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Century
Women

In the years before King Philip’s War (1675-76),
approximately 1000 Sakonnet women lived in the area
now known as Little Compton, RI and Acoaxet, MA.
They led traditional Wampanoag lives: farming;
gathering food and medicine from the land and sea;
manufacturing pottery, clothing, baskets, and mats;
caring for their families; and moving their homes
with the change of seasons.
The war changed almost everything. Throughout
southern New England, many indigenous women were
displaced, killed, or sold into slavery. As English allies,
the Sakonnets negotiated for better treatment, but
still many died or moved elsewhere. They also lost
most of their land to the English in coercive land deals.
Many Sakonnet women began living and working
in English homes as servants.
After the war, a few dozen English women came to
Little Compton with their families and established
English-style farms. They participated in the
household manufacturing of cloth, butter, cheese,
and salted meats. Soon more English families
settled, and they brought with them a small
number of enslaved African women.
In the last twenty years of the century, several
hundred English, Sakonnet, and African women lived
and worked together in Little Compton, borrowing
from each other’s cultures and taking part in the
transformation of what had been an indigenous
community for thousands of years
into a new colonial village.

Awashonks
Sachem

Appears in records from 1671 – 1688

Awashonks, imagined portrait by
Dora Atwater Millikin, 2008. LCHS Collection.

Awashonks was the leader of the Sakonnet people after
the death of her first husband Tolony. Sakonnet’s location at
the far western edge of Plymouth Colony provided some
protection from English interference. At first Awashonks
resisted English directives, but they raised an army against
her in 1671. She submitted to the king’s authority and
turned over her guns to prevent that attack. A year later,
the Sakonnets were in debt to Tiverton colonist John Almy
and began to lose their land.
During King Philip’s War the Sakonnets were divided. Some
allied with the English, some with Philip. After English
troops burned their homes, Awashonks led her followers
to Narragansett, where they were attacked in the Great
Swamp Massacre, and then to Wachusett Mountain for
the winter. The survivors followed her back to Sakonnet in
the spring. In June of 1676 they allied with Benjamin
Church at Treaty Rock to avoid the enslavement of their
women and children.
After the war Awashonks had to ask permission from the
English to resettle in Sakonnet. By 1681 it appears that she
and her people were landless, living near East Main Road
in a small village. They asked Plymouth for some land to
farm in 1688.

Martha Dean Clemmens Powell
A First Proprietor

Appears in records from 1671 – 1710

Martha Dean’s Great Lot. Detail from Proprietor’s Map, c. 1707. LCHS Collection.

Martha Dean was the only woman among the 29 “First
Proprietors” of Sakonnet. She inherited her right to
purchase Sakonnet land from her stepfather, Joseph Beedle,
who earned that privilege as one of the first English
indentured servants in Plymouth. Because Martha was
single or widowed during the first Sakonnet land purchases,
she was able to conduct her own business and manage
the property herself. Like the other First Proprietors, she
acquired several hundred acres of Sakonnet land through
joint purchases and land distribution lotteries. Martha
probably never set foot in Sakonnet but ran her affairs from
her farm in Marshfield, Plymouth Colony.
In 1676 Martha married her second husband Ralph Powell,
and because of the law of coverture, Martha and her
property immediately fell under the “authority and
protection” of her husband. Ralph’s name appears on later
purchases instead of Martha’s. Though husbands were
legally in charge, the law still recognized wives’ ownership
rights and required their consent before selling property.
Aspects of coverture persisted in the U.S. until the 1960s.

Bettey

Accused of infanticide
Appears in a record in 1683

Detail from The Pendant by Dora Atwater Millikin, 2010.

Bettey, the daughter of Awashonks, became pregnant
while single in 1682. Another Sakonnet woman, known
only as “Sames Wife” reported the pregnancy to English
officials and triggered a frightening chain of events. The
officials ordered two unnamed Sakonnet women to
examine Bettey. They reported that she was not pregnant,
but that was a lie. Awashonks ordered Sames Wife
whipped for making the report. Months later, Bettey
delivered, but the child did not survive.
Now charged with murder, Bettey, Awashonks, and
Awashonks’ son Peter were brought to Plymouth,
imprisoned, and placed on trial. Bettey testified that her
child was stillborn and put the murder charges to rest,
at least temporarily, but the court ordered her to be
whipped by the “Indians at Saconett” for her crime of
fornication. Bettey had to cover the cost of her transport
and imprisonment and pay Sames Wife to compensate
her for her earlier whipping. Bettey returned home, but
court officials ordered the Sakonnets to continue to search
for evidence of infanticide.

Elizabeth Head
Early English Settler
1654 – 1748

Elizabeth Head’s fieldstone grave marker. Head Family Burying Ground.

Elizabeth Head was one of the first English women to
settle at Sakonnet. In 1677, the Proprietors recognized her
husband Henry as having useful skills and offered him a
free 10-acre house lot “provided he build and settle on the
same within two years.” The Heads did just that and
recorded the birth of their first child in Sakonnet in 1678.
The Proprietors’ hope was that families like the Heads
would develop Sakonnet so that it was easier for other
colonists to follow them.
Elizabeth’s offspring (and husband) were spirited and
appear frequently in court records. Despite their
questionable behavior, when Henry died in 1717 the Heads
were wealthy, owning enough land to give a large farm to
each their sons and enslaving four people to provide the
labor. The widow Elizabeth lived in the half of her house
she inherited from Henry and relied on the income from
half the homestead farm for over thirty years. Near the end
of her life, Elizabeth was declared incompetent and placed
in the care of her children. They buried Elizabeth with a
fieldstone marker next to her husband’s elaborately
carved gravestone.

Mercy Rouse Stevens
Chose Her Own Religion
1678 – 1745

Mercy Stevens’ gravestone made by her sons. Newport, RI.

Mercy grew up in her parents’ tavern on Little Compton’s
Great West Road. Though the Rouses were predominantly
Quaker, Mercy chose to be baptized in the Congregational
Church along with 64 other people in 1700 by a traveling
minister. In 1701, at the age of 23, she married John
Stevens, a recent immigrant from England who was twice
her age. John Stevens, a stone mason and gravestone
carver, found work in Newport and lived in rented rooms
there. Mercy and her young children may have stayed in
Little Compton with her parents. Eventually the Stevens
built a Newport home with a workshop in 1709.
Mercy, like many colonial women, gave birth approximately
every two years. Her eight children included two sets of
twins. Like many colonial women Mercy also endured the
loss of two of her children. Though she lived in Newport,
Mercy maintained a relationship with her Little Compton
relatives and friends in part because of her family’s gravestone business. The Stevens Shop is still in operation today.

