widely recognized. Mr. Downing was a great fighter for human
rights in the public schools of Newport and he was also among the
sixteen men who made up the deficiency of the Touro Bequest and
bought Touro Park ' for our city. By the way, the original layout and
planting in that park was done by a black landscape artist, Mr. Rice.
Another distinguished man was Rev. M.A. Van Horne from the
Union Congregational Church. He led the city for many years in
civil rights and served in our legislature for three terms. In '97 he
was made consul to the Danish West Indies by President McKinley,
a very wise move for through him the coal of those islands was purchased for the United States and prevented from falling into Spanish hands during the war for Cuba in 1898. We could continue ad
infinitum. The service of the black man is the service of other Americans: equal, no better and certainl y no worse. What should Newport
do about it?
In our city ther e exists one building and one building only
which bears the stamp of the period of th e Civil W ar, that war
which freed the black man as is so well demonstrated by our Civil
War monument in front of the Presbyt erian Church where white
man and black man stand forev er on guard. This building is, at
present, the Mt. Zion A.M.E. Church opposite the Hot el Viking and
directly next to the Jewish Cemetery. The use of this building , if it
could be secured, would provide a center for the collections and
records of which we speak. It is dir ectly in geographical association
with the Redwood Library , which alr eady ha s some useful documents and with the Newport Historical Society just down the street.
Its pastor and its trustees and its congregation have shown a continuing interest in black histor y and in the mainten ance of proper
pride for black accomplishment in our area. If an arran gement could
be made possibl e, this inter esting buildin g could be restored to th e
1850 form, a type of architecture unique in this area. It need not
cease its function as a hous e of religion ; it need not cease its function
as a center of civic and charitable work but it could become a hall
for expression of black historic values and it could become a shrine
where these things might be preserved .
We are asking the people of Newport - are they interested in
doing such a thing? We are asking the church of Mt. Zion - are
they interested in doing such a thing? And we are asking all people
of good will everywhere - is it not tim e such a thing wer e done?
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Newport and Rhode Island have played a very important part
in the development of the black man as a citizen of the United
States. From the earliest days, there have been black men going
seafaring from Newport. They were sailors, not slaves, and later
they were farmers and recognized citizens of the community. In
1652, the State of Rhode Island forbade the existence of slavery
within its borders but the law~ of . England were to prevail and
Newport knew slavery for many years. In 1673, however, some interest was taken in the position of the slave and it was required that
slaves should not work on Sunday.
Going through the Colonial records book by book and year by
year, we find innumerable mentions of vital sections of the black
history of the United States. Yet Newport today has no single treasury where these may be found and studied nor has the State of
Rhode Island such a deposit. That some such gathering be made
soon is imperative unless valuable material now available and now,
a]as, fading and facing the erosion of time is preserved.
It has been suggested that some suitable spot might be found
in Newport where this preservation and gathering might be made.
We a;re summoning people of good will from this city and this state
to assist us in the undertaking so described.
Interesting as has been the history of Colonial Newport, it
would be very sadly lacking without this significant black chapter.
Our graveyards contain valuable evidence of the high regard in
which these slaves were held. The names Cuffee, Cudjoe and others
betray the African origin of these people. These are the Guinea
Coast names of the days of the week and men from those regions
always took the name of their birth day as their first and known
usual name. Thus the famous Friday of Robinson Crusoe was no
accident and was perfectly understood by the people of Defoe's day.
When the Revolution came, the part of black men was not
slight. Interesting memoirs show their early participation with the
colonists' cause and, above all in the actual fighting, the black regiment of Colonel Christopher Green has a memory still living in the
minds of those who know the importance of each Revolutionary
contest. In the battle ,of R}:iode !~land, these men stood at the turning point of the entire action, twice facing and defeating the attack
of the skilled Hessian troops. Where they stood that day, the state
ah-eady is honoring with a park and a flag staff. The men who fought
there remained in the army and the payment of pension to them
throughout their lives is a matter of record of the State of Rhode
Island.

With the coming of the end of the war came the end of slavery
in Rhode Island. Originally preached by the Friends who allowed
no slave owner to be a member of their meeting, Rhode Island abolished slavery by stating no one could be brought a slave, no one
could be born a slave and no one could be sold a slave in its state.
This left some in slavery but the institution was dead. Indeed, when
it came time to join the Constitution, one of the main reasons that
Rhode Island did not accede to the original draft was because it
allowed slavery. The man making this noble appeal to right and
humanity was none other than Major Barton who had distinguished
himself by the capture of General Prescott with the assistance of a
black man in 1777.
The new century brought to Newport the formation of a group
determined to return to Africa, their native land. The records of this
group are extant and form fascinating reading, too little available
to the passerby. Taking part in the colonization that became Liberia,
these men suffered the hardships of the opening of a pioneer colony
and some of them came into contact with a great N ewporter who
was responsible in no small measure for the cessation of the slave
trade. We refer to Matthew Perry, the Commodore who opened the
gates of Japan. Perry, early in his career, served on the coast of
Africa and his vigorous work bettering the condition of those on the
Coast is commemorated on his monument in Touro Park.
The education of the black man was not neglected and as early
as 1763, the Rector of Trinity Church, the Reverend Marmaduke
Browne, started a school exclusively for black children. It was financed by the church and did work among these people. It was
continued by Mrs. Brett whose husband was the famous surgeon,
John Brett. This early initiation of education was matched by the
very early establishment of churches among the black people of the
community and several churches were founded, each of which has
its own records and its own remarkable history. In the list of these
is the Mt. Zion Church of which more later. The first known black
graduate from the high schools of Newport was in 1877. She went
on to teach in the normal schools in Jefferson City, Missouri and
was widely recognized for her accomplishments.
George T. Downing, born in 1819, the son of a slave, was one
of the leading men of this city, managing the famous Sea Girt Hotel
where Downing Block now is. It is remarkable that he was a close
friend of Frederick Douglass and Charles Sumner. Sumner was the
leader whose foresight might well have prevented much of the unrest we have today had his intelligence and his humanity been more
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