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Fireside Tales

This story begins on December 26, 1672, in the Colony of  
Connecticut home of  Captain George Denison. He is standing in 
front of  a roaring fire in the mansion house where his family has 

lived for a decade. Christmas is not a holiday observed by the Puritans, 
so George; his wife, Ann; their children; and their grandchildren do not 
celebrate it. He finds himself  in a reflective mood, as it has been almost 
a year since he and Ann lost their youngest daughter, Mercy; and then, 
three weeks later, their eldest son, John Denison, and his wife, Phoebe, 
welcomed their second son, whom they named George, after his paternal 
grandfather. The longer George stares into the flames dancing in front 
of  him, the more faces from the past flood his thoughts. He recalls the 
expressions on his parents’ faces as the ship they sailed on arrived in 
Boston Harbor after the voyage from England. Forty-one years has passed 
since George set foot on dry land in New England as an eleven-year-old.

On this same evening, across the snowy pastures and fields 
beyond George’s mansion house in a dwelling nestled near the banks of  
Quiambaug Cove, Thomas Minor sits writing in his diary by candlelight. 
His diary entries for the previous couple of  days reflect his recent 
productivity on the farm despite the frigid December temperatures. He 
is proud of  all he has accomplished over nearly three decades with the 
help of  his sons. He glances at his entry made several days before, on the 
eighteenth of  December, noting he had “begun to Thresh wheate.”1 Before 
turning in on this particular evening, he records the day’s events as “the 26 
day we had a Courte at mr stantons.”2

Farther up the New England coastline in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony’s town of  Ipswich, candlelight casts a soft glow in the room in the 
mansion house where Major-General Daniel Denison sits thinking about 
his eldest son, John. It has been over a year since John’s death. Daniel 
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finds himself  inspired to write a family history for his grandchildren. He 
wishes them to know that they must “not degenerate from those Roots 
from whence you are sprunge, in so doing the blessing and Prayers of  
your Godly Ancestorss will fall upon you, and the God of  your fathers 
will be your Covenant God who is only able to bless you here and make 
you happy hereafter.” He works late into the night on a family history, 
which he ends with the words “you need not be ashamed of  your 
progenitors, who have in many respects been eminent in their times.” He 
has no way of  knowing how this account will inform his descendants and 
the descendants of  his brothers Edward and George about their roots 
centuries later.

As Daniel readies himself  for bed, he recalls how flames much like 
the ones providing warmth on this cold December evening destroyed their 
house less than a decade earlier. This is their second house near Meeting 

The White Horse Tavern, Newport, Rhode Island (photograph taken by author Katherine 
Dimancescu).
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House Hill in Ipswich. Their previous house was destroyed in May 1665, 
and he recalls how he worked alongside his neighbors to save it, but in 
the end, it was consumed by flames. His face grows solemn as he recalls 
how a servant in his household named Sarah Roper was suspected of  
being responsible for the fire, which occurred later in the same year that 
his wife, Patience, noticed items missing from their household and Roper, 
as the suspected thief, was taken to court. The case resulted in Daniel 
and his family receiving compensation for the stolen items. Centuries 
later, in 1882, Daniel’s descendant Daniel Denison Slade wrote about the 
fire. “Sarah Roper, a servant of  the family was ‘committed to prison on 
suspition of  hir wickedly & felloniously burning it.’ She was acquitted, 
but found guilty of  stealing from the Denisons, and was ‘whipt wth tenn 
stripes vpon her naked body.’ Denison built a new home on the same site.”3 
Slade also remarked that “under date of  May 3, 1665, we find almost 
the only allusion to the private history of  Gen. Denison. This is the 

A photograph taken by author Katherine Dimancescu in an upstairs room at The White Horse 
Tavern, Newport, Rhode Island. 
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bare statement of  the loss of  his dwelling house by fire, and in the same 
connection, the following: ‘A woman of  Ipswich is tried for burning Gen’l 
Denison’s house; not found guilty; fined as a thief, and to be whipped for 
Lyeing.’ Bradstreet in his journal, says: ‘Mr. Denison’s house was burnt, by 
which fire he suffered great losse, few of  ye things being saved.’”4

On December 23, 2013, 340 years later, I was seated near 
a roaring fire in the White Horse Tavern in Newport, Rhode Island. 
Temperatures hovered in the single digits outside, and the pitch-black 
color of  the night sky reminded me of  the ink my paternal Romanian 
diplomat grandfather used to fill his fountain pens. Warmed by the fire, 
I found myself  thinking about the words penned by Thomas Minor and 
Major-General Daniel Denison on the eve of  this tavern welcoming its 
first patrons. The building started as a private residence and then became 
a tavern in 1673. I was now one of  the patrons who had frequented the 
tavern in its 350 years of  operation. I wondered which of  my maternal 
ancestors might have stepped across its threshold on dark December 
nights centuries earlier.