Sue Codamonk
Landowner

Appears in records from 1696 – 1700

Sue
Codamonk

Sue Codamonk’s 1700 land purchase. Detail from Proprietor’s Map, c. 1707. LCHS Collection.

Sue Codamonk was a Sakonnet woman who inherited one
quarter of a “neck” of land in Acoaxet from her brother
Jannootus in 1696. In 1700, Sue acquired even more land
when she purchased a twenty-acre lot near Adamsville
from the town’s English Proprietors. Sue paid £30, a
sizeable amount of money for the parcel. This deed was
not recorded until 1734, which may have been around the
time of Sue’s death.
Sue’s land ownership is important because it occurred at
a time when it was rare for English women to own land
and far more common for Native people to sell land than
to buy it. At her death, Sue passed the property she
inherited from Jannootus onto the children of Suncanawash.
His descendants, who used the surname Suckanush,
appear in local records well into the 1800s.
Memories of the Codamonks, imperfect as they might be,
live on in the stories told by the Manchester/Peckham
family of Acoaxet. Lucy and Sam Codamonk are believed
to be buried on their property, and Westport’s Codimonk
Nursery School is named in their honor.

Elizabeth Alden Pabodie

First English Girl Born in New England
c. 1624 – 1717

Elizabeth Alden Pabodie Monument, installed 1882. Old Burying
Ground on the Commons. Photograph by Bart Brownell, 2018.

Elizabeth, the daughter of Mayflower passengers John
Alden and Priscilla Mullins, is likely the first English girl
born in New England. She came to Little Compton with
her husband William Pabodie and several of their adult
children around 1682, the year Sakonnet was named Little
Compton. The Pabodies benefited from the improvements
made by earlier English settlers and joined them in
building a colonial town. Because William was Town Clerk
their small home on the Great West Road served as his
office and a community meeting place until the Meeting
House was built on the Commons a decade later. Elizabeth
would have managed the housekeeping necessitated by
those early gatherings.
Elizabeth was about 60 when she arrived in Little Compton
and lived into her early 90s. She was one of very few women
to be honored with an obituary at that time. The writer
marveled that Elizabeth’s “granddaughter was a grandmother.” “Betty Alden” became well-known during the late
19th-century Colonial Revival Period in part because of a
Longfellow poem about her parent’s romance. She had 556
great-grandchildren when she died, and today, thousands
claim her as an ancestor.

Bette Howdee
Military Wife

Appears in a record in 1711

[ I ] Charge all these my Children to be Carefull of & kind unto their
mother My said wife Bette alias Elisabeth all her life time
From Captain John Howdee’s will, 1711. Bristol County Probate Records.

Elisabeth “Bette” Howdee is a Sakonnet woman almost
lost to history except that she appears in her husband
Captain John Howdee’s will. Bette and John Howdee were
members of Mammanuah’s band of Sakonnets at Acoaxet.
In 1689 Mammanuah gave them land on the Acoaxet
River for “love, good will and affection.” That reward was
probably connected to John’s loyal service to the English
during military expeditions to Canada.
Bette and John had four children: Jacob, June Abel, Sarah,
and Josiah. Bette endured her husband’s long absences
while he was at war. It would have been up to her to care
for their children, their home, and their fields during those
absences. The family was Christian and literate, and likely
attended the local Indian Meeting House near Adamsville.
Later in life the Howdees moved to Middleborough, MA.
According to John’s 1711 will, their adult children no longer
wanted to live in Little Compton. However, Sarah Howdee,
Bette’s descendant, returned here. Newspapers called her
the last of Awashonks’ tribe in her 1827 death notice.

Alice Southworth Church
Military Wife
1646 – 1719

Alice Church’s grave. Old Burying Ground on the Commons. LCHS Collection.

Alice lived in the shadow of three of Plymouth Colony’s
most influential men: her step-grandfather Governor
William Bradford, her father Treasurer Constant
Southworth and her husband Colonel Benjamin Church,
a key figure in King Philip’s War.
Benjamin was the first Englishman to build a farm here
in 1675, but it was a tenant farm. He had no intention of
bringing his wife to undeveloped Sakonnet. Against her
parents’ wishes, Benjamin brought a heavily pregnant
Alice and their young son from Duxbury to the relative
safety of Aquidneck Island during King Philip’s War.
Benjamin’s repeated military campaigns meant Alice
managed her children and her servants on her own for
months at a time.
At the age of 61 Alice finally did come to Little Compton
to share a retirement home with her husband. Alice
managed a large household that likely included her son
Thomas’ family as well as enslaved and indentured
workers. Her husband’s elevated position meant a steady
stream of business and political visitors who no doubt
admired Alice’s fine furnishings, including her silverware
and seven “Turkey Work” (Turkish rug) chairs.

Negro Woman Valued at £15
Enslaved by the Easton Family
Appears in a record in 1704

Daniel Easton’s probate inventory, 1704. Bristol County Probate Records.

We do not know this enslaved woman’s name, but we do
know that in 1704 her owner Daniel Easton, a Little
Compton resident, died and willed her to his wife Rebeka.
Inventory takers valued the enslaved woman at £15. She
was the Eastons’ most valuable possession besides their
house and 60-acre farm (valued at £180). Because she was
called “Negro” we know that this woman was either
African or African American. Because she was called a
“woman,” we know that she was at least 18 years old.
The other belongings listed in Daniel’s probate inventory
paint a picture of the Eastons’ home and indicate that this
woman prepared meals in a well-furnished kitchen, fed
the Eastons’ ten swine, milked their seven cows, processed
honey from their five bee hives, and was involved in the
making of butter and cheese. She was one of a small
number of enslaved people of African descent who appear
as property in the probate documents of Little Compton
residents in the first decade of the 18th century, and so
were likely living and working in Little Compton during the
last decade of the 17th century.
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Women

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.
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As if by magic, the 19th century reveals the faces
and the voices of Little Compton’s women.
Their portraits, abundant photographs, newspaper
articles, and most importantly, their own words,
recorded in their diaries and letters,
begin to show us who they really were.
The new century expected more of women than
before. Not only were they supposed to continue
with their responsibilities as daughters, wives,
mothers, homemakers, and contributors to the
family income, now, in the words of local historian
Sarah Soule Wilbour, they were also supposed to
“make the world a better place.”
Many made it their mission to do so.
Women’s spheres expanded beyond their farms
and churches to their community and the wider
world. They founded and joined organizations.
Some traveled to conventions to secure the vote for
women, honeymooned in Europe, sailed to foreign
ports on their husbands’ ships, or immigrated
here to build a new life. Others continued
to struggle, working in other women’s homes
or spending their last days in the poor house.

