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MONTHLY MEETINGS

At our September meeting, Jim
Garman of the Public Archeology Lab spoke
to us about the removal of Cemeteries # 86
& 88 to Highland Memorial Cemetery.
Although we do not like to see our
graveyards moved, this operation did
provide us with a unique opportunity to
learn about our ancestors. Jim did a great
job and we were all fascinated with his
presentation. He told us about artifacts that
were found, the construction of the brick
burial vaults (not very common), the
hardware and other features of the coffins,
and the genealogical work that was done.

Ed Cornwall, a JHS member, was
guest speaker at our October meeting. He
talked to us about owning and repairing
clocks. We all found the talk very
interesting, and I think that we all learned a
lot about antique clocks. Ed really knows
his stuff, so look him up if you need any
help with your old timepieces.

Our November speaker was our old
buddy, Frank Spencer. Frank is almost 92
years old, but doesn’t seem to have slowed
down much. His narrated presentation is all
done from memory and since the views are
from the 1920’s, that’s a long memory! He
also showed his sharp wit and thoroughly
entertained us for the evening.

For January, 2000 Steve Tyson,
noted restoration carpenter, captivated us
with a slide presentation on the dismantling
and re-erection of a Federal-era house in
Cranston. The house was moved to East
Greenwich. Tt is amazing how much you
learn when you see the dismantling process
done step by step. Steve did a great job.

DONATIONS TO SOCIETY

Steve Tyson of Warwick,
restoration carpenter, gave us two nice
artifacts from the Benjamin Belknap House.
The two items were a fireplace mantel,
possibly 19" century, and a two-panel door
from the 18" century. We are most grateful
to Steve for providing us with these pieces
from this important historical building.

Jerry and Dee Melaragno donated
$100.00 to our society in memory of my
father, Louis C. McGowan, who passed
away November 1, 1999 at the age of 80.
Thanks to Jerry and Dee for their generous
donation.

At our November meeting (held on
December 1), we had a sale of books
donated by Betty McGowan. The books
were from the collection of Louis C., her
husband. Our members were very generous,
and we netted $140.00 from the sale.
Thanks to Betty and to all who bought
books.

CHRISTMAS PARTY

On December 12, 1999 we held our
annual  Christmas  Party  at  the
Farnum/Angell House. About 35 people
attended and all seemed to have a good time.
We were entertained by Mike, Tom, and
friend.

2000 CHAMPLIN GRANT

In December we received a check
from the Champlin Foundations for our Year
2000 Grant. What a great way to start off
the new millennium! We were given money
for: a section of fence along the west side of
our property (on the Little Inn side), a small
copy machine, furniture and furnishings for
the downstairs, and display cabinets for the
new museum.




Our thanks go out to Mr. David
King and his board at the Champlin
Foundations for trusting in us, and
congratulations go out to all of us for a job
well done.

R. I. TREE COUNCIL GRANT

On October 23, 1999 our society
conducted a tree-planting project at our
headquarters. ~ The project was made
possible thanks to a mini-grant of $500 from
the R. I. Tree Council. This grant was
secured through ‘the efforts of Dan Meunier,
our Grounds Committee Chairman. In
September, Bruce Payton from R.IDEM.
developed a site plan for us with
recommendations for the location of various
trees that he thought appropriate for the
project. Our Grounds Committee made its
final choices after reviewing the
recommendations. Steve Merolla purchased
six trees at Central Nurseries in the Town.
The trees chosen were: a 6 Kwanzan
Cherry, a 6' Himalayan White Birch, a 7’
Sunburst Locust, a 7° Cornus Kousa
Dogwood, an 8 Cleveland Select Pear, and
a 17° Sugar Maple.

The historical society provided
mulch, tools, and refreshments for the
project. The Boy Scouts, Troop 1, from
Greenville provided much of the labor.
Eleven adults assisted, including grounds
committee members Dan Meunier, Steve
Merolla, Bel Peters, and Louis McGowan.
The scouts were taught proper planting and
pruning techniques by Dan, and they
proceeded to plant, mulch, water, and prune
the trees where needed.

Our thanks go to: Norma Willis for
arranging a press release; Guy Lefebvre for
demonstrating how to measure champion
trees; Bruce Payton for his evaluation of the
site; Ken Froment for the use of his truck in
transporting the trees; and to all the
members of our grounds committee. Of
course, a special thanks goes out to the R. L
Tree Council.