Gazing out of  the tavern’s upstairs windows, I could see the 
Great Friends Meeting House, where some of  my ancestors worshipped 
and possibly where my ancestors Tristram Hull and Elizabeth Dyer were 
married. Elizabeth was the granddaughter of  William Dyer, one of  the 
founders of  Newport, and his first wife, Mary (Barrett) Dyer, who was 
an early member of  the Society of  Friends in New England. Tristram 
was the grandson of  Reverend Joseph Hull, who came to New England 
in the 1630s and served as a minister in New England. When Elizabeth 
and Tristram’s marriage took place in the winter of  1699, the building 
housing the White Horse Tavern was nearly fifty years old, and it is likely 
that work on the Great Friends Meeting House was being finished. Before 
the meeting house was built, my ancestors, who were members of  the 
Society of  Friends (also known as the Religious Society of  Friends), could 
have worshipped in the house of  Nicholas Easton, one of  the founders 
of  Newport.5 At this time the term “Quaker” was a derogatory term, 
and followers of  George Fox, the founder of  the Society of  Friends, 
referred to themselves as “Friends.” Modern-day members of  this religious 
group refer to themselves as Quakers or Friends, as Quaker is no longer a 
derogatory term.

Warmed by the fire and surrounded by centuries of  history 
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both inside and outside the tavern’s ancient rooms, I thought about my 
ancestral roots in Newport. My maternal ancestors William Dyer and 
Thomas Hazard were among a group of  men who founded Newport 
on April 28, 1639. “‘It is agreed by us whose hands are underwritten 
to propagate a plantation in the midst of  the island or elsewhere, and 
to engage ourselves to bear equal charge, answerable to our strength and 
estates, in common, and that our determination shall be by major voice 
of  judge and elders, the judge to have a double voice.’  The founders 
and first officers of  the town of  Newport were William Coddington, 
Judge; Nicholas Easton, John Coggeshall, William Brenton, John Clarke, 
Jeremy Clarke, Thomas Hazard, and Henry Bull, Elders; William Dyre, 
Clerk.”6 The new settlement of  Newport was located at the southern 
end of Aquidneck Island, which became known as Rhode Island and 
was home to Ann Hutchinson, her family, and some of  her followers 
who had established a settlement called Portsmouth a year earlier in the 
northern section of  the island. In 1643 the settlements of  Portsmouth, 

A photograph taken by author Katherine Dimancescu of  the exterior of  The Great Friends 
(Quaker) Meeting House in Newport, Rhode Island. 
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Newport, and Providence were bound together by a parliamentary 
patent obtained in England by Reverend Roger Williams. It specifically 
mentioned the settlements of  Providence, Portsmouth, and Newport, 
and it referred to the “Incorporation of  Providence Plantations in the 
Narragansett Bay in New England.” In the late 1640s Warwick became 
the fourth settlement to be joined with the other three, already known 
as the “Providence Plantations.” In 1663 a royal charter obtained from 
King Charles II in England referred to the Colony of  Rhode Island and 
Providence Plantations. The Royal Charter Museum at the Rhode Island 
State House in the city of  Providence shares with visitors the remarkable 
history made when the charter was granted, because it freed this colony’s 
citizens from being persecuted or killed for their religious beliefs. It was 
granted three years after the execution of  my Quaker ancestor Mary Dyer, 
who was hanged on Boston Common in June 1660. She arrived in the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony with her husband William Dyer in 1635; both 
were Puritans leaving behind religious persecution in England. In the 
1650s, during a return trip to England from their Newport home, she met 
George Fox, the founder of  the Society of  Friends, and converted. She 
was one of  my earliest maternal ancestors to become a Friend (Quaker). 
When she passed away, her youngest child, Charles Dyer, was around ten 
years old. It was his daughter Elizabeth who was married in the winter 
of  1699. Her husband, Tristram Hull, also had relatives who were early 
Friends (Quakers) in southern New England, and they too suffered harsh 
punishments and persecution for their religious beliefs.