Kate Hilliard
Free Woman

Appears in records from 1748 – 1816

From David Hilliard’s will, 1816. Little Compton Probate Records.

Kate Hilliard received her freedom from slavery on August 5,
1816, the day Colonel David Hilliard’s will was proved in
probate court. Kate was the last person enslaved in
Little Compton. Slavery wasn’t outlawed in Rhode Island
until 1843.
Throughout Kate’s lifetime she was owned by three different
Hilliard family members. She worked in their tavern and
the poor house they ran after the Revolution. Kate married
Prince Grinnell in 1784 and had two boys, possibly twins,
around that time. Her boys were born free because of
Rhode Island’s 1783 Gradual Emancipation Act. Kate had to
wait for her freedom and was elderly when she finally
received it. David’s will instructed his grandson William
“to provide for her all things comfortable in sickness & in
health she being obedient unto him & labouring for him as
far as she may be able.”
Kate likely died in Little Compton and was buried in the
Negro Burying Ground at the west end of the Old Burying
Ground on the Commons. Her sons seem to have moved
away like many of Little Compton’s 19th-century people
of color.

Lydia Gray Wilbor
Went West

1761 – 1855

Portrait by unknown New York artist, c. 1845.
Gift of Bruce C. Soper, descendant. LCHS Collection.

Sometime between 1791 and 1794 Lydia, her husband
Borden Wilbor, and their two young children went west, like
many New Englanders at the time. Farmland was becoming
harder to acquire as the population of New England grew,
and so families traveled to the undeveloped land of upstate
New York. Indian Wars, treaties, and sales had pushed
New York’s indigenous people off their homelands. The land
was sold to settlers like the Wilbors.
Lydia and Borden did not go alone. The 1800 census shows
their neighborhood of Paris, New York filled with Little
Compton families. They included Lydia’s brother Samuel
and his wife Content Wood, Lydia’s sister Elizabeth and her
husband Fobes Head, as well as seven members of the
Simmons family, Job Snell, and Isaac Brown.
Borden died even further west in Ohio in 1818, and it is
unclear if Lydia was with him. After his death, censuses
show that she lived with her daughter Hannah and sonin-law Horace Butler in Utica, New York and died at 92 in
their large boarding house.

Lucy Collins
Farmer

1801 – 1893

Tintype. LCHS Collection.

Lucy Collins lived her entire life as a free Black woman in
Little Compton. Sarah Soule Wilbour wrote that Lucy was
“the only native colored person remaining” in town in 1888.
Lucy and her sister Amy were the daughters of Primus
and Elizabeth Collins. Primus was enslaved by RI Governor
John Collins until he was four. Elizabeth’s family had been
enslaved by Little Compton’s Gray family.
Lucy inherited 30 acres of her parents’ farm south of
Meeting House Lane in 1857. Amy married and moved to
New Bedford. Census records list Lucy as one of the very
few female farmers in town. Lucy’s step-aunt Sabina Gray
Lawton joined Lucy in her small Cape-styled home in 1860
and remained until her death in 1876. Money was often
tight. Neighbors hosted an exhibit of Lucy’s family heirlooms
in 1860 for her benefit.
Late in life, Lucy contracted with the Nicholsons, a multiracial family from Dartmouth, to move in and care for her
in her old age. The contract ensured that Lucy was buried
with a fine headstone next to her parents and aunt in the
Old Burying Ground on the Commons.

Abigail Brown Richmond
Returned from the South
1803 – 1884

Portrait by unknown artist, c. 1823.
Courtesy of her great-great-granddaughter, Helen Richmond Webb.

Abigail Brown was “early trained to habits of industry and
economy.” In 1823, at the age of 20, she married the equally
industrious Isaac Bailey Richmond and moved with him
to Savannah, Georgia. Abigail supported Isaac’s work as a
successful contractor, architect, and merchant, cared for
her children, managed a busy household, and supervised
their enslaved people. Isaac named his brig the Abigail
Richmond in her honor. Abigail and Isaac’s son later wrote,
“[she] was beautiful in both character and person….their
devotion to each other was charming.”
While living in the South, Abigail and her family would
return frequently to Little Compton for the summer.
Three of her seven children were born during those visits.
These summertime trips foreshadow Little Compton’s
development as a summer community, first by people with
roots in the community and later by “strangers.”
Concerned about Abigail’s health, the Richmonds returned
to Little Compton permanently in 1837. They brought with
them two recently freed people, a “mammy” and a “valet,”
as well as plans for the Richmond Academy, a private
school modeled after those in the South.
Online biography courtesy of her great-great-granddaughter, Helen Richmond Webb.

Angeline Head
Pauper

1806 – 1882

Resolution ordering Angeline Head to be locked in her room, 1834. Little Compton Town Council Records.

Angeline Head arrived at Town Farm, Little Compton’s poor
house, in 1831. Three years later the voting men of Little
Compton resolved “that the keeper of our poor house lock
Angeline Head up in a room by herself when they don’t
want her labour…in order to keep her from bad company as
she has had two Bastard Children since there.”
We do not know the name or the fate of Angeline’s first
child, though the Town Selectmen ordered a group of
unnamed children at Town Farm placed with local families
in 1838. Angeline named the child she had in 1834 Clarissa.
When Clarissa was about seven, Town Meeting voters
placed her with Joseph Gray’s family until she was 16 and
required that she had three months of schooling each year.
Angeline stayed at the Town Farm for at least 30 years
under the supervision of various “Keepers” and their wives.
She had a third child, George, in 1841. By 1865 Angeline had
left Town Farm and by 1880 was she was living with
Clarissa and her family in New Bedford. Two years later
Angeline was back in a poor house, the New Bedford Alms
House, where she died of paralysis at age 74.
Research courtesy of Melinda Green.

Sarah Soule Wilbour
Activist Historian
1804 – 1891

Portrait by unknown artist. LCHS Collection.

