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Foreword
Three years ago there was published a booklet similar to this one, entitled "THE LIFE OF
DR. JOHN CLARKE", in connection with the
project of the Men's Baraca Bible Class of the
First Baptist John Clarke Memorial Church to
improve the John Clarke Burial Ground.
This booklet includes most of the contents of
the previous one and, in addition, a discussion of
the date of origin of the First Baptist John Clarke
Memorial Church and a review of its early history.
The title, "THE MINISTRY OF DR. JOHN
CLARKE ", seems broad enough to cover the entire
work of this servant of humanity, who ministered
to his fellow men in his public service as well as
in his labors as a physician and a clergyman.
The author has read widely on the subject and
does not think it necessary to name all of his
sources of information. Certain writers, however,
are referred to in the context, and the writers
named have been principally followed in the
gathering of material.
Numerous inquiries for information on the subject, some of them coming from distant places,
encourage the author to hope that this booklet
may in a measure meet a real demand.

The Ministry of Dr. John Clarke
OCATED on West Broadway, near the corner of Callender Avenue, in Newport,
Rhode Island, is a plot of land measuring
about fifty by one hundred feet. It was formerly
the southeast corner of an orchard owned by
Dr. John Clarke, and was given by him to William
Weeden, Phillip Smith and Richard Baily, and their
heirs and assigns forever," for the use and behoof of
the Church of Christ on Rhode Island unto which I
am so nearly related, for them and their successors
to improve as a Place of Burial, or for any other
use of said Church as they shall have occasion."
As a place of burial it has been used. Fourteen graves altogether may be counted. Four former pastors of the First Baptist Church, Dr. John
Clarke, Rev. John Callender, Rev. Erasmus Kelly
and Rev. Michael Eddy, are buried there. The
grave of Dr. John Clarke is marked by a plain
upright stone. A similar stone on the right bears
the name of Elizabeth Clarke, his first wife. Another on the left bears the name of Jane Clarke,
his second wife. The stone which marks his own
grave reads as follows:—
"To the Memory of
DR. JOHN CLARKE
one of the original purchasers and proprietors of the island
and one of the founders of the First Baptist Church in Newport, its first pastor and munificent benefactor. He was a native
[3]

of Bedfordshire, England, and a practitioner of physic in
London. He with his associates came to this island from
Mass., in March, 1638, O. S., and on the 24th of the same month
obtained a deed of it from the Indians. He shortly after gathered
the church aforesaid and became its pastor. In 1651 he, with
Roger Williams, was sent to England by the people of the R. I.
colony to negotiate the business of the colony with the British
ministry. Mr. Clarke was instrumental in obtaining the charter
of 1663 from Charles II, which secured to the people of the
state free and full enjoyment of judgment and conscience in
matters of religion. He remained in England to watch over
the interests of the colony until 1664, and then returned to
Newport and resumed the pastoral care of his church. Mr.
Clarke and Mr. Williams, two fathers of the colony, strenuously
and fearlessly maintained that none but Jesus Christ had authority over the affairs of conscience. He died April 20, 1676,
in the 66th year of his age, and is here interred.
This monument erected by his trustees, March, 1840."

The trustees of Dr. Clarke's estate, called by
him his "assigns", have made provision for the
perpetual care of this burial ground. In order to
give it suitable protection the Men's Baraca Bible
Class of the First Baptist John Clarke Memorial
Church raised in 1924, by popular subscription, a
fund of one thousand dollars with which an attractive concrete wall was built. Thus is preserved the
grave of one whose name deserves a place among
the foremost names in American history.
But little is known of John Clarke's early life.
He was born October 8,1609. It was formerly believed that his birthplace was Bedfordshire, England, but it is now known that he was a native of
Westhorpe, Suffolk County, England. His father's
name was Thomas Clarke. His mother's maiden
[4]

