Name: ______________________
Roger Williams Study Guide

The assessment on Roger Williams will be during the week of January 20th.  Please plan accordingly.  Study the papers in your binder as well as these four informational summary sheets.


Roger Williams was born in London, England in 1603 or 1604 and he died in 1683 or 1684 in America.  In the 1600's the English government and the church were closely tied.  The King was the head of the church and he and the government made laws that required the people to practice a certain religion.  To be opposed to the King was illegal and you were called a “dissenter.”  You were also punished.  If you did not change your religion the punishments would get worse and worse.


In 1630 Roger and Mary Williams board a ship, called The Lyon, and set out for America.  They arrive in Boston in February 1631.  While he is in America, Roger learns to communicate with the Native Americans.  Roger declines a minister's post in Boston and he and Mary move to Salem where the people share the same religious beliefs as them. They offer Roger an assistant minister’s position.  Unfortunately, Salem is persuaded by the Massachusetts Bay Colony to withdraw their offer.  In August 1631, Roger and Mary move to Plymouth.  Eventually Roger's preaching gets him in "hot water" in Plymouth too.  By 1633 they are back in Salem.  Later on Williams takes his beliefs a bit too far and he is arrested for preaching "new and dangerous ideas."  
The officials of the Massachusetts Bay Colony take him to trial and convict him in February 1636.  Rather than being sent back to England, where he would surely be jailed as soon as he gets off the ship, and most likely executed, Roger flees the colony.  He looks for a new home for his growing family and his followers.  

Roger spends fourteen winter weeks in the woods and he almost perishes.  A Native American hunter, from the Wampanoag tribe, finds Roger near death and takes him to his village.  When spring arrives the Narragansetts take Roger Williams down the Seekonk River, in a canoe, and offer him land.  He declines.  This land is on the border of the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  They then offer him some other land along the Great Salt River; today known as the Providence River.  This land is at the head of Narragansett Bay.  Roger accepts their offer and a deed is made between him and two Narragansett sachems, Canonicus and Miantonomo.  It appears that Canonicus makes his mark on the deed like a bow.  Miantonomo makes a mark that looks like an arrow.  The settlement of Providence is born in the spring of 1636.  Roger is the founder.  
This colony serves as a refuge where all could come to worship as they wanted without interference from state government.  This is more commonly known as "religious freedom."  Plots of land in this new home are one hundred feet wide and go up a steep hill, some as far up as the location of Hope Street today.  The stone chimney and any fireplaces are situated at one end of the home.  These dwellings are identified as “stone enders.”
Roger and Mary have a total of six children in America from 1633-1643.  Mary was born in Plymouth.  Freeborn was born in Salem.  Providence, Mercy, Daniel, and Joseph were born in Providence. 
The First Baptist Church, in Providence, was founded by Roger Williams in 1638.  It is said to be the oldest Baptist church in America.  The church building that stands today was built from 1774-1775.  

In 1643 Roger Williams does travel back to England to seek a charter from King Charles I.  On the voyage he begins writing a book, A Key into the Language of America.  It provides insight into the lives of Native American families from New England.  It describes their food, farming, and hunting methods; as well as clothing, money, and various customs.  This book became very popular in England.  However, Williams is not granted a charter at this time.

Roger Williams and Dr. John Clarke, from Newport, return to England in 1647.  Roger returns to America after three years, but Dr. Clarke remained in England for an additional thirteen years until King Charles II grants the Royal Charter of 1663.  The charter guarantees religious freedom to the colony; stating that it would henceforth be known as The Colony of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.  It was the most liberal charter granted by England during the colonial era.  King Charles II felt that Rhode Island was a "lively experiment" and that it would surely fail but it never did.  This huge original charter hangs in the Rhode Island State House in a new museum area.  We will be able to view it during our field trip in June.  
In 1739 the coffin of Roger Williams was discovered on the land that was once owned by him.  It wasn't until 1860 that the coffins of Mary and Roger were dug up.  In Mary's coffin was a lock of braided hair.  In both coffins were rusty nails and old hinges, but in Roger's coffin was an apple tree root that followed the shape of a body.  Oh my!  Did this apple tree root eat Roger Williams?  The apple tree root still exists today.  It is on display in the carriage barn at the John Brown House Museum in Providence.  
Due in part to Roger's heroic struggles so long ago, the separation between church and state is now established in the United States Constitution.  
In 1939 Roger and Mary were permanently laid to rest at Prospect Terrace, a park overlooking the land of the original settlement.  There is a giant granite statue of Roger at this spot and the remains of Roger and Mary are located under a trap door in back of this sculpture.   

Today, Rhode Island has only one national park and it is dedicated to Roger Williams.  It is on 4½ acres in our capital city of Providence.  The Roger Williams National Memorial commemorates the life of Roger Williams, the founder of Rhode Island and champion for religious freedom.  Congress agreed to this memorial park in 1965 but it was not officially opened until 1984.  A brass plaque is hung on a home across the street from the park.  It says, "A few rods east of this spot stood the house of Roger Williams, founder of Providence, 1636."  A park ranger will visit the fourth graders at Hope Valley Elementary School on Tuesday, January 28th.  A Town Meeting, discussing the fate of Roger Williams, will be recreated.  You are invited to wear colonial outfits that day.  Parents are invited to attend.  You can learn more about Roger Williams by going to this Web site: http://www.nps.gov/rowi/index.htm
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