At times Sarah Soule Wilbour could not go to school. Her
mother was an invalid, and even though theirs was a
privileged household (her father once served at the
Governor of RI), Sarah was needed at home. When a Brown
University student came to Little Compton to teach
advanced classes, Sarah, now in her 20s, regularly walked
two miles to the Commons to complete a course in
grammar. She put those skills to use, especially later in life
when she kept a diary, researched her geneaology, and
wrote local histories that have been quoted repeatedly for
over 100 years.
In addition to writing, Sarah took action. She was an
abolitionist as well as a suffragist, traveling to Washington,
DC at the age of 85 to attend Susan B. Anthony’s birthday
gala. As a widow she protested against “taxation without
representation” when she paid her taxes. Sarah cared for
the poor and funded community projects. In the 1840s she
began an effort to preserve Betty Alden’s gravestone. She
was 40 years ahead of her time. It wasn’t until the Colonial
Revival of the 1880s that the general public began to share
Sarah’s interest in the past and fully funded the project.
Online biography courtesy of Sheila Mackintosh.

Ruth Hart Leary

Circumnavigated the Globe
1814 – 1888

Portrait by Lu-Sung, Daguerreotype Copier, China, c.1850.
Courtesy of her descendant, Brad Greeson.

According to family legend Ruth Leary was the first woman
to circumnavigate the globe. She sailed with her husband,
Captain Timothy Leary, from 1858 to 1861 in his clipper
Golden City. The honor of being the first female circumnavigator more likely goes to Jeanne Baret, a French botanist
who set sail in 1766, but Jeanne’s earlier travels in no way
take away from Ruth’s adventure. Ruth spent years at home
waiting for Timothy to return from his voyages. This was
to be his last, and with her children grown, Ruth decided to
join him.
Family records say the ship departed Boston and traveled to
New York, San Francisco, Shanghai, Fuzhou, Manila, Tahiti,
London, and Boston. Historic newspapers make no mention
of Ruth on the trip but do document the ship in London
and Manila.
When they were home the Leary’s lived in Adamsville in a
stone cottage on Old Harbor Road that they had purchased
in 1843. The couple’s two children predeceased them. Their
son died at sea. Ruth died in 1888, and Timothy immediately
sold their Adamsville cottage and moved to Tiverton to live
with his grandchildren.

Charlotte Beebe Wilbour
Spiritualist Suffragist
1833 – 1914

B.F. Wilbour Scrapbook. LCHS Collection.

Charlotte Beebe Wilbour enjoyed a career as a public speaker
when that right was denied to most women. Because
Charlotte was a Spiritualist and wrote her speeches in a
trance, it was acceptable for her to address public audiences
on religion and politics, including abolition and the rights
of women. Charlotte was an early suffragist and colleague
of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony.
Charlotte married Charles Edwin Wilbour, a Little Compton
man, in 1858 and had four children. Charles amassed a
small fortune working for Boss Tweed in New York, while
Charlotte co-founded the Sorosis Club, the first woman’s
club devoted to intellectual pursuits. Newspapers mocked
her efforts.
When Charles fled New York to avoid arrest, Charlotte and
the children followed him to Paris and later Egypt.
Charlotte studied and wrote about the lives of Egyptian
women. After an eight-year absence, the Wilbours began to
return to Little Compton in the summers. Charlotte hosted
lawn parties in support of Women’s Suffrage where she
served pink cakes and raspberry shrub. Her activism and
scholarship continued throughout her life.
Online biography courtesy of Steven Lubar.

Frances Henrietta Gifford
Diarist

1840 – 1877

Diary cover, 1860. LCHS Collection.

Frances Gifford kept a diary from April 1860 through
February 1862. The entries reveal a sensitive teenager who
read novels, loved poetry, prayed frequently, and saw her
waking hours eaten away by a monotonous cycle of household chores and family responsibilities. Frances’ father
had died, and it was up to her, the youngest daughter,
to help her ailing mother. She was frequently lonely and
discouraged. Frances sewed, churned, cooked, cleaned,
tended the sick, gathered berries, sold eggs, made soap
and candles, and occasionally slipped away for a “pleasant
evening” at spelling school or other young people’s
gatherings in and around Adamsville.
Frances’ sisters were married with young children, and
Frances hoped for a suitor of her own. The first one
bitterly disappointed her, but in 1862 she married her
distant cousin, Clarkson Gifford, an Adamsville farmer and
shoemaker. No diary captures her thoughts and feelings
as a young wife and mother, but records show their son
Augustine was born in 1863, and Bernard followed 10 years
later. Tragically Augustine died in 1874 as did Frances in
1877, age 36.
Online biography courtesy of Janet Lisle.

Jessie Bross Lloyd
Summer Resident
1845 – 1904

The Lloyds in Sakonnet, c. 1895. LCHS Collection.

Jessie Bross Lloyd came to New England from Chicago with
her husband Henry Demarest Lloyd and their four boys in
search of a summer home. They visited the Cape first, but
felt it was too developed. They happened to visit Sakonnet
and fell in love. The Lloyds purchased the southern tip of
Sakonnet Point from Colonel Henry T. Sisson in 1888. They
rented a house on Warren’s Point called “Pigs for Sale”
while they waited for “Watch House,” a large summer home
overlooking the Atlantic, to be built. They called Watch
House the “house without a key” and, as staunch Socialists,
invited people from all walks of life to visit them there.
They employed no servants and instead assigned all guests
chores upon their arrival.
Jessie was the daughter of William Bross, the founder of
The Chicago Tribune, and lived a life of comfort. Throughout
her adult life she worked for justice. Jessie used her privilege
and advantages to understand and aid the poor, always
striving to form genuine relationships. Social reformer Jane
Addams would send Jessie her most challenging cases, and
Jessie would welcome them into her home.

Mary Wilber Castino
Store Owner
1840 – 1916
Former
Farm

Parents’
Home
Store

Mary Castino’s Neighborhood. 1895 Map of Little Compton. LCHS Collection.

In 1856 when she was 16, Mary Wilber went to Fall River,
lied about her age, and married Noah Castino, age 23, a
sailor from Westport. Noah was half Portuguese. We don’t
know how Mary’s family took the news, but by 1860 Mary
and Noah were living with them in their large farmhouse
on Amesbury Lane. Noah gave up the sea and in 1857
bought farmland on John Dyer Road adjacent to his in-laws’
backfields. The couple had no children.
Noah farmed and worked as a grocer. His Civil War
registration shows that even as a young man he suffered
from rheumatism and dyspepsia. Mary took in boarders
including schoolteachers and students. One boarder, Ernest
Manchester, came as a teenage farmhand but by 1880
owned a grocery store in Pottersville and employed Mary
as his clerk.
In 1881 Mary did something remarkable. As a married
woman, she independently purchased Ernest’s store, lockstock-and-barrel, and began running it herself. Noah died
in 1889 at age 56. Mary continued to add to her property,
making her last purchase in 1899, and promising the seller
she would never sell intoxicating beverages.

