
Portsmouth in the Time of 
the Settlers



Before the Settlers Came
Aquidneck Island was used as a summer 
camp ground for Wampanoag and 
Narragansett families.  

The men hunted and fished our shores  

The women planted crops.  

Corn, beans and squash were 
traditional crops planted in a pattern 
called a “Three Sisters Garden.”  

The native peoples worked on some 
land clearing by the shore, but they left 
very little signs of their presence here. 



Who Were the Settlers?
Early settlers came to Boston and America 
seeking freedom in the way they followed God 

In 1637 many  people came  to Anne 
Hutchinson’s home to discuss the Sunday 
sermons.  The ministers accused Anne and of 
criticizing them.   

The ministers put Anne on trial.  She was 
found guilty and thrown out of Boston.  Many 
of  Portsmouth first settlers  were part of 
Anne’s family or had been part of the the 
group that met at her house.  William 
Coddington, William Aspinwall, John 
Coggeshall, William Baulston, William Dyer and 
others were Portsmouth’s first settlers.  



Why Did They Choose to Come  
to Aquidneck Island?

Roger Williams, like Anne Hutchinson, had been 
thrown out of Boston. Providence was his 
settlement. 

Anne had some time before she had to leave 
Boston.  Her followers went to Williams and asked 
his help in finding a new home.  He recommended 
the island of Aquidneck. 

Roger Williams had made friends with the 
Narragansett leaders. He arranged for an 
agreement so the Narragansett Indians would leave 
in exchange for gifts from the settlers.    

Williams believed that the native tribes were the 
true owners of the land. so a formal deed was 
signed to pass the land from Narragansett control 
to the new settlers.



Deed to Aquidneck
Roger Williams was friends with the Narragansett 
leaders Miantonomi and Canonchet.  

Williams believed that the native tribes were the true 
owners of the land, so a formal deed was signed to 
pass the land from Narragansett control to the new 
settlers.   

The settlers gave “gifts” to the Narragansetts. 

Ten hoes and twenty coats were given to the 
native residents of the island to insure they 
would leave the island before the next winter. 

Forty fathoms of white beads and ten fathoms 
of wampum (a Narragansett word for the beads 
made from shells)were to be divided between 
leaders. A fathom is about six feet long.



Portsmouth 
Compact

Right before the settlers left Boston in 
March 1638 they signed an agreement we 
call the Portsmouth Compact.   

These settlers were organized and came 
to Aquidneck Island. 

They agreed with each other to form a 
government which would follow the laws 
of God.  

Other settlements had the structure of 
church or a patent (agreement from the 
king) to guide them. These men and their 
families were developing something new.



Coming to Portsmouth

As the spring of 1638 came, the 
little band of settlers began their 
journey to Aquidneck Island.  

Some came over the land by way 
of Providence.  It took them six 
days to walk from Boston.  Then 
they sailed from Providence and 
landed by Common Fence Point. 

Others sailed around Cape Cod. 



The First Settlement
The settled at the North end of the Island 
around Founder’s Brook and another brook 
in the area.  

They had left the security of Boston for 
tent like homes or dug out caves lined with 
wood. Just like the Native Americans before 
them.  

They hunted and fished for food which they 
began to prepare the land for planting.  

At first this small settlement of English 
families was known by the Native American 
name of Pocasset.



Portsmouth Grows
They lived in the area between East 
and West Main roads from Sprague 
Street to the Mount Hope Bay.  

The first settlers brought cattle with 
them. There was a common pasture for 
cattle in the area that became known as 
Common Fence Point.  

The pattern of houses together with 
town planting fields around them was a 
practical solution for the settlers. They 
didn’t yet have enough tools or time to 
clear land for planting nor did they 
have the plows or other equipment for 
planting and harvesting crops. 



Portsmouth Farms
Later on the house lots were given 
up as families began to live on their 
farms instead of together in a 
community.  

The pigs and other animals 
became a problem as they 
trampled over the fields that had 
been planted.  

The grass on Hog Island was given 
to Portsmouth settlers and pigs 
roamed freely on Hog, Patience 
and Prudence Islands. 

The settlers kept good records of 
land ownership.  We still have 
these records today.



Life in Early Portsmouth
Archaeologists investigated a “midden” 
or garbage dump that dated from the 
settlers’ time. It gives us an idea of life in 
the early days. 

What did they eat? 

Bones were found: pheasant, hare, 
turkey, deer, beef, mutton, lamb. 

Shells from quahogs and oysters. 

They would also have eaten stews, 
corn mush, fresh eggs, fruit pies and 
compotes.



Life in Early Portsmouth

What did they own? 

Found in the “midden” 

Pottery from Holland, 
England and Germany. 

Clay pipes 

Thimbles and buttons 

nails, spikes hooks, a spoon



Early Homes
First homes were had mud 
walls and thatched roofs that 
were woven of reeds. 

As they had tools and time to 
cut down trees they built 
homes of logs stacked by 
using notches in the corners.  
They were called “stone 
enders” because the fireplace 
wall was one end of the home.

Clemence Irons House -Johnston - 1691



What They 
Wore - Women

Under garments and stockings 

Chemise and petticoat 

Bodice and skirt 

Outer dress covered by apron to keep it clean. 

Cape or large overcoat 

Women parted hair in center and pinned it back.   

Always covered head with small bonnet, knit cap, 
straw or felt hat with brim. 

Ankle high leather shoes or boots with low heels and 
round toes. 

Belts to hold purses, gloves (they had no pockets)  

Removable collar



What They 
Wore - Men

Underwear, stockings 

Loose shirt with wide sleeves and cuffs 

Knee-length breeches 

Vest 

Cape or overcoat 

Knitted cap, wide brimmed left or 
straw hat 

Boots 

Belt, removable collar.



Lands in Portsmouth
Portsmouth was covered in thick woods. 

Some areas around the coast were 
cleared for planting. 

After they cleared area of wood, they 
had to clear land of stones. 

They used the stones to make walls to 
keep animals out of crops or the keep 
animals penned  inside. 

Until the land was planted they had to 
ferry animals across to graze on grass 
lands in Tiverton.