On Deccmber 22, 1999 our society
issued certificates of appreciation to Troop I
and to the individual scouts.

As a result of a growing awareness
of our community forest, the Johnston
Historical Society has recently begun a
town-wide registry of notable trees.
Certificates will be given to property owners
on whose property these trees rest.

MUSEUM UPDATE

Things are progressing well with the
museum. As of this date (January 24, 2000),
the framing is done and work will soon
begin on the boarding of the sides and the
floors. It is very exciting for us to see the
work in progress.

RECENT ACQUISITIONS

We have recently acquired the
following items:

1) a 1795 deed concerning Samuel
Winsor’s Baptist Meeting House,
courtesy of Herb Newman.

2) Four early 19" cent. Randall papers
(look to be store receipts), bought at an
antique show by Louis McGowan.

3) An 1848 bank note from a Johnston
bank, purchased on the Internet by Louis
McGowan.

4) A Johnston Police Matron Badge
purchased on the Internet also by Louis.

Letter from the War Front
By Steve Merolla

At the Rhode Island Historical
Society there is a collection on microfilm
dedicated to the history of the Thornton
family of Rhode Island. In 1680, John
Thornton and his family settled in an area of
Providence that was to become part of
Johnston in 1759. This Thornton collection
was compiled by Mr. Clarence 1. Brown in
the early 1900’s. It seems that Mr. Brown
gained access to a vast amount of documents
relating to the Thornton family that were in
the possession of Mr. Caleb H. Paine, a
Thornton descendant. Among the many
documents copied from this collection were
two interesting letters that relate a sad tale.
Only recently were the circumstances under




which the letters were written and the

localities of some of the place-names in the -

letters discovered.

The first letter was written by
Richard Thornton on June 10, 1756: “Send
this letter with care to Abigail Thornton of
Providence,R. I.:Albany: Honoured Mother,
this comes to let you know that I am well at
Present thank God and I am hoping that
these lines may find you the same. We are
now at the Green Beak but expect to go to ye
Half Moon in a short time. And so I send my
dutiful respects to you & yours and 1
remember all my love to my brothers &
sisters and all that ask after me.”

The second letter was written by an
unknown author on December 24, 1756:
“This is to inform you that Richard
Thornton died about the first of November.
I can not tell further because I was at the
Lake and he at the Half-Moon.”

Richard Thornton was the oldest
child of John and Abigail Thornton. He was
born on October 2, 1716. His father was
born c. 1689, and died on August 16, 1745;
Mother Abigail was born December 4, 1694,
and died in 1774. After his father’s death,
Richard received out of the estate a 50-acre
parcel of land (Prov. Deed 12/392). It is
almost certain that this parcel was the
former Brown estate which was located in
Johnston on both sides of present-day
Central Ave., probably between Mills Dr.
and Ashby St. The area is less than a half
mile from the border with Providence. The
answers to the questions regarding the letters
are to be found in a booklet written by
Howard M. Chapin in 1918 and titled
“Rhode Island in the Colonial Wars - A List
of Rhode Island Soldiers & Sailors in the
Old French & Indian War 1755-1762".

The French and Indian War was the
final act of a series of conflicts waged in
Europe between Britain and France; these
wars also spread to North America where
English colonists fought the French and their
Indian allies. The culmination of these
small wars was the so-called French and
Indian War, which was known as the Seven
Years War in Europe. Part of the British
war plan involved an expedition against the

French stronghold of Crown Point on the
western shore of Lake Champlain in upstate
New York. Crown Point is located a few
miles above Ticonderoga. We take up the
narrative from Mr. Chapin’s booklet: “ On
January 1, 1755, the R.I. General Assembly
voted to raise a Company of 100 men ... In
March 1755, before the 100 men had been
enlisted, it was voted to raise four
companies of 100 men each to take part in
the secret expedition against Crown Point ...
Christopher Harris was appointed Colonel of
the expeditionary regiment (note: Colonel
Harris lived on the south side of present-day
Morgan Ave. in Johnston) ..The Rhode
Island regiment under Col. Harris marched
to Green-Bush near Albany, where their
boats were caulked and their guns cleaned
and mended.” This campaign of 1755
proved to be a failure, for Crown Point was
never threatened. A new campaign was
launched in 1756: “ In February, Rhode
Island voted to raise a force of 500 men for
the reduction of the French forts on Lake
Champlain. Col. Harris was given
command of this regiment, which consisted
of 10 companies. The R. I. troops went by
water, touching at New York and arriving at
Albany on Friday evening, May 14, 1756.
The regiment moved to Camp Half Moon ...
by June 11th.”