Susan H. Allen Brownell
Elected Official
1841 – 1929

B.F. Wilbour Scrapbook. LCHS Collection.

In 1884, 36 years before the 19th Amendment, the men of
Little Compton elected Susan H. Brownell as Superintendent of Schools for a one-year term. Her salary was $40,
the same as male superintendents. The Providence Journal
described the election as “somewhat spirited,” and wrote,
“Mrs. Brownell is well qualified to fill the position and will
no doubt do herself credit.” Anna W. Brownell was also
elected to the school committee. They were the town’s first
female elected officials. That day Sarah Soule Wilbour
wrote in her diary, “The work of women’s enfranchisement
goes slowly but surely onward.”
During and after her term, Susan worked tirelessly to improve Little Compton’s schools. She increased school
funding and established a town-wide school committee
rather than multiple district committees. She also sent a
petition to the General Assembly for Women’s Suffrage in
1885. They tabled it.
Susan and her husband Richmond Brownell had no
children. In 1900 Manuel and Isabelle Silveira boarded with
them, and Susan formed a lifelong attachment to their
daughter Mary. Susan remembered all the Silveiras in her
will and made Mary her principal heir.
Research courtesy of Janet Lisle.

Rebecca Tripp

The Woman Behind the RI Red
1854 – 1931

One of these women is believed to be Rebecca Tripp,
the other her sister Patience Crosby. LCHS Collection.

Rebecca Tripp is the silent partner who deserves credit for
the RI Red’s national popularity. Her father William began
developing the bird when she was a little girl. William
crossed his barnyard chickens with a “Cochin China” and
a “Chitagong” brought to New Bedford on whaling ships.
In time, he created a hearty bird useful for both meat and
eggs. It was first known as the “Tripp Fowl” and later
named the “RI Red” by Isaac C. Wilbour. The breed took off
in the 1870s, but at first only locally.
Rebecca is the one who launched the RI Red business, not
just for her family but for dozens of Little Compton farmers,
when she came up with the idea of selling RI Red egg sets
to poultry fanciers throughout the United States. “She
built up a business,” declared the Providence Journal, “which
put Rhode Island Reds in every State of the Union.”
Rebecca kept her own flock of income-producing Reds for
more than fifty years on her family’s Long Highway farm.
Online biography courtesy of Steven Lubar.

Mary Madeline Sylvia Chase
First Generation American
1866 – 1940

Mary Madeline Sylvia working on the Gray Farm, c. 1886. LCHS Collection.

Mary Madeline Sylvia Chase was one of the first people of
Portuguese descent to live in Little Compton. Her parents
Manuel and Rose Sylvia immigrated from the Azores and
settled in Troy, New York in the 1860s. Their three children
George, Mary, and Frederick were born there. Sometime
prior to 1875 the Sylvias moved to Little Compton and
began to farm on West Main Road. Rose worked as a housekeeper, and Mary and her brothers attended Number 8
School on the Commons.
As a teenager Mary did housework for George and Elizabeth
Gray, and at 20, she married a 35-year-old Little Compton
man of English descent, George Chase. For many years
Yankee-Portuguese marriages were frowned upon. Mary
and George avoided or ignored this community disapproval,
perhaps in part because Mary gave up Catholicism.
Mary and George owned a farm on West Main Road and
had one child and a live-in servant. Around 1915 they
moved to New Bedford, where George was a meat cutter,
and Mary cared for elderly relatives. After George’s death
Mary lived in Adamsville with her son’s family.

Elizabeth Amelia Gray
Last of Her Line
1862 – 1941

Portrait by Sydney Burleigh. LCHS Collection.

Bessie Gray bridged two centuries. She was born during
the Civil War into a world of ox carts and one-room schoolhouses and died during World War II in an era of automobiles and airline travel. On both her mother’s and
father’s sides, Bessie descended from 17th-century Little
Compton families. After generations of producing large
families, Bessie was an only child, the last of her line.
Bessie’s childhood on a traditional New England farm was
idyllic. Her parents provided her with piano lessons and
sent her to high school in New Bedford where she learned
German. Bessie inherited her family farm, and like her
parents, welcomed paying guests from across the country
to enjoy Sakonnet summers. Though she had suitors, she
chose to be single.
Her circle of friends included authors, activists, and artists.
Bessie supported Woman’s Suffrage, public health efforts,
served on the town’s library board, and traveled to visit
friends who became like family. She left her sizable estate
to her second cousin twice removed who, in time, sold
the property and donated many Gray family items to the
Historical Society.
Online biography courtesy of Juanita Goulart.

th
20

Century
Women

Little Compton’s 20th-century women live on in
our memories. They fought for the vote and
lived to enjoy that right. They experienced, and in
some cases served in, numerous wars. They taught
in our schools, led our local churches and
organizations, and served in local government.
They took advantage of widening educational and
career options alongside family responsibilities.
Our demographics changed.
Many Yankee families sold their homestead farms
to Portuguese immigrants, while others remained
and now celebrate more than 300 years of
history here. The number of people of color reached
a historic low, at times with only a single Black
family living in town. Summer visitors,
from Providence, Boston, New York, and beyond,
bought property and began their own 100-year
histories in Little Compton.
The Little Compton Women’s History Project invited
community members to research and remember
the lives of 20th-century women and share their
histories with us. The response was tremendous.
We invite you to enjoy a sampling of the stories here
and to explore the 130+ histories of 20th-century
women shared with us so far. We welcome
additional submissions at littlecompton.org.

Josephine Field Wilbur
Town Treasurer
1885 – 1923

B.F. Wilbour Scrapbook. LCHS Collection.

After attending Little Compton’s one-room schools,
Josephine Field left town to study at the RI Normal School
(later RI College). She graduated in 1896 and worked as a
teacher and high school principal in Vermont and Massachusetts for 13 years. In 1909 Josephine returned to teach at
the Union School on the Commons and married Ellis Wilbur.
Josephine became the driving force for modernization in
Little Compton’s schools, pushing for graded classrooms,
bus transportation, and a high school.
To help ensure proper school funding, Josephine ran for
town treasurer and tax collector in 1921 and was elected in
a hotly contested race with State Representative Fredrick R.
Brownell. The Providence Journal said Republican “henchmen”
were out in force but could not sway voters against her. This
was one of the first elections since women secured the right
to vote. Josephine was the first RI woman to occupy a town
office that was not school-related.
Josephine’s fight for Little Compton’s schools stopped abruptly
in 1923 when pneumonia ended her life. Local residents
took up the cause and opened a modern, centralized school
with a high school in 1929, naming it in her honor.
Online biography courtesy of Janet Lisle.