name was Rose Kerrich. He was one of eight children, six of whom came to America and settled in
different parts of New England. More than the fact
that his name has been found in a catalogue of the
University of Leyden in Holland under date of
July 17, 1635, it is not known where he received
his education. He must have enjoyed some of the
best educational advantages of his day, however,
for he was a man of great learning, having "high
repute for scholarship and ability in languages,
including Latin, Greek and Hebrew, and in law,
medicine and theology," and he was by profession
both a physician and a clergyman.
He arrived in Boston with his wife Elizabeth
in the summer of 1637. The Antinomian controversy had then reached its climax, and severe
penalties were being imposed upon the Antinomians by the General Court of Massachusetts.
Some were disfranchised, others were banished,
and Anne Hutchinson their leader was excommunicated from the church. So contrary to his spirit
and beliefs was the intolerance shown in these
events that Dr. Clarke determined not to remain
in Boston, but to ally himself with those whom
circumstances were compelling to leave and find
homes elsewhere. He was then twenty-eight years
old. Young, strong, talented, educated, wise, courageous, resolute and enthusiastic, he possessed the
qualifications of a leader, and his leadership was
confidently followed by those among whom he
chose to cast his lot.
[5]

There were some three hundred persons in
the company that founded a colony on the Island
of Aquidneck in the Narragansett Bay in the year
1638. They came from Boston by ship, sailing up
the Sakonnet River and landing at a place on the
north end of the island known by the Indian name
Pocasset. Great care had been taken in their choice
of this territory, and a decision was not reached
until they had been fully assured that Aquidneck
did not lie within the territory of any other colony.
The land was then purchased from the Indians, the
date of the transaction being March 24, 1638.
Prior to leaving Boston a solemn compact had
been made by nineteen of their leading men, incorporating themselves into a " Bodie Politick."
The language of the compact is so strikingly religious that it has sometimes been mistaken for a
church covenant. Careful study shows it to be a
civil compact, made by religious men, whose purpose was to found a Christian state. The compact
reads as follows:—

William Coddington,
John Clarke,
William Hutchinson, Jr.,
John Coggeshall,
William Aspinwall,
Samuel Wilbore,
John Porter,
John Sanford,
Edward Hutchinson, Jr. Esq.,
Thomas Savage,

William Dyre,
William Freeborne,
Philip Shearman,
John Walker,
Richard Carder,
William Baulston,
Edward Hutchinson, Sr.
Henry Bull,
Randall Holden.

"The 7th. Day of the First Month, 1638.
"We whose names are underwritten do hereby solemnly
in the presence of Jehovah incorporate ourselves into a Bodie
Politick and, as He shall help, will submit our persons, lives
and estates unto our Lord Jesus Christ, the King of Kings,
and Lord of Lords, and to all those perfect and most absolute
laws of His given in His Holy Word of truth, to be guided
and judged thereby."
Exodus 24:3 and 4
I Chron. 11:3
II Kings 11:17