When reading the Royal Charter of  1663, I noted the 
distinctions made between Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. 
Its wording stated that there was “our island, called Rhode-Island,” and 
there was “the rest of  the colonie of  Providence Plantations, in the 
Narragansett Bay, in New-England, in America.” Nowadays the name 
Rhode Island is the official name of  Aquidneck Island, which is the 
biggest of  the islands in Narragansett Bay, and it is home to the city 
of  Newport and towns of  Portsmouth and Middletown. Rhode Island 
is also part of  the name of  the present-day state of  Rhode Island, its 
official name being the State of  Rhode Island and Providence Plantations. 
Edward Field, editor of  the State of Rhode Island and Providence Plantations at 
the End of the Century: A History, wrote that like the Colony of  Connecticut, 
which received its royal charter a year earlier in 1662, “Rhode Island law-
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makers could enact what laws they desired, ‘so as they be not contrary or 
repugnant unto the laws of  this our realm of  England’, and then comes 
the conditional and practically annulling clause ‘considering the nature 
and constitution of  the place and people there.’ Under such a provision 
Rhode Island might as well have been an absolutely independent state.’”7 
Field went on to comment, “We should certainly be justified in asserting 
that English political thought had changed most strangely were it not for 
the fact that these liberal provisions were but in reiteration of  the patent 
of  1644. The chief  reason why the later instrument is remarkable and 
worthy of  especial attention is that it was granted under the hand of  royal 
authority. The parliamentary patent, to be sure, marked a forward step in 
political freedom, but it should be remembered that it was granted by a 
revolutionary government, at a time when allegiance to supreme authority 
was somewhat weakened and when the bestowal of  favors was a necessary 
adjunct to the introduction of  a new regime.”8 

What made the 1663 royal charter truly unique is that the 
Colony of  the Rhode Island and Providence Plantations was granted a 
freedom that no other British colony or country governed by England 
enjoyed. This small colony in southern New England was officially 
granted religious freedom in its royal charter. “Even more notable than 
[the] grant of  political power was the specific and absolute bestowal of  
perfect religious liberty. Although England refused religious toleration 
to her subjects, yet we find in this royal charter the following remarkable 
clause: ‘Our royal will and pleasure is, that no person within said colony, 
at any time hereafter, shall be anywise molested, punished, disquieted, or 
called in question, for any differences in opinion in matters of  religion, 
and do not actually disturb the civil peace of  our said colony…any law, 
statute or clause therein contained, or to be contained, usage or custom 
of  this realm, to the contrary hereof, in any wise, notwithstanding.’ Rhode 
Island had gained what the mother country could not…That which 
Charles was unwilling to bestow upon the great English nation, he did 
grant to the little insignificant colony beyond the seas. Thus unconsciously 
was he laying the foundation of  what is now considered a fundamental 
principle in religion.”9

Researching the Royal Charter of  1663 led to the discovery of  a 
declaration that played a pivotal role in the restoration of  Charles II to the 
English throne and which contained, as Edward Field noted, an important 
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clause. “The identity of  language of  this clause with that of  the famous 
‘Declaration from Breda,’ is worthy of  notice. General George Monk, in 
one of  his communications to the King, dated March, 1660, beseeched 
‘his Majesty to declare his assent for a toleration and liberty of  conscience 
to all his subjects, who should so employ it as not to give any disturbance 
to the civil government.’ A month later, from the little Dutch town of  
Breda, came the response, attested to by the royal signature, ‘We declare…
that no man shall be disquieted or called into question for differences 
of  opinion in matters of  religion which do not disturb the peace of  the 
kingdom’…These significant words, which the King was scarcely ready 
to turn into deeds, were widely known by the English people at the time 
of  their utterance. Clarke, eager to accept every opportunity to further 
his purpose, must have seized upon this clause and incorporated it, 
almost word for word, in the contemplated charter of  his colony.”10 The 
Declaration of  Breda was issued in April 1660 by Charles II, who was still 
living in exile. He was advised to issue the declaration from the Protestant-
controlled Netherlands, to pave the way for his return to England, where 
he became king less than eight weeks later. John Clarke traveled from 
Rhode Island to England to secure a new royal charter for the colony, as 
John Winthrop Jr. had done a year earlier for the Colony of  Connecticut. 
The Declaration of  Breda ensured that my ancestors who moved to the 
Colony of  the Rhode Island and Providence Plantations enjoyed freedom 
of  religion once settled there. Breda also had connections to the Denison 
family, as William and Margaret’s son William Denison fought in the Siege 
of  Breda in 1624, and after the battle, nothing was known of  his fate, nor 
was he heard from again.