Katherine B. McMahon
School Superintendent
Died 1988

Wilbur High School yearbook, 1958. Courtesy of Albert Gomez.

Miss McMahon never revealed the year she was born, even
in her obituary, and so neither will we. Originally from
Fall River, she began teaching in Little Compton’s one-room
schoolhouses in the 1920s. Her first day at the stone schoolhouse on Long Highway was a disaster. She once told a
reporter, “I went home that night and prayed, ‘Lord, get me
out of here.’ Then I came back and stayed 43 years. I guess
the Lord didn’t listen to me.” Miss McMahon retired as
Little Compton’s School Superintendent in 1973.
Always impeccably dressed, always in high heels, always
addressed as “Miss McMahon,” Katherine B. McMahon ran a
tight ship at the Josephine F. Wilbur School. She began there
as a classroom teacher the year after it replaced the town’s
one-room school system in 1929, became acting superintendent in 1948, and was permanently appointed in 1949.
A natural leader, Miss McMahon held offices in numerous
regional organizations focused on education, public health,
and social justice. She also became an integral part of the
local community. When a new middle school was opened
in 1973, the town named it in her honor.
Online biography courtesy of her student, Caroline Wilkie Wordell.

Dora Manton
Midwife

1863 – 1937

Dora Manton’s children. Josephine Manchester album, c. 1901. Courtesy of Richard Manchester.

There is no known image of Dora Manton, but her
neighbor took and labeled this c. 1901 photograph of her
children “Henry Manton’s Tribe.” Dora was born in New
Bedford, part Native American, part African American.
In 1884 she married Henry Manton, who arrived in Little
Compton on the Underground Railroad around 1860 as a
ten-year-old boy. In 1892 the Mantons purchased a 30-acre
farm on Mullin Hill Road. Their white neighbors held a
series of mortgages for them. They were one of three Black
families in Pottersville around 1900. The nearby school
was integrated.
Dora had 12 children and worked as a midwife. Henry was
a stone mason. They had a car and owned the first
phone in Pottersville. Dora babysat for Abe Quick who
remembered her as a “great lady” in his interview in
Jonnycakes & Cream. He recalls Dora making “tonics” that
“cured everything” on her big cast iron stove. The herbs
and “sticks” that Abe remembers were likely traditional
medicines passed down from Dora’s ancestors. Throughout
the 20th century Dora and her descendants were often
the only people of color in Little Compton.
Online biography courtesy of Marjory O’Toole.

Edith Russell Church Burchard
Heiress

1868 – 1942

Courtesy of her grandson, Rod Perkins.

Edith Church’s wealth did not save her from childhood
heartbreak. Her parents separated when she was six. An
ugly and very public custody battle ended with her mother’s
death. Her father also died young, making Edith, at the
age of 22, one of the richest women in America. Her annual
stipend was approximately six million in today’s dollars.
Edith toured Europe with a chaperone in 1890 and upon
her return completely redesigned Old Acre, the Church
family home, making it the most modern house in Little
Compton. The second floor of the massive stable doubled
as a ballroom. In 1897 Edith married the dashing New
Yorker Roswell Burchard at Old Acre. They sent 1700
invitations, and a New York Times reporter wrote about
the splendid event. Their honeymoon souvenirs equipped
Old Acre with an Egyptian Room.
Edith’s diaries show her delight in settling into family life.
She adored her husband and their seven children and made
Old Acre “a magical sort of place” for her family. She was
an attentive and hands-on mother, hostess, homemaker, and
community organizer, though her staff of 14 was a help.
Online biography courtesy of John McGrath.

Marian Perreira da Estrella Camara
Immigrant

1872 – 1942

Courtesy of her grandaughter, Carolyn Camara Montgomery.

Marian Perreira da Estrella grew up on the island of
St. Michaels in the Azores. There were few opportunities.
Marian never learned to read or write. She married
Jacinto (Jesse) Camara and had three children. In 1903
Jesse immigrated to the United States and left Marian and
the children behind. They waited two years for Jesse to
work and save so that they could join him, first in Tiverton
and later in Little Compton. They had three more children.
Between 1914 and 1921, tuberculosis ravaged the family,
killing Jesse and four of the children. Marian buried them
in a Catholic cemetery in Fall River but could not afford
gravestones. Without Jesse’s income, Marian, who never
learned English, did whatever work she could find, taking
in laundry and working as a midwife for the growing
Portuguese community. Marian’s 11-year-old son Manuel
left school and began working at Red Top Farm to help
support his mother and sister. They lived in “Tuxedo Park”
a collection of small houses for laborers on West Main Road.
Marian longed for her family in the Azores. She never had
the opportunity to visit home.
Online biography courtesy of her granddaughter, Carolyn Camara Montgomery.

Sarah Elizabeth “Lizzie” Manchester
Store Owner
1862 – 1946

New York Herald Tribune, 1936. LCHS Collection.

There is a story that Lizzie Manchester’s parents forbid her
and her siblings to marry. The story is probably not true.
Her older sister Lydia did marry, while Lizzie, Debbie, and
Abraham, the proprietors of Manchester’s Store, did not.
The story is more likely a community-generated explanation
for why Lizzie lived as she did.
From a very young age Lizzie chose to openly wear men’s
haircuts and clothing. She liked detective magazines and on
occasion is said to have answered her door with a shotgun.
She had strong opinions and told off-color stories. Sometimes
she worked at the store, but her main occupation was to
cook and keep house for Debbie and Abraham while they
ran the family business. After Lydia’s death, Lizzie and
Deborah cared for their orphaned niece and nephew six
months each year. Lizzie was a long-time Vice President of
the Little Compton Historical Society, an active member
of the Old Stone Baptist Church, and a leader on the local
Republican committee. Lizzie did not fit the typical gender
binary of the early 20th century, and yet her active leadership roles in a variety of local organizations show that the
community accepted and respected her.
Online biography courtesy of her great-niece, Anne T. Hopkins.

Rheba Sherman Peckham
Red Cross Nurse
1886 – 1942

Courtesy of her niece, Virginia Peckham.