The population of Pocasset, which was later
named Portsmouth, increased rapidly. It is estimated that one hundred families came to the town
during the first year, their homesteads extending
over a large section of the north end of the island.
In the spring of the following year several families
moved to the south end of the island and founded
a town which they named Newport. The written
agreement which the founders of Newport made
together was dated April 28, 1639, and signed by
the following men:—William Coddington (Judge),
Nicholas Easton, John Coggeshall, William Brenton,
John Clarke, Jeremy Clarke, Thomas Hazard, Henry
Bull and William Dyre (Clerk). The location for
the new town had been carefully chosen, the whole
island having been explored. The commodious,
land-locked waters of the lower Narragansett Bay,
in which they saw a future harbor for shipping,
trade and commerce, and the surrounding lands,
with their fertile soil and commanding residential
sites, were doubtless determining considerations.
The island, which the Indians called "Aquidneck," meaning "Isle of Peace," was named by
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the white settlers " Rhode Island," and when on
March 12, 1640, the towns of Portsmouth and Newport united to form a colony they named their
colony "Rhode Island." William Coddington was
elected governor. Suitable legislation was enacted,
and in March of the following year, at the General
Court of Election, a statute was adopted which
declared the government to be a "democracy,"
the laws of which it was in the power of the freemen, by majority vote, to determine for themselves;
that" none be accounted a delinquent for doctrine;"
and that the official seal should be the figure of
a sheaf of arrows bound together and marked
with the motto-" AMOR VINCET OMNIA."
The ministry of Dr. John Clarke began soon
after the island was settled, although the exact
date of organization of the First Baptist Church
of Newport, which he served as its first pastor,
cannot be determined. It was formerly believed
that this church was gathered in 1644. Rev. John
Comer, the first writer on the subject, wrote as
follows in the church record book—"Having found
a private record of Mr. Samuel Hubbard who was
a member of the church, by which I find that the
church was in being so long back as Oct. 12,1648
(but how long before justly, by any manuscript I
can't find, but by private information it was constituted in the year 1644). On the 12th. of Oct.,
1648, it consisted of twelve members in full communion (which probably were the first gatherers
of it.)" Rev. John Callender in his Century Sermon
[8]
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says—" It is said that in 1644 Mr. John Clarke and
some others formed a church on the scheme and
principles of the Baptists."
Neither Comer nor Callender appear certain
of having ascertained the exact date and later
writers on the subject have expressed the opinion
that an earlier date is probable. This opinion is
supported by a number of references to Winthrop's
Journal and the Colony Records which indicate
that as early as the year 1638 a church had been
gathered, a meeting-house built, and that John
Clarke was " a physician and a preacher to those
on the island."
There is no statement to prove that the church
then gathered was a Baptist church, although it
was certainly an independent church of some kind.
For Winthrop says that some excommunicated
persons and others who were members of the
Puritan church in Boston and not dismissed had
been received into its membership, and that messengers who came with letters from the church in
Boston "to require them to give an account of
their unwarrantable practice, in communicating
with excommunicated persons" were refused a
hearing. Dr. Clarke, furthermore, was a Baptist.
There is no record of his having held any other
kind of doctrinal views, and Dr. Bicknell says that
"it is reasonable to assume that he was a member
of or in fellowship with the Baptists of Holland,
who had, as early as 1611, affirmed the right of
all men to religious liberty and the duty of obedi[9]

ence to lawful government." It is also certain that
a number of the earliest settlers held Baptist
views. Early in 1641 Winthrop writes of troubles
on the island growing out of religious dissensions
among the leaders and he says that " divers of
them turned professed anabaptists." The result appears to have been that William Coddington and
a number of others shortly afterward formed a
Quaker church while the church to which Dr.
Clarke ministered became distinctly known as a
Baptist church.
On the ground of the above evidence the First
Baptist John Clarke Memorial Church names the
year 1638 as the probable date of its origin. When
this date, rather than 1644, was first reported in
the church statistics a committee of the Warren
Baptist Association, to which the church then belonged, was appointed to inquire into the evidence
justifying the change. The committee presented
their report on September 13, 1849, and supported
the claim of the church to the earlier date.
The earliest recorded list of members of the
church was made by Mr. Samuel Hubbard, who
wrote it in his diary on the day that he and two
others were baptized, Oct. 12, 1648. There were
then fifteen members as follows—John Clarke,
Elizabeth Clarke, Mark Lucer, Joseph Clarke, John
Peckham, Nathaniel West, Mrs. West, William
Weeden, Thomas Clarke, William Vaughn, John
Thorndon, Thomas Painter, Samuel Hubbard.Tacey
Hubbard, Elenor Peckham.
[10]