In  August (French  General)
Montcalm attacked and captured the English
forts on the Oswego river and then turned to
check any advance by the English at Lake
George ... Small Pox was rife at Albany (in
October) ... The companies commanded by
Harris, Potter and Jenckes returned to
Providence in December ...”

Though the war was to last several
more years, our narrative of it ends here, for
Richard Thornton’s part in it has now ended.
It is now obvious that Richard Thornton’s
letter sent back home to his widowed mother
Abigail was written while on service during
the war. The place names and dates in the
letters match the events of the war almost
perfectly. In his letter of June 10, Richard
Thornton states that his group should arrive
at “Half Moon” shortly. In fact, the records
show that most of the Rhode Island regiment



had arrived at that location by June 11. The
town of Halfmoon, New York today lies
about 10 miles north of Albany, near the
confluence of the Hudson and Mohawk
rivers. According to Mr., Chapin’s booklet,
most of the Regiment had moved up to Fort
Edward, about 10 miles south of Lake
George, by July 22. From there, some of the
troops were sent to Fort William Henry.
What happened to Richard Thornton can
only be speculated. The author of the
December 24 letter relating the news of
Thornton's death indicates that he died at
“Half-Moon”. It is possible that Thornton
died of wounds inflicted in battle near Lake
George and was evacuated to Halfmoon,
which was some 40 miles to the rear.
Another possibility is that he fell victim to
the Smallpox epidemic mentioned by
Chapin.

News of Richard Thornton’s death
must have reached home before the
December 24 letter, for on December 21,
1756, a Court of Probate settled his estate :
“Whereas Richard Thornton Late of
Providence who departed this life on
November 1st. last past, died Intestate and
left some personal Estate ... his Brother Mr.
John Thornton of said Providence hath given
Bond ... ( Providence Will Book 4 /146).”
On that same December 21, at a Town
Council meeting, there was the following
resolution: “Voted that Administration be
granted to John Thornton on the Estate of
Richard Thornton late of Providence
deceased, who died in the Government’s
Service in the Expedition against Crown
Point (Providence Town Council Book pg.
157).” More than likely, he was buried at
Halfmoon, New York, just north of Albany
and some 150 miles from the family and
friends he had written to from the war front.

GHOSTS IN THE FARNUM HOUSE?
By Louis McGowan

Let me start out by saying that I do not
believe in ghosts. I have lived in the
Farnum/Angell House for nine years and
have seen no evidence of the supernatural in
all that time. But, other people have reported

that they have seen or heard things in or
around the house. Maybe, the spirits do not
reveal themselves to me because I am not a
believer. Who knows?

A friend of mine, Fran Taylor, lived in
Graniteville in the late 1940s and went to
Graniteville School during that time. She
and her friends called our headquarters the
"spooky house". Whenever they came near
the property, they always moved as quickly
as possible until they were safely past the
house. The condition of the house and the
grounds did much to create the spooky
atmosphere, I am sure. The lawn was
always overgrown and was riddled with
weeds. The house was dark and appeared to
be abandoned.

When I moved in upstairs in the early
1990s, neighborhood children asked me if
the house was haunted, even though people
had been living upstairs for many years.

A young woman, who lived alone in the
house in the 1980s, told a friend of mine at
Rhode Island College that a ghost appeared
frequently in her bedroom (the back room
upstairs). She said that the ghost was a male
and would sit on the end of her bed.
Somehow she knew that he was the person
who built the house. When asked what he
looked like, she said that she did not know
because she always pulled the covers over
her head. I wished that she had asked him
his name, because we still don't know for
sure who built this house!

The next tenant, Mike, was a single male,
who lived in the house in the late 1980s. A
friend of his visited the house on a regular
basis and reported that he saw a female
ghost upstairs. Doors were also said to have
opened on their own, and objects were said
to have moved by themselves.

A close friend of mine will not go
downstairs alone after dark. When asked
about ghosts, this person said that they had
seen nothing, but the house feels spooky.
Better safe than sorry, I guess.

I cannot speak for the veracity of these
stories. [ am reporting them as they were
told to me. Interesting stories, though, huh?



WILLIAM THORPE, 1921-1944
By Dan Brown

William Thorpe was born on August
29, 1921 in the small village of Graniteville
in the north-east corner of Johnston. He