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It is my intent to document as accurately as possible the history of
the early Portuguese settlers in Little Compton, Rhode Island. The
Portuguese immigrants played a significant role. in the development of
Little Compton and it is important to have a written record fo:r the
, future.
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I want_ to acknowledge my gratitude to all the descendants of the
early Portuguese settlers, who so ltindly provided me with information
and photographs; and to my sister, Joan Gracia Kotker, for her editorial
assistance.
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Mid-way in the Atlantic Ocean between North America and Europe
lies the Archipelago of the Acores (Azores). These islands, nine in all,
were discovered by the Portuguese about 1427 and colonized about
1439. The names of the individual islands are Sao Miguel, Santa Maria,
Terceira, Sao Jorge, Graciosa, Pico, Faial, Flores, and Corvo. During the
first half of the nineteenth century, whaling ships and schooners out of
New Bedford put into the Azores for provisions and often enlisted
crewmen. When the ships returned to New Bedford many of these
Azorean seamen found employment on land and made New Bedford
their new home. These newly arrived immigrants then told their relatives in the "Old Country" of the opportunities in the new land, and
this in turn led to extensive immigration of Azoreans to southern New
England, particularly to New Bedford and Fall River.
In the late 1800's some of the Azoreans found their way to Little
Compton, whose farmland and seacoast were very similar to their native
islands. The first to arrive found employment as hired hands for the
Yankee farmers, and as domestics and seamstresses in the Yankee.
households. When city folk began to summer in Little Compton, the
Portuguese were able to put to advantage their old-world skills in
horticulture

'
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and

masonry.

The summer estates employed the

Portuguese as gardeners and caretakers.
.By common consent, the earliest Portuguese settler in Little
Compton was Manuel Sylvia, who left his native Sao Jorge to settle first
in Troy, New York. He came to Little Compton in the 1870's and
worked on the Richmond farm South of the Commons. His wife was
Rosa Sylvia, who was also from Sao Jorge. Their children were: George,
Fred, Mary, and Walter.
Manuel De'Avila, a native of Sao Jorge, settled in Little Compton
about 1877. He worked for Isaac Champlin Wilbour, the poultry
farmer, and was nicknamed Manuel Isaac or Ike. Ike" and his family
lived in the cottage on the Bessie Gray property owned by George
Gray. He also worked for Colonel Sisson at the Point. He later owned
and operated a dairy farm on West Main Road. His wife was Rosa
Bettencourt, who was also from Sao Jorge. Their children were:. Mary
(Minnie), George, and Serafina (Hattie). .
. ·
Joseph Silvia was a whaler from Faial who first settled in New
London, Connecticut about 1863 and later moved to Little Compton in
the late 1800's. He married Maria Enos, who was also from Faial. The
couple had nine children. Their son, Frank A. Silvia, was the first
person of Portuguese descent to be elected to the Town Council, a
1