Rheba Peckham was one of only two women from Little
Compton to serve in World War I. She went to Providence to
appear before the board of men responsible for recruiting
Red Cross Army Nurses. The interview went very well until
Rheba asked to be stationed with her brother at Camp
Gordon in Georgia. One of the men sneered at her, “What,
can’t be without your brother?” Rheba was furious. She rose,
reprimanded the man for his rudeness, and left. Within
a week the recruiting board had called her, apologized, and
begged her to reconsider.
Rheba did serve at Camp Gordon with her brother and at
military hospitals in New York City, Connecticut, and as
far away as Colorado. Her niece Virginia Peckham says she
was a vivacious woman and a dedicated nurse whose
patients loved her. She changed jobs often, sometimes every
year, but returned to the family home in Little Compton
each summer to tell her nieces and nephews that she
wanted to go where she could do the most good. Local
historian Carlton Brownell called her “a very modern girl.”
Online biography courtesy of her niece, Virginia Peckham.

Mary Constance Moniz Lewis
On the Home Front
c. 1884 – 1970

The Manuel and Mary Lewis Family, c. 1920. LCHS Collection.

One of Mary Moniz’ first memories was traveling with her
father Joseph from California to Tiverton by train and
then by stagecoach to Little Compton. Her father returned
west, leaving Mary to be raised by “Aunt Abby Wilbor” of
the Wilbor House. Mary spent the rest of her life in Little
Compton. She raised 12 children with her husband Manuel
Lewis, first as tenant farmers and later at the Elms,
their own farm, at the corner of East Main Road and Maple
Avenue. In 1935 Manuel died as a result of a bull attack.
That tragedy left Mary to provide for the family with the
help of the older children.
Then came WWII. Two of Mary’s boys enlisted and left to
serve in the Army. Closer to home, the Army began constructing Fort Church, a massive coastal fort, at Sakonnet
Point. Workers poured in from around the country, and
like many of her neighbors, Mary rented rooms to the men.
The extra income helped, and Mary was proud of her
contribution to the war effort. She was even prouder of her
sons’ service and grateful they both returned safely
from war.
Online biography courtesy of her granddaughter, Nancy Willett.

Augusta Maverick Kelley
Suffragist – Artist
1885 – 1989

Courtesy of the Kelley family.

Augusta Kelley’s remarkable 103-year life means that she
is remembered for her later years as a summer resident
and a talented artist. Less well-remembered are her early
years as a suffragist who protested at the White House
and was arrested several times in the fall of 1918.
Augusta grew up in San Antonio, TX, often visiting the
family cattle ranch, a day’s journey by covered wagon.
One summer she travelled to Sakonnet Point to visit her
sister Lola and new brother-in-law William Bross Lloyd.
There she met her future husband, Nicholas Kelley. The
couple married in 1909 and settled in New York City.
Augusta quickly had three children but made time for art.
She studied at the Art Students League under Kenneth
Hayes Miller and used one of the rooms of her house on
E. 16th Street as a studio.
Each summer, Augusta and her children would board an
overnight ferry at the foot of Manhattan to New England.
Nicholas would join her at their house overlooking
Lloyd’s Beach whenever work allowed. Much of Augusta’s
art reflects her appreciation for Sakonnet’s people, places,
and things.
Online biography courtesy of her grandson, Nicholas Kelley.

Genie Getchell Rawson
Innkeeper

1915 – 1994

The Getchell Girls, c. 1938. Genie is on the right. Courtesy of her son, Chris Rawson.

As a child, Genie Getchell spent idyllic summers by
Sakonnet Harbor with her parents, three older sisters, and
varying combinations of cook, chauffeur, and part-time
gardener. Those three-month summers continued when the
four adult “Getchell Girls” shared the family summer home,
Harboredge. Their husbands would come on the weekends
and for vacation weeks, while their combined ten children
were cared for by babysitters in The Cottage next door.
Times changed. In 1959 the Getchells sold both Harboredge
and The Cottage. Genie and her husband Jon Rawson
used their share to purchase the Stone House. They moved
to Little Compton year-round and together transformed
the imposing historic building into a welcoming inn. Now
at mid-life, Genie learned to run an inn, a tavern, and a
special events venue, often cooking for 100 people, and
enjoying almost everything it entailed. Though the Rawsons
first thought the Stone House would primarily serve the
summer colony, under their guidance it grew into a yearround institution that benefited the entire community.
Online biography courtesy of her son, Chris Rawson.

Susan Burchard Shethar Whitin
Real Estate Agent – Preservationist
1903 – 1998

Laying flowers at the Betty Alden monument. Photograph by Blackmere Humphrey. LCHS Collection.

Six feet tall and formidably intelligent, Susan Shethar
Whitin was a powerful local figure. She was the welleducated daughter of Roswell and Edith Burchard (also in
this exhibit). While studying in Paris, Susan married
Prentice Shethar. Together, they started Shethar Real Estate,
the town’s first real estate agency in 1925. After Prentice’s
death, she married Richard Whitin, and managed the
business on her own until 1968.
Susan excelled at matching people with properties,
occasionally discouraging some buyers. In an interview she
said, “I did have the courage to tell people when they
might not be happy.” An early advocate for open space, she
ensured the preservation of several historic farms as
intact properties by finding just the right buyers. Susan also
worked for two-acre zoning, which passed in 1968. She was
instrumental in saving the Wilbor House as well as other
historic buildings. In 1972 she became a founding director of
the Sakonnet Preservation Association, the first organization
of its kind in RI. Thinking back on her work, Susan said,
“I feel I started Little Compton in the right direction.”
Online biography courtesy of Keith Crudgington.

Helen Brownell

Lived with Cerebral Palsy
1921 – 1967

Courtesy of her nephew, Fred Bridge.

Helen Brownell was the last of seven children born to
Lydora and Frederick Brownell. Helen’s birth was difficult.
As time passed, her parents realized she was developing
differently from their other children. Eventually she was
diagnosed with cerebral palsy. Helen never walked, but she
could communicate, especially with the people who loved
and cared for her most. Helen’s parents chose to keep her
at home at a time when institutionalizing children with
special needs was more common than it is today. Helen’s
mother made an extra effort to include Helen in everyday
family activities. Neighborhood children remembered Helen
at birthday parties right up at the table in her speciallydesigned chair.
There were other Little Compton children of a similar age
to Helen with similar disabilities, and according to family
stories, the Brownells felt that an incompetent doctor was
to blame for these birth injuries. In her later years Helen
lived in a care facility. A collection of letters written by her
caregiver Connie, her sister Louise, and Little Compton
neighbors, capture Helen’s unique personality and are now
archived at the Historical Society.
Online archive courtesy of her nephew, Fred Bridge.