Dr. Clarke's ministry was a long one, covering a period of thirty-eight years. Except for that
of Michael Eddy it is the longest pastorate in the
history of the church. During those years many
things happened in the life of the church only a
few of which can be mentioned here.
As might be expected in a community where
freedom of thought and speech were encouraged,
differences of opinion arose from time to time and
warm discussions followed, resulting in the withdrawal of members who had accepted doctrines
that were not in harmony with those of the church.
In 1656, following a discussion which had continued for four years over the laying of hands
upon all believers, which some contended to be
as important as baptism or the Lord's supper,
twenty-one members withdrew and formed a Six
Principle Baptist Church, which is now the Second
Baptist Church of Newport. In 1665 several members began to keep the seventh day of the week
as the Sabbath, and that subject was warmly debated. Finally in 1671 a separation took place and
a Sabbatarian church was organized, the First
Seventh Day Baptist Church in America. "The
withdrawal of so many excellent members" writes
Dr. Barrows, " weakened the church numerically,
but the discussions were not entirely unprofitable,
since they served to drive the members to a closer
study of the Bible and to make them more familiar with its teachings."
[li]
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pounds or be whipped, Holmes to pay thirty pounds
or be whipped. Clarke for some reason was released without punishment. Crandall escaped
lightly. But Holmes was made to suffer. Steadfastly refusing to pay a fine he was taken to
Boston Common and there beaten with many
stripes. "In many days, if not some weeks, he
could take no rest, but as he lay upon his knees
and elbows, not being able to suffer any part of
his body to touch the bed whereon he lay." He
told the Magistrates, "You have struck me as with
roses. Although the Lord hath made it easy for
me, yet I pray God it may not be laid to your
charge." Commenting on this incident Dr. Bicknell
says—"It is easy to write books on Soul-Liberty.
Easier still is it to profess a belief in it. The rub
comes when an officer commits to an old-time
jail; when a Governor inflicts cruel judgments,
and when an unwilling or an unfeeling Magistrate
extorts heavy fines or inflicts public scourging with
three-corded whips, with teeth of scorpions. Better
proof is not needed of the depths and sincerity
of Aquidneck men in the doctrines of civil and
religious liberty than the piety and patriotism of
Clarke, Crandall and Holmes of Newport."
In 1651 an interruption of Dr. Clarke's ministry took place which proved to be a long one.
Circumstances in which the future welfare of the
colony was very seriously involved made it necessary for him to go to England and it was twelve
years before he was able to return home. A brief

But gains as well as losses are to be recorded.
Baptist sentiments were increasing in Rhode Island
and elsewhere. In 1650 several families moved to
Newport from Rehoboth, Mass., for the purpose
of living where they could enjoy their beliefs in
freedom, and be in fellowship with a Baptist
church. Among them was Obadiah Holmes, the
second pastor of the church. There were also a
number of Baptists who resided in Massachusetts
but held their membership in the Newport church,
as the stringent laws of their colony made it impossible for them to have churches of their own,
and severe penalties were imposed upon them for
any attempts they made to spread their teachings.
One of those non-resident members, William
Witter, lived at Lynn. He was an old man, and in
the summer of 1651, Pastor Clarke, accompanied
by Obadiah Holmes and John Crandall, made him
a visit. Reaching his home two miles from town
on Saturday, they lodged with him, and the next
day quietly held worship there. Some candidates
who had been awaiting their coming were baptized
and the Lord's supper was observed. In the midst
of these exercises they were interrupted by a constable who bore a warrant for the arrest of Clarke,
Crandall and Holmes. They were imprisoned, tried
and finally sentenced, for no other reason than
the fact that they had come into that neighborhood with their teachings and practices. Different
penalties were imposed. Clarke was to pay twenty
pounds or be well whipped, Crandall to pay five

I
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model of legislation which has never been surpassed."
In the year 1649 an event took place in England, which marked the overthrow of the monarchy,
and the setting up of a popular form of government known as "The Commonwealth," under
Oliver Cromwell as Head of the Council of State.
That event was the execution of King Charles I.
Circumstances in which the future welfare of the
colony was very seriously involved made it necessary for Dr. Clarke and Roger Williams to go to
England in 1651. They were successful in the mission and Williams returned home. But Dr. Clarke
remained in England, as the situation required
the presence of an agent there to safeguard the
interests of the colony. It was twelve years before
he was able to return home.
That his position during those years was a
most difficult one we have every reason to believe.
Dr. Barrows says; "To appreciate his labors as
agent, we must know the obstacles he had to
overcome, in the prosecution of his mission. His
post was one of exceeding difficulty. He represented a state anomalous in the history of the
world. Her principles were deemed subversive of
order and good government, and destructive to
religion. Her democracy was offensive to the
colonies about her. Hence their efforts to annoy
her, to foment dissensions within her territory, to
annihilate the little state, whose principles they
could not understand . . . The principles of Rhode