position he held from 1937-1940. He was also a member of the Board
of Canvassers for twenty-two yea.rs.
·
In 1885. Manuel S. Flores of Sao Jorge arrived in Little Compton. He
worked on the Beebe farm and later purchased the George Wood
property on Shaw Road, which he operated as a dairy farm. He married
Maria DeRosa, who was also from Sao Jorge. They had three children:
Mary Frank, and John. ·
. ·
.
Manuel Desouza left Sao Jorge and settled in Little Compton about
1886. He purchased the Gray farm and homestead on West Main Road
known as Mushquosh Hollow. His wife was the former Maria Sao Jorge,
who was also from Sao Jorge. They had six children: Mary, Frank,
Manuel, Rita, Antone, and Rose.
Manuel Silveira, a native of Rosais, Sao Jorge, settled in Little
Compton about 1887. Born in 1869, he died in 1960 at the age of 91.
His wife was the former Isabel Rosa, who was also from Rosais, Sao
Jorge. The couple had two children: John and Mary. The family owned
and operated a poultry farm and later a dairy farm, both on Grange
Avenue. Mrs. Silveira and her daughter operated a tourist home known
as 'Ocean Echo". Later, the son, John, and his wife, Jennie, took over
management of ·Ocean Echo.
Manuel Cotta, who was from Doze Ribeiras, Terceira, came to Little
Compton in the late 1880's. He was first employed on the Kempton
farm, and then on the George W. Butler farm on Maple Avenue. He
subsequently purchased the Butler property from Mr. Butler's widow
and operated it as a dairy farm. Manuel Cotta was elected to the Town
Council, a position he held from 1940-1948. He married Elenah Kelly,
who was from New York. They had six children: Joseph, William,
Helena, Elizabeth, Loretta, and Annie.
Manuel De.Almo, a native of Terceira, came to Little Compton in the
late 1880's, and was first employed on the Kempton fann. He purchased the homestead and farm of Oliver H. Wilbor, the site of the old
Wilbor House. He married Catherine Coughlin, who was from Ireland.
The couple had one son, Joseph.
Manuel Gomes left Terceira in the late 1880's and found employment in Little Compton on the Oliver H. Wilbor farm owned by his
brother-in-law, Manuel DeAlmo. He married Maria DeAlmo, who was
also from Terceira. They had two sons: Manuel and Joseph.:
'
Manuel Cordeiro, a native of Sao Miguel, settled in Little Compton in
1890. He worked on the William Sisson and George Howard farms and
later owned and operated a dairy farm on Swamp Road. He went to
Sao Miguel and married Tereza Arruda and they returned to Little
Compton. The couple bad six children: Mary, Angelina, Georgina,
Rose, John, and Arthur...
'
•
John Flores, who owned and operated a dairy farm cm Swamp Road,
2
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came to Little Compton in 1890 from Sao Jorge. He married Anna
Lucas who was also from Sao Jorge. They had nine surviving children:
Mary, Samuel, Amy, John, Vera, Lena, Antone, Angelina, and George.
Antone F. Rodrigues (Rogers) was born on the island of Flores in
1866 and arrived in New Bedford about 1882. He came to Little
Compton in 1890 to work on the Levi Sisson farm, and in 1893 he
married Maria Cota Luis (Lewis). Maria had left Doze Ribeiras,
Terceira, with her brother, Francisco Cota Luis, and come to Little
Compton in 1891. Mr. Rogers purchased the homestead and farm of
C. R. Wilbor on Maple Avenue in 1895. The couple had five children;
Mary, Lewis, Amelia, Michael, and Anthony. The son, the late Michael
F. Rogers, founded and operated the Little Compton Construction
Company and the Fo'c's'le Restaurant. Michael's son, Richard, now
manages the family business interests. Another son of Antone, Lewis F.
Rogers, who resides on the old homestead, served as Fire Chief of Little
Compton.
Manuel Silveria, a native of Sao Jorge, settled in Little Compton in
the early 1890's. He was a fisherman and owned property at Sakonnet
Point. He married Hilda Syran, who was from Sweden. They had six
children: Victor, Elsie, Agnes, Doris, Helen, and Henry.
Francisco Cota Luis (Frank Lewis), from Doze Ribeiras, Terceira,
came to Little Compton in 1891. He purchased the F. W. Simmons
homestead and farm on West Main Road, which he operated for several
years. He married Maria Silvia, who was from Feteira, Faial. The couple
had thirteen surviving children: Mary, Frank, Alice, Rose, Joseph, John,
Manuel, Angelina, Margaret, Josephine, Emily, Fred, and Antone. The
family moved to California, as did many of the Azorean immigrants.
Several years later, a son, Manuel Lewis, returned to Little Compton.
Antone Marion Escobar, a native of Faial, came to Little Compton
about 1891. He married Rosa Lewis, who was also from Faial. They
had ten children: John, Antone, John, Mary, Rose, Joseph, Frank,
Annie, Margaret, and Rosaline. A grandson, Antone Marion, is the
present Postmaster of Little Compton. (Antone Marion is also the
grandson of another early settler, Antone DeCosta).
Manuel Ramos left Cedros, Faial, in 1891 and settled in Little
Compton where he owned and operated a dairy farm on West Main
Road. Born in 1876, he died in 1970 at the age of 94. His wife was
Senhorinha Rosa, who was also from Faial. They had two children:
Manuel and Serena. The son, Manuel, was a member of the Little
Compton School Committee. ·
·>
Joao Silveira (John Sylvia) left the island of Flores and arrived in
New Bedford about 1887. He came to Little Compton in 1892 to work
on the Arthur Macomber farm. He also worked as a deckhand on the
Island and Queen City steamers, Providence to Seaconnet Line. He later
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ed the White homestead and fann on West Main Road, which he
a ss a dairy farm. He married Emilia Cota Luis in 1898. Emilia