After my visit to Newport’s White Horse Tavern and when 
researching my early colonial Quaker ancestors, I read a copy of  George 
Fox’s journal, published in the nineteenth century. He was the founder 
of  the Society of  Friends in the 1640s, and his journal was originally 
published in 1694 in England. He travelled to New England in 1672, 
and two of  the places he visited were Long Island and Rhode Island. His 
accounts of  the time he spent in both locations fascinated me, as I had 
Quaker ancestors who lived in these places in 1672. Fox’s visit to Oyster 
Bay came on the eve of  “the half-year’s meeting of  friends at Oyster-
Bay in Long-Island.” The half-year’s meeting was likely attended by my 
Quaker ancestors who were living in Oyster Bay. What Fox wrote in his 
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journal about the half-year’s meeting offered me a glimpse of  what my 
ancestors might have seen and heard during his visit. “The half-year’s 
meeting began the next day, which lasted four days. The first and second 
days we had publick meetings for worship, to which people of  all sorts 
might and did come. On third-day were the men’s and women’s meetings, 
wherein the affairs of  the church were taken care of. Here we met with 
some bad spirits, who were run out from truth into prejudice, contention, 
and opposition to the order of  truth, and to friends therein. These had 
been very troublesome to friends in their meetings there and thereabouts 
formerly, and it is like would have been so now; but I would not suffer the 
service of  our men’s and women’s meetings to be interrupted and hindered 
by their cavils. I let them know, ‘If  they had any thing to object against the 
order of  truth which we were in, we would give them a meeting another 
day on purpose.’ And indeed I laboured the more, and travelled the harder 
to get to this meeting, where it was expected many of  these contentious 
people would be; because I understood they had reflected much upon me 
when I was far from them. The men’s and women’s meetings being over, 
on the fourth day we had a meeting with those discontented people, to 
which as many of  them as would did come, and as many friends as had a 
desire were present also; and the Lord’s power broke forth gloriously, to 
the confounding of  the gainsayers. Then some, that had been chief  in the 
mischievous work of  contention and opposition against the truth, began 
to fawn upon me, and cast the blame upon others; but the deceitful spirit 
was judged down and condemned, and the glorious truth of  God was 
exalted and set all over; and they were all brought down and bowed under. 
Which was of  great service to truth, and great satisfaction and comfort 
to friends.”11 Subsequently Fox wrote about his journey from Oyster Bay, 
Long Island, to Rhode Island, where more meetings of  New England 
Friends took place. “When we were clear of  the island, we returned to 
Oyster-Bay, waiting for a wind to carry us to Rhode-Island, computed 
to be about two hundred miles. As soon as the wind served we set sail, 
and arrived in Rhode-Island the thirtieth of  the third month; where we 
were gladly received by friends. We went to Nicholas Easton’s, who was 
governor of  the Island; where we lay, being weary with travelling. On 
first-day following we had a large meeting; to which the deputy-governor 
and several justices came, and were mightily affected with the truth. The 
week following the yearly meeting for friends of  New-England, and 
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other colonies adjacent, was held in this island; to which, besides many 
friends who lived in those parts, came John Stubbs from Barbadoes, and 
James Lancaster and John Cartwright from another way. This meeting 
lasted six days. The first four were spent in general publick meetings for 
worship; to which abundance of  other people came. For having no priests 
in the island, and no restriction to any particular way of  worship; and the 
governor and deputy-governor, with several justices of  the peace, daily 
frequenting meetings; it so encouraged the people, that they flocked in 
from all parts of  the island. Very good service we had amongst them, and 
truth had good reception. I have rarely observed a people, in the state 
wherein they stood, to hear with more attention, diligence, and affection, 
than generally they did, during the four days; which was also taken notice 
of  by other friends. These publick meetings over, the men’s meeting 
began, which was large, precious, and weighty. The day following was 
the women’s meeting, which also was large and very solemn. These two 
meetings being for ordering the affairs of  the church, many weighty things 
were opened, and communicated to them, by way of  advice, information, 
and instruction in the services relating thereunto; that all might be kept 
clean, sweet, and savoury amongst them. In these, several men’s and 
women’s meetings for other parts were agreed and settled, to take care of  
the poor, and other affairs of  the church, and to see that all who profess 
truth walk according to the glorious gospel of  God. When this great 
general meeting was ended, it was somewhat hard for friends to part; for 
the glorious power of  the Lord, which was over all, and his blessed truth 
and life flowing amongst them, had so knit and united them together, that 
they spent two days in taking leave one of  another, and of  the friends of  
the island; and then, being mightily filled with the presence and power of  
the Lord, they went away with joyful hearts to their several habitations, 
in the several colonies where they lived.”12 Reading Fox’s account of  his 
visit to Rhode Island provided a new window into the religious activities 
of  my Quaker ancestors who lived there. Fox also noted in his journal 
how freedom of  religion inspired the residents of  Rhode Island. “For 
having no priests in the island, and no restriction to any particular way of  
worship; and the governor and deputy-governor, with several justices of  
the peace, daily frequenting meetings; it so encouraged the people, that 
they flocked in from all parts of  the island.” His visit came nine years after 
the Colony of  Rhode Island and Providence Plantations received its royal 
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charter officially mandating freedom of  religion to the colony’s residents.
When I was researching Portsmouth, Rhode Island’s history, I 