review of the events leading up to this trip to
England and what there transpired follows.
In 1643 Roger Williams had returned from
England with a charter incorporating the towns
of Providence, Warwick, Portsmouth, and Newport
into one colony known as "The Colony of the
Providence Plantations in the Narragansett Bay
in New England." Although Williams had not
been commissioned by the residents of Newport
and Portsmouth to secure such a charter, it was
finally adopted in 1647 after a code of laws had
been appended to it, in the preamble of which it
was declared that "the form of government in
Providence Plantations is Democratical, held by
the free and voluntary consent of all, or the
greater part of the free inhabitants". It was further guaranteed that all should enjoy in peace
and quiet their rights and liberties. Dr. Clarke
appears to have been the author of this remarkable code, concerning which Gov. Arnold in his
"History of Rhode Island" has written:—" We
hazard little in saying that the digest of 1647, for
simplicity of diction, unencumbered as it is by the
superfluous verbiage that clothes our modern
statutes in learned obscurity; for breadth of comprehension, embracing as it does the foundation
of the whole body of law, on every subject, which
has since been adopted; and for vigor, and originality of thought, and boldness of expression, as
well as for the vast significance and the brilliant
triumph of the principles it embodies, presents a

Island were not only caricatured by enemies, but
often ignorantly defended by friends. The very
freedom permitted in the colony brought to it
many restless spirits who could live peaceably nowhere else, and jealousy for their liberties not
infrequently led to troubles. These dissensions,
sometimes indeed exceedingly bitter, tended to
bring into disrepute the government which Mr.
Clarke was expected to vindicate before its
enemies. . . . Yet through all these difficulties he
steered his way with a steady hand. He preserved
his colony from loss, enlarged her boundaries, and
secured for her a more stable government, while
resorting to no dishonorable means, but maintaining his integrity."
The time came when he was in a position to
render his colony a great service. Following the
death of Oliver Cromwell the monarchy was restored in England, and in 1660 Charles II came to
the throne. This brought on a crisis for the colony
in that the colonial charter was annulled and circumstances required that a new charter be secured
without delay. It was a time when a great statesman and diplomat was needed. Fortunately such
a man, in the person of Dr. John Clarke, was at
hand. Man of ability and scholarship that he was,
he wrote the new charter himself, thus incorporating into it all that was desired, and then, with a
diplomacy that has never been excelled, if even
equalled, in the face of bitter opposition and personal abuse, he secured the signature and seal of
King Charles II on July 8, 1663.

THE FIRST BAPTIST JOHN CLARKE
MEMORIAL CHURCH
Erected in 1846
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ON THEIR HEARTS (IF THEY MAY BE PERMITTED) TO HOLD FORTH A LIVELY EXPERIMENT, THAT A MOST FLOURISHING
CIVIL STATE MAY STAND AND BEST BE
MAINTAINED, AND THAT AMONG OUR ENGLISH SUBJECTS, WITH A FULL LIBERTY IN
RELIGIOUS CONCERNMENTS."
Historians have been unstinted in their praise
of the genius and diplomacy of Dr. Clarke in obtaining this remarkable charter. Hon. John R. Bartlett, former secretary of State for Rhode Island has
said —"Rhode Island owes to John Clarke a monument of granite and a statue of bronze." John
Callender declared—"His memory is deserving of
lasting honor for his efforts towards establishing
the first government in the world, which gave to
all equal civil and religious liberty." Thos. W. Bicknell has written—"Had Dr. John Clarke of Newport no other claim to the first place among the
founders of the American Colonies, the Royal Charter of 1663 would confer that honor."
It should not be forgotten that during Dr.
Clarke's prolonged stay in England as the colonial
agent he supported himself, even mortgaging his
property in Newport to secure the necessary funds.
While the colony assumed the responsibility of paying that debt it was not until after his death that
the mortgage was removed. His unselfish spirit,
together with his wonderful achievement, was sincerely appreciated by his fellow colonists, who joyfully welcomed him on his return home, and en-

