19 Church family members. She shared the work with
two “Indian” women and two other “Negros,” including her
young son Ceasar.
In 1769 Jane helped save Ceasar and the Church children
from a devastating fire. Later, during the Revolution, she
“removed” with the Church Family to Dighton, MA.
Ceasar’s father, Prince Bailey, followed Jane to Dighton, and
the couple legally married in 1778. Prince had been
enslaved by the Baileys, Jane’s Little Compton neighbors, but
secured his freedom. Three years later Ceasar also became
free by agreeing to a three-year term of service in the
Revolution. He died during the first year. If Jane survived,
she too would have become free when slavery ended in
Massachusetts around 1783. Slavery was not outlawed in
Rhode Island until 1843.

Mercy Church Brownell
Escaped Danger, Twice
1756 – 1837

Portrait by unknown artist, c. 1811.
Courtesy of her 3rd great-grandson, Fred Bridge.

On April 20, 1769 while her parents, Thomas and Ruth,
were away for an election, 13-year old Mercy Church’s
house caught fire. The Providence Gazette reported the fire
spread so rapidly the family’s belongings could not be
saved, especially since there was “no Man at Home.”
The article mourns £600 of damage to the home and its
fine furnishings, but fails to mention Mercy, her teenaged
siblings, and the servants (including Jane, also in this
exhibition) who saved themselves and rescued six young
children with only “the Cloaths then on their Back.”
Later during the occupation of Newport (1776-1779) Mercy
was forced to escape her Sakonnet Point home again,
this time to avoid an attack from British troops. The household of 21 people fled to Dighton for the duration.
By comparison, Mercy’s married life to Major Sylvester
Brownell, a Revolutionary War veteran, was relatively
uneventful. They married in 1778 and lived first in Acoaxet.
In 1827 they built a fine home at the intersection of West
Main Road and Meeting House Lane. Together they raised
11 children. All survived to adulthood, but half chose to
leave Little Compton.

Judith Wait Head
Spinner

1717 – 1802

The women of the Head House as imagined by Meredith Wildes Cornell, 2010. LCHS Collection.

In 1743 Judith Wait left her parents’ home in Portsmouth to
join her new husband Benjamin Head in her in-laws’ house
between Tunipus and Quicksand Ponds. Judith arrived with
the “moveable property” she had made or had been given
by her parents including linens, kitchenware, furnishings,
and perhaps even livestock.
In addition to her housekeeping and childcare work, Judith
contributed financially to the family by making cloth. She
and her daughters were spinners. Her husband and sons
were weavers. Textile production was widespread in
Little Common, but 18th-century families still purchased
imported European fabrics when they could.
Judith’s probate inventory reveals the valuable textiles she
owned. Her damask gown, two calico gowns, and velvet
cloak were made from imported goods. Her three wool
gowns, six wool petticoats, three wool waistcoats, three
wool aprons, four linen collars, three checked aprons, six
handkerchiefs, eight caps, eight shirts, six pairs of wool
stockings, two pairs of linen stockings, two pairs of mitts,
and 33 sheets were more likely homemade. Her 33 skeins
of linen yarn, 16 skeins of tow yarn, and three skeins of
wool yarn were probably made by Judith herself.

Experance Toby
Sent to the Pest House

Appears in records 1760 – 1774

Experance Toby’s mark, 1761. Rhode Island Judicial Archive.

Experance Toby was a free indigenous woman who chose
to marry an enslaved “Negro” man, Sampson Shaw. They
lived in a “wigwam” near Shaw Road with their two
daughters Dorothy and Anne. When Sampson returned
from fighting in the French and Indian War in 1760, he
brought smallpox to Little Compton. Experance, Sampson,
and the girls were ordered to the “Pest House” to be cared
for and guarded until they were well. Town officials took
their belongings for “cleansing,” but failed to return some
of the money the family was saving to buy Sampson’s
freedom. With the help of Sampson’s owner, William Shaw,
Experance and Sampson sued Thomas Church, and the
court ordered him to return the money.
As a result of her family’s illness Experance became
indebted to the town. The selectman ordered her two
daughters to be indentured as servants until they turned
18 to help cover the debt and prevent further expense.
According to the 1774 Census, the family was reunited
with Experance as the head of a household of seven
women and children. Sampson had likely died by this time.

Sarah Snell Tompkins
Revolutionary War Pensioner
1759 – 1837

Sarah, imagined portrait by Dora Atwater Millikin, 2020. LCHS Collection.

Sarah, six months pregnant, married Nathaniel Tompkins,
a young farmer and a part-time soldier in 1781. Years later
as a widow, she applied for his Revolutionary War pension
and received it. Sarah is one of Little Compton’s few 18thcentury women whose own words speak for her today.
[Nathaniel was] much in the service before as well as after our
said marriage…. I had two children born after said marriage and
before the close of the war. After our marriage, when my husband
was away in the service I had to do, and did, many things, out of
doors, that women in this town think they cannot do. We suffered
great privation at that time.
Sarah dictated her testimony and signed her name with
an X. She lived on a 12-acre farm on Tompkins Lane
inherited from Nathaniel’s father. It had the unique feature
of three cranberry bogs. As a working-class woman, Sarah
did not have the luxury of servants and managed by
herself during her husband’s absences. She had 13 children,
one of whom was murdered. After Nathaniel’s death,
Sarah’s single daughter Permilla was her sole source of
support. Neighbors testified that they lived in poverty.

Lois Wilbor
Singlewoman
1752 – 1844

Quaker Woman, from the Isaac C. Wilbour family. LCHS Collection.

Lois Wilbor, a Quaker, lived 92 years in the Wilbor House
under the care of four of its patriarchs: her grandfather
Dr. William, her father William, her brother Jonathan, and
her nephew Clark. She and four of her sisters remained
single all of their lives, an unusual occurrence that
suggests the Wilbor sisters chose not to marry. Like many
fathers at the time, William took special pains in his will
to ensure his unmarried daughters would always have a
room in the family homestead and that their male relatives
would provide for them in a kind and respectful way.
Lois and her sisters, however, were not fully dependent on
these men. Lois earned her own money by teaching at
Peaked Top School. She also inherited valuables from her
mother and sisters. As a single woman Lois had full control
over her earnings and her property. She bought real estate,
invested in securities, and opened a bank account in her
own name, things she would not have been able to do if
she were married. Lois bequeathed her accumulated wealth
to her nephew to benefit the next generation of Wilbors.