Two brothers, Manuel and Joseph Desouza from Terceira, settled in.
Little Compton about 1898. They owned and operated dairy farms
South of the Commons. Manuel's wife was Maria Silvia, whose parents
were from Faial. They had four children: Mary, Delphina, George, and
Clara. The family later moved to New Bedford. Joseph married Maria
dos Anjos, who was from Terceira. They had three surviving children:
Mary; Joseph, Jr., and Ida.
Antone S. Gomes (Gomez), a native of Cedros, Faial, arrived in Little
Compton in the late 1890's. He owned and operated a dairy farm South
of the Commons. He married Marianna Fontes, who was also from
Cedros, Faial. Mr. and Mrs. Gomez had five surviving children: Marion,
Antone, Jr., John, Manuel, and Frank.
Frank Rosa, a native of Faial, arrived in Little Compton in the late
1890's. He went to Bermuda with his wife, the former Mary Fagundes,
who was from Sao Jorge. They later returned to Little Compton and
purchased property on Simmons Road. They had five children: Manuel,
Vera, Frank, Joseph, and Edward.
Joao Enos Souza (John Souza) from Fenais da Luz, Sao Miguel,
settled in Little Compton in the late 1890s. He owned and operated a
farm on Burchard Avenue. He married Maria Isabel Raulino, who was
also from Fenais da Luz, Sao Miguel. The couple had eight children:
Mary, John, Jr., Emily, Angelina, Isabel, Manuel, Josephine, and
Joseph.
.
·· ·
- ·
Domingos Silveira DoVal from Faial arrived in Little Compton in
1902. He married Julia Silva of Castelo Branco, Faial. They had one
daughter, Mary.
Jesse Peters Camara came to the United States in 1903 from Sao
Miguel with his brother Amos. He was first employed as a farmhand at
the Poor Farm in Tiverton. In 1905, he sent for his wife, the former
Marianna Perreira, and four children:. Maria, Henry, Joseph, and
Manuel. Three more children were born to the couple in the United
States: Maria daLuz, Jesse, Jr., and Georgianna. A few years later the
family moved to Little Compton and lived in the little farmhouse on
the Benjamin Franklin Wilbour farm. Jesse and his brother Amos went
into business for themselves, raising Rhode Island corn meal, vegetables,
and operating a small dairy farm. Jesse helped rebuild the Great West
Road. His death in 1915 was the first of a series of tragic deaths which
struck the immigrant family. Jesse's death was followed by the deaths
of Henry, Maria, Joseph, Jesse, Jr., and Maria daLuz, all from tuberculosis. In 1921, the widow and her two remaining children, Manuel and
Georgianna, built a home on West Main Road on the F. W. C. Almy
Fann. The son, Manuel, served the town of Little Compton as a road
· , surveyor and Superintendent of Highways for twenty-three years.
Antone J. Oliveira, a native of Santa Maria, arrived in Little Compton

opera
~~
·
'th h 1er sister
. te R:osa, an d R 'osa's
,
had left Doze Ribeiras, Terceira, wit

isband, Joao Rocha (John Rogers), and come to Little Compton in
jsos'. Mr. and Mrs. Sylvia had fourteen children: John, William,
Lawrence, Mary, Frank, Amelia, Anna, Alice, George, Antone, Phillip,
Pauline, Frederick, and Elton. Five of their sons served in World War If
and a sixth son served in Korea and Vietnam. Emilia died in 1960 at the
age of 79 and John died five weeks later at the age of 87. They were
married for 62 years and were survived by their fourteen children,,
thirty-nine grandchildren, and twenty-two great grandchildren.
In 1893 Joseph V. Silvia came to Little Compton from his native Sao