thusiastically voted their thanks not only to him,
but also to the Earl of Clarendon for his good
offices on their behalf, and of course to the King
himself.
After his return to Newport Dr. Clarke resumed
the practice of medicine and the work of the ministry. He also held public office, serving as a deputy in the assembly from the first election under
the charter until he was made deputy governor,
which office he held for two terms. But probably
the chief interest of his life, coupled as it was with
his work as a physician, was that of the Christian
ministry.
In a private letter, written in 1653, while he
was in England, he said "There can be nothing in
the present evil world, so far as I am acquainted
with my own heart as it stands to Godward, that
is more pleasing and delightful to it, than the manifestation of the enlargement of the kingdom of his
dear Son, and that many obedient servants are added
to the Lord whom God the Father has resolved to
exalt above every name that is named, not only
in this present world, but in that which is to come;
and that they who are so added, being living members of that body which by a spirit of life is joined
unto that living Lord who is head over all, may
increase with all the increase of God, is the earnest
desire and prayer of my soul."
Dr. Clarke was married three times. His only
child, a daughter by the second marriage, died in
infancy. His third wife, Sarah, survived him.
[19]

He died on April 20, 1676. On the day of his
death he made a will, among the provisions of
which is one that continues in force today. Certain
farms in Middletown are administered by his assigns and their successors forever "for the relief
of the poor or the bringing up of children unto
learning from time to time forever." The original
will is carefully preserved by the Newport Historical Society.
There is no authentic portrait of Dr. Clarke,
but the Redwood Library in Newport owns a painting by a French artist, De Ville, bearing the date
1659, which some suppose to be a likeness of him.
Concerning this portrait Mr. M. R. Ellis of Elmira,
New York, a lineal descendant of Jeremy Clarke,
one of John Clarke's brothers, writes—"Put me
down as a positive witness of its authenticity.
Anyone who is as familiar with the pronounced
type of features of the Clarke family as I am would
not question it for a moment. The broad forehead;
face narrowing to the chin; straight nose; keen
black eyes and sharply penciled brows; thin, firm
lips, (evident, tho' covered). A purer Clarke type
could not be found."
The Newport Medical Society, in recognition
of his high standing in their profession, have placed
on the walls of the Newport Historical Society a
tablet with the following inscription:—
[20]

"Erected by the Newport Medical Society,
December 1885
to
JOHN CLARKE, PHYSICIAN
1609-1676
Founder of Newport
And of the Civil Polity of Rhode Island."
Dr. Clarke was deeply interested in education.
He made provision in his will, at a time when
educational advantages were very limited, for
"bringing up of children unto learning." His hand
may be discovered in the measure to secure a free
school for Newport in 1640. It is therefore fitting
that one of the grammar schools of Newport has
been named the "John Clarke School."
In his modesty and humility Dr. Clarke never
sought honors for himself, but the very highest
honors are due him. One historian says—"He was
one of the most eminent men of the seventeenth
century." Another declares that "for many years
before his death he was the most important man
in his colony." Still another says—"No character
in New England is of purer fame than John Clarke."
A. B. Strickland, biographer of Roger Williams,
says—"All honor to John Clarke, physician and pastor at Newport, for the splendid cooperation which
he gave Williams. They were comrades, not rivals
for fame in those days. They were happy in life
[21]

and should not be made enemies in death. Their
names should be linked together as the pioneers
and perfecters of soul-liberty in Rhode Island."
This writer echoes that sentiment and adds; their
names should also be linked together as the founders of the Baptist denomination in America.
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Tune "America"
Thanks be, Great God, to Thee
For the blessed memory
Of the brave and good,
Who worked and thought and prayed,
A firm foundation laid,
By earth's kings undismayed,
For freedom stood.
So let our country's harp
Echo the name, John Clarke,
Who hither came.
He followed thro" the dark
Then but a flickering spark
Now grown a nation's mark,
Fair freedom's flame.
Clarke might have ruled the State,
But, unnumbered with the great,
For his name we search.
Civil work he did not shun,
But our good state charter won.
Then a higher work was done,
Building here Christ's church.
We'll lift his standard high,
Nor let the light e'er dieSoul Liberty!
Clarke followed where Christ led,
Kind physician, great church head,
Recalled the word He said—
"Whom the Son makes free."
We'll keep Clarke's memory bright,
As we work for truth and right
Where there still is need.
We'll follow as Christ leads
Unfettered by man's creeds,
For whom the Son has freed
Is free indeed.
Nurella E. Nelson.
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