Ida Wilbur Smith
Served her Community
1893 – 1985

Courtesy of the current proprietor of the Est. of C.R. Wilbur, Linda Wetzel.

Ida Wilbur liked to say the store her family purchased in
1894 was a birthday gift to her. Ida grew up in the house
adjacent to the family business. When her father died in
1914, Ida inherited the “Estate of C.R. Wilbur” along with
her mother and brother. Nothing – including multiple fires
or even firework explosions – could stop the Wilburs from
serving the community. Ida wrote, “It has been said that you
can get anything at Wilbur’s from a pin to a bag of cement…
people are constantly saying I couldn’t get this or that in the city,
but I knew you would have it.” In 1959 Ida became the
sole proprietor.
In addition to running the store, Ida was also a town
librarian, church organist, piano teacher, and a member of
an amazing number of community organizations:
the Ladies’ Aid Society at both the Methodist and Congregational churches, the American Legion Auxiliary, the
Grange, the Village Improvement Society, the Social Rebekah
Lodge, and at age 82, the Tricentennial/Bicentennial Steering
Committee. Ida’s diary shows that no matter what was
going on in town, she was usually in the middle of it.
Online biography courtesy of her employee, Caroline Wilkie Wordell.

Jane Peckham Cabot
Town Council President
1930 – 2017

Portrait by Sally Swart of Cantin Photography.

Because of her father’s poor health, Jane Peckham ran the
large family farm at the corner of West Main and Peckham
Roads as a teenager, working before and after school and
on college vacations. In an interview Jane said, “No boy in
the family, so I was it….I hated it back then. I couldn’t wear
jeans anywhere except on the farm.…Woman’s liberation
was great for me.” After graduating from URI in mathematics, Jane returned to the farm and married her neighbor
Nelson Cabot in 1957. They had one son who inherited his
mom’s red hair and was called Rusty.
A family story says Jane complained so often about town
politics her husband suggested she run. She won a spot on
the Budget Committee in 1966 and progressed to the Town
Council in 1970. She became Council President in 1974 and
filled that position for 26 years, sometimes as a Republican,
sometimes as an Independent. Jane admitted she could
be tough, but always did what she thought best for the
town. “Everybody knows you can't keep spending and not
have the money coming in.”
Online biographies courtesy of her great-granddaughter, Katrin Weare
and her friend, Carolyn Montgomery.

Nancy Cavaca Pontes
Visiting Nurse
1941 – 2018

At the Little Compton VNA office. Courtesy of her children, Thomas and Melissa Pontes.

Nancy grew up as one of Manny and Marjorie Cavaca’s six
daughters, raised in a small two-bedroom home next to
their gas station on Main Road in Tiverton. The girls were
all taught a little about cars and a lot about farming.
Nancy earned a full merit scholarship to the Newport
Hospital School of Nursing when she graduated Wilbur High
School in 1959, paving the way to a career in the hospital
ICU. In 1976 she joined the Visiting Nurse Association and
realized the great need for home health care in Little
Compton, especially as the population aged. Her time at the
gas station paid off when the VNA’s old Fiat refused to
reverse for anyone except Nancy.
While raising her two children and working at the VNA,
Nancy continued to build her skills, earning a bachelor’s
degree in nursing from Salve Regina in 1983, and graduating
as a Family Nurse Practitioner from URI in 1990. In 1988,
she returned to Newport Hospital for the remainder of her
career as Director of ElderCare Services, specializing in
dementia and Alzheimer’s care.
Online biography courtesy of her children, Thomas and Melissa Pontes.

Dianne Tripp Booth
Working Mom
1944 – 2020

Courtesy of her daughter, Sally Booth.

Several years after graduating from Wilbur High School,
Dianne Tripp married her high school sweetheart,
Bob Booth. They purchased a house on Willow Avenue and
began a family. Like many women at the time, Dianne’s
main focus was on her three children, but when possible,
she also chose to work part-time. The income was helpful,
and the work was an outlet for her organizational and
creative skills. A graduate of Campbell Secretarial School,
Dianne worked for the Newport Chamber of Commerce,
the Wilbor House Museum, Transcom, and for many years
the Brownell Library. She also volunteered for the
Congregational Church, her children’s Scout Troops, and as
President of the LC Republican Committee.
Anyone who visited the Booths would be impressed with
Dianne’s homemaking and baking skills, but her handicrafts were exceptional. A skilled seamstress, knitter, and
expert rug braider, Dianne often taught these skills to
others. For much of 2019 Dianne had health issues but had
recovered well enough by autumn to be out in the
community again. Tragically, COVID-19 complications ended
her life suddenly, but peacefully, on March 19, 2020.
Online biography courtesy of her family.
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Little Compton’s
women
make history every day.
Learn more about them, and the
women who came before them, at

littlecompton.org

and submit additional women’s histories at
lchistory@littlecompton.org.

Josie Richmond Arkins

Heather Gomez Aubuchon

Ana Barend

Jeanne Morse Bauman

Alice Wordell Beattie

Ellen Bednarczyk

Eleanor King Bixby

Abigail Brooks

Constance Buben

Kimberley Cannon

Ann Walker Carr

Lily von Trapp Derbyshire Clark

Nancy Clark

Karen Corrigan

Suzanne Perry Cressman

Karen Daniels-Ambrifi

Natalie Rego Darling

Stephanie von Trapp Derbyshire

Norma Wordell Elwell

Nina Lenzer Evison

Frances McCreesh Fennessey

Polly Squire Gardner

Elinor Gavin

Brenda Wordell Gill

Janice Turcotte Gomez

Judith Waite Gomez

Nan Haffenreffer

Betty Athington Hathaway

Molly Durant Hekking

Anne Tripp Hopkins

Claire Johnson

Janet Taylor Lisle

Lora Elkington MacFall

Diane MacGregor

Lillian Marrow

Rebecca Bell Martin

Connie Shurtleff McGee

Melissa Northrup Medeiros

Mary Elizabeth Sousa Miller

Carolyn Camara Montgomery

Karla Moran

Nancy Arruda Oliveira

Marjory Gomez O’Toole

Barbara Camara Passmore

Rebecca Reid Pattison

Elizabeth Peckham

Jenna Peterson-Magnuski

Margery Phinney

Susan Richard Sisson

Catherine Gomes Snell

Galen Snow

Mary Cissel Suttell

Susan Fennessey Tullson

Valerie Crowther Turcotte

Sidney Lockwood Tynan

Sandra Giguere Waite

Irene Wilbur

Caroline Wilkie Wordell

Judith Worthen

Wendy Zens