Jorge. He was self-employed as a wagon maker and wheelwright. His.
shop was located on West Main Road. He married Maria Silveira, who
was also from Sao Jorge. They had one son, Joseph.
Antone DeCosta left Sao Miguel and settled in Little Compton about
1894. He purchased the homestead and farm of J.B. Slocum

on

Taylor's Lane. His wife was Luisa Nunes, who was from Corvo. They
had five children: Mary, Antone, John, Louise, and William.
Manuel Fagundes, "who was from Sao Jorge, came to Little Compton
in 1894 and worked on the Oliver H. Wilbor farm on West Main Road.
He subsequently hired the farm and operated it until 1915. Born in

1873, he died in 1968 at the age of 95. He married Jacintha (Jessie)
Mello, who was from Sao Miguel. They had nine surviving children:
Emeline, Manuel, Jr., Mary, Frank, John, George, Josephine, Leonard,
and Victor.
Manuel Luis (Lewis) from Furnas, Sao Miguel, came to Little
Compton about 1895. He first worked on the Bessie Gray property,
which he later rented and farmed. He then purchased the Reed homestead and farm on Maple Avenue. His wife was Mary Manis, who left
Sao Miguel as a child. She was raised by Aunt Abby Wilbur. Mr. and
Mrs. Lewis had eleven children: Edward, Georgiana, William, Agnes,
Elizabeth, Marshall (Manny), Elsie, Celia, Edna, Edith, and Dorothy.
Pinheiro (Pine) from Cedros, Faial, settled in Little Compton
in 1895. He purchased the Nathaniel Church property on the north side
of the Commons and operated a dairy farm. He married Hortense
Carreiro, who was from Agua Retorta, Sao Miguel. They had one
daughter, Clara•.,
_
Joao B. Rocha (John Rogers) and his wife, Rosa (Cota Luis) left

Antone

Doze Ribeiras, Terceira, and arrived in Little Compton in 1896. They
purchased the Albro homestead and farm on Swamp Road and operated a dairy farm. This couple had nine surviving children: Mary, John,

Rose, Philip and Barbara (twins)

Josephine.
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Frank. Manuel
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3% 1908 and found employment on several farms in Little Compton and
jyyerton. He was last employed at the Little Compton Town Dump,
retiring in 1972. He married Maria Cabral, who is also a native of Santa
Marla. They have one son, Antone. Mr. Oliveira, at age 88, has the
distinction of being Little Compton s oldest male resident. In recognition of this, he was presented the Boston Post Cane at a reception
held in his honor on June 23, 1974 at St. Catherine of Siena Church. .

Hardships of Immigration
The early Azorean immigrants encountered many hardships. After
several days at sea in cramped steerage quarters, they found themselves
in a land with alien customs and language. Sometimes a friend or
relative met them upon arrival and helped them to find a job, but many
of the immigrants had no one here and had to make their way as best
they could. They did arduous, menial labor for as little as five dollars a
month, plus room and board. Many worked for their room and board
only, or for the money advanced them to repay their passage. Their
room was often in the farmer's hayloft or corcrib, a poor shelter
during the cold winter months.
When at last they were able to buy an old homestead to farm, the
entire family labored long hours to make the farm self-supporting. The
husband often worked as a day laborer or for another farmer, while the
wife did housework and laundry for other families. Most families had
several children, who often had to leave school to help their parents run
the farm. Usually, the children spoke no English when they entered
school; and this handicapped them severely. These immigrant families
often deprived themselves to send money and clothing to their relatives
in the "Old Country". ,
Despite the hardships, these people persevered and firmly established
themselves in Little Compton. Today, the second, third, fourth, and
fifth generation descendants of these early immigrants reside in Little
Compton, and can claim kinship with several of the Yankee families, as
well as with their Portuguese forebears.
·
•
The descendants of some of the early immigrants now live on the
land once fanned by their fathers and grandfathers. During World War
II the sons of the immigrants left these farms to serve in the armed
forces. Francis J. Bahia Corner is named in memory of Francis J. Bahia,
who died serving his country in this war. He was the grandson of an
early immigrant, Manuel Cordeiro. At the end of the war many of the
returning veterans found that modem technology had made farming

i

unprofitable. However, the Goulart brothers, George and Joseph, still
operate a dairy farm known as Franlart which their late father, Frank
Goulart, a native of Faial, first began to operate in 1920.
St. .Catherine of Siena Church
.
The Portuguese were Roman Catholics and since there was no
church. of their faith in Little Compton many traveled to New Bedford,
Fall River, and nearby Portsmouth to be married or have a baby
baptized. Visiting priests held services in homes and in the Grange Hall.
The first Catholic church was a mission church built in 1910 on land
donated by the Antone Pinheiro (Pine) family. Priests of the Congregation of the Holy Ghost, a missionary order, ministered to this
mission. Many older residents still recall Reverend Manuel Barros, who

was from Lisbon and served the mission church. Parish status was
granted in 1930 and the mission church became St. Catherine of Siena,

with Reverend Emil Knabel serving as the first pastor. In 1946-1948 the
original church building was sold and the present St. Catherine of Siena
Church was erected on Simmons Road. St. Catherine of Siena Church is
still served by priests of the Congregation of the Holy Ghost. Our Lady
of Fatima Ceme~ery was _established in 1950. Prior to that time, Notre
Dame Cemetery in Fall River served the parishioners.
For many years the parishioners of St. Catherine's held an annual
summer bazaar. The committee that organized this bazaar was
comprised mainly of the Portuguese immigrants and their families. A
great many hours were given to the planning and running of this event.
The men constructed the booths and set up tables and benches. The
women prepared food for sale. Mrs. Tereza Cordeiro's sweetbread was
always in great demand. During the winter, the women spent long hours
doing handicrafts and embroidery for sale at the sum.nier bazaar..
_
Customs and Traditions
The people of the Azores pay homage to the Holy Ghost in a festival
(Festa do Espirito Santo) dating back to the 13th century, where it was
first observed in continental Portugal. This festival takes place during
the period from Easter through Pentecost. The Holy Ghost Society
sponsors the Festa and a committee is selected to organize the observance. In the homes of individual families a special altar is prepared on
which a crown and scepter surmounted by a dove are displayed during
the seven weeks preceding the Festa. Open house is held for neighbors
and friends who are given sweetbread and wine and leave an offering.
The highlight of the festival is the procession in which the silver
crown and scepter and a red banner with the Holy Ghost insignia are
carried to the church on Sunday morning. A chairman (maiordomo)
. 7
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(sausage), morcelas (sausage), massa sovada (sweetbread), malassadas

heads the procession, which is met by a priest at the church door, and
the crown is taken to the sanctuary . Mass is celebrated and is followed
b a crowning ceremony. The girl selected to be crowned is usually a

(doughnut-like pastry), caldo de couve (cabbage soup), tremoco (lupine
beans). Many of these foods have become southern New England
specialties,

daughter or granddaughter of the chairman of the Festa. This crowning
ceremony honors St. Elizabeth (Santa Isabel) who was Queen Isabel of

Civic Activities.

Portugal, and reenacts an old Portuguese legend. According to the
legend there was once a severe famine in Portugal. Queen Isabel went
to church and prayed to the Holy Spirit to help her people. She
promised to place her crown on the head of a peasant girl if her prayer
was answered. On leaving the church, she saw ships coming into the
harbor laden with food. True to her promise, Queen Isabel placed her
crown on the head of a young peasant girl.
In the afternoon a feast is held and a traditional soup (sopa) is served
to everyone. Food, wine and handicrafts are auctioned, and there is a
band concert. A drawing is held in which seven families are chosen to
display the crown in their homes during the next year's festival. A new
chairman is named.
The Azorean families of Little Compton brought with them this
traditional religious custom. The festas were first held in the early
1900's on the Manuel DeSouza farm South of the Commons. Festas
were also held on the Antone DeCosta farm on Taylor's Lane in the
early 1900's. The John Enos Souza farm on Burchard Avenue was a
later site of many festas. In the 1920's the John Flores family of
Swamp Road donated land to be used as a permanent site for the Festa,
where a building known as the Holy Ghost Hall was erected. World War
II witnessed the demise of the Festa do Espirito Santo, thus ending a
colorful episode in Little Compton's history.
In the spring of 1974 a committee was organized for the purpose of
reenacting the Festa. This Portuguese Feast Committee is a subcommittee of the Little Compton 300th Anniversary Celebration.
Plans are being made to hold a traditional Festa on August 3, 1975. The
day's activities will commence with a procession, celebration of Mass,
and a crowning ceremony. Following the Mass, soup (sopa) will be
served. A band concert and auction are planned, and there will be
exhibits of Portuguese handicrafts. The evening's activities will feature a
buffet of Portuguese foods and entertainment by the Lusitanos of Fall
River; a folk dance group. This Festa will commemorate the cultural
contributions and traditions that were brought to Little Compton by
the Azorean immigrants.
In addition to the Festa, the Portuguese also brought with them their
traditional folk dance, the chamarita. Chamaritas were held for many
years at the Grange Hall, but they are now no longer with us. What has
survived best in Little Compton of the Portuguese customs and traditions
are the foods that the immigrants introduced: linguica (sausage), chourico

8

A chapter of the Portuguese-American Civic League was organized in
1938 and remained active until the 1950's. Its purpose was to extend
mutual assistance to its members and provide a focal point for social
activities. The immigrants were urged to become American citizens and
to participate in community and civic affairs. The local chapter raised
funds which were donated to the Portuguese-American Scholarship
presented on a statewide basis to students of Portuguese descent.
During World War II the Civic League held dances for the servicemen
stationed at Fort Church. League members and their families opened
their homes to many of the soldiers; seeking to provide a home-like
atmosphere for the servicemen. Antone Thomas, Manuel Gomes,
Joseph Gomes, John Souza, Jr., and Joseph Chaves were some of the
active members. Mr. and Mrs. Alphonse Soares served as the last
presidents of the Civic League.
The early Azorean immigrants have added a chapter to Little
Compton's history that is rich in culture and tradition. These people
gave their strength and skills to the development of Little Compton.
Their descendants are many and are proud to be numbered in the ranks
of local tradesmen, businessmen, professionals, and community leaders.
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John and Emilia Sylvia with their sons, John, William, and Lawrence - 1903. Photo
courtesy of Mrs. Alice S. Garcia.
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Festa do Espirito Santo - 1927. Left to right: Josephine Souza, Louise
Lima, Belmeida Lima, and Agnes Almeida. Photo courtesy of Mrs.
Isabel S. Feijo.
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Procession of the Festa do Espirito Santo 1927. Left to right: Manuel Souza, Manuel
Feijo, Chief Ed Pierce. Photo courtesy of Mrs.
Isabel S. Feijo.

Appendix A: Chronology of Early Portuguese Settlers in Little Compton

1870's 1877 Late 1800's -

1885 18861887-

Manuel Sylvia
Manuel De'Avila
Joseph Silvia
Manuel S. Flores

Manuel Desouza
Manuel Silveira

Late 1880's - Manuel Cotta
Manuel DeAlmo
Manuel Gomes
Manuel Cordeiro
1890 John Flores
Antone F. Rodrigues (Rogers)
Early 1890's - Manuel Silveria
Francisco Cota Luis (Frank Lewis)
1891 Antone Marion Escobar
Manuel Ramos
Joao Silveira (John Sylvia)
1892Joseph V. Silvia
1893 -

1894 -

Antone DeCosta

Manuel Fagundes
Manuel Luis (Lewis)
Antone Pinheiro (Pine)
Joao B. Rocha (John Rogers)
1896 1898Joseph Desouza
Manuel DeSouza
Late 1890's - Antone Gomes (Gomez)
Frank Rosa
_Joao Enos Souza (John Souza)
1902 Domingos Silveira DoVal
1903 Jesse Peters Camara
1908Antone J. Oliveira

1895-

Author's note: Several family records indicate date of arrival in the
United States. In many instances later arrival in Little Compton has
been estimated as accurately as possible.
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