discovered my ancestor Leonora (Pawley) Underhill Morris (her name 
is listed as Honor or Lenora in other sources) and her second husband, 
Richard Morris, lived there. She was the mother of  Captain John 
Underhill. In 1630 she and Richard settled in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony, as did her daughter Lettice Underhill and her son John and his 
Dutch first wife. In November 1630 Richard was one of  the men on “A 
Jury impannell for the Tryall of  Walter Palmer, concerneing the Death of  
Austin Bratcher”13 alongside my maternal ancestor William Chesebrough. 
When reading volume one of  the Underhill Genealogy, edited by Josephine 
C. Frost, I noted that Leonora’s daughter Petronella (Underhill) Lupold 
and her family living in the Dutch settlement of  New Amsterdam by 
late summer 1640. On the New England Historic Genealogical Society’s 
website, I viewed a transcription of  “New York, NY: Parents and 
Witnesseses at Baptisms in the Reformed Dutch Church, 1639–1730.” 
On August 2, 1640, Petronella’s son “Uldrick” was baptized, and his 
father’s name was listed as “Mr. Uldrick Ludolfs.” One of  the witnesses 
was the baby’s maternal grandmother, “Leonora Onderhyll.” It was 
interesting to see Leonora Underhill, not Leonora Morris, written, as 
she had not been Mrs. Leonora Underhill since her second marriage to 
Richard Morris in Holland in 1628. By 1640, the three children and 
grandchildren of  Leonora (Pawley) and her first husband, John Underhill, 
were all living in southern New England.

Four years after the trial and acquittal of  my fellow maternal 
ancestor Walter Palmer, Leonora and Richard Morris moved from Boston 
to settlement of  Roxbury. Their residence there meant they worshipped 
and interacted daily with many other maternal ancestors of  mine. Both 
Richard and his son-in-law Captain John became members of  what 
is now known as the Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company of  
Massachusetts (AHAC). It was originally known as the Military Company 
of  the Massachusetts, and Morris and Underhill were among its founding 
members. Many of  my maternal male ancestors who arrived in the 
Massachusetts Bay Colony between 1629 and 1645 also became members. 
Captain George Denison’s older brother Major-General Daniel Denison 
joined in 1660 and became head of  the company that same year. The 
Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company of  Massachusetts is one of  the 
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oldest military organizations in the world, and a museum showcasing its 
history is open to the general public on the fourth floor of  Faneuil Hall in 
Boston, Massachusetts.

Richard and Leonora were living in Roxbury when the 
Antinomian Controversy began. Captain John Underhill was living nearby 
in Boston with his wife and family. Francis Drake, in his publication The 
Town of Roxbury: Its Memorable Persons and Places Its History and Antiquities, with 
Numerous Illustrations of Its Old Landmarks and Noted Personage, published in 
1905, reflected upon the Antinomonian Controversy: “No wonder that 
in those days the saying was current in Connecticut that if  a man was too 
bad to live with here in Massachusetts they sent him to Rhode Island, 
and when they found one a little too good they sent him to Connecticut, 
while the remainder, who were tolerable and of  average orthodoxy and 
respectability, were allowed to remain. Of  three citizens of  Roxbury driven 
hence at this time, two, John Coggeshall and Henry Bull, were afterwards 
governors of  Rhode Island; while a third, Philip Sherman, became a 
distinguished citizen and founder of  that colony.”14 “ ‘The church at 
Roxbury,’ says Winthrop, ‘dealt with divers of  their members there who 
had their names to the petition, and spent many days in public meetings 
to have brought them to see the sin in that as also in the corrupt opinions 
which they held, but could not prevail with them. So they pronounced to 
two or three, admonitions, and when all was in vain they cast them out 
of  the church.’ ”15 Roxbury residents Philip Sherman, Richard Morris, 
Richard Bulgar, William and Edward Denison, were disarmed though not 
banished from the colony. 

The five men who were disarmed in Roxbury were ordered to 
deliver their arms to fellow resident Captain John Johnson.16 In the 
records of  the Massachusetts Bay Colony for 1638, it was recorded that 
“Leiftenant Morris had leave to depart, (haveing offended in subscribing 
the petition, or remonstrance,) being advised to forbear medling wth or 
people in the matters of  opinion, least they bee further dealth wth, & 
was advised not to sit downe wthin the limits, & was wished to warne 
the rest not to sit downe wthin our limits.”17 On the same page where I 
found a record noting how “Left Morris adusied to dept ye jurisdiction,”18 
there were also two records concerning Morris’s stepson Captain John 
Underhill, who was disarmed and banished from the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony. “Mr John Vnderhill was comited for abuseing the Court by his 
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A photograph taken by author Katherine Dimancescu in March 2011 at the headquarters 
of  The Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company of  Massachusetts (AHAC) in Boston, 
Massachusetts.
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gross & palpable dissimulation & equivocation, or mentall reservation, 
in his petition, & after saying his failing was onely in the manner.”19 The 
second record stated, “Mr John Vnderhill is banished, to go out of  this 
jurisdiction wthin 14 dayes, & not to returne any more, except it bee to 
take his passage in the ship of  of Salem, now bound for England.”20 

In the wake of  the Antinomian Controversy, Richard Morris 
moved with his wife Leonora and his stepson Captain John Underhill 
and his family to a new settlement called Exeter, which is in present-day 
New Hampshire. By 1640 Leonora and Richard had moved to the Rhode 
Island settlement of  Portsmouth. Richard later became involved in the 

Nicholas Dimancescu pictured here in a photograph taken by his sister Katherine during an 
Ancient and Honorable Artillery Company of  Massachusetts event in March 2011 which took 
place at the headquarters of  the AHAC in Boston, Massachusetts.
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Genealogical notes concerning Captain John Underhill & his 
second wife Elizabeth (Feake/Feke) Underhill and some of  
their descendants shared with author Katherine Dimancescu 
by Mrs. Anna Coit during their first meeting at Mrs. Coit’s 
North Stonington, Connecticut house in July 2012. These 
notes were of  interest to Ms. Dimancescu as she is a direct 
descendant of  Elizabeth and Captain John Underhill.
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disputes over land ownership and colonial governance of  the Narragansett 
county in present-day Rhode Island. Ongoing disputes over who owned 
this land and which British colony in southern New England governed 
the area consumed the attention of  many of  my maternal ancestors. 
His involvement began in the mid-1660s when he took on the job of  
transporting letters between the Colony of  Connecticut and the Colony 
of  Rhode Island and Providence Plantations.21 Both colonies had recently 
received royal charters from King Charles II, and the Narragansett country 
had become a bitterly contested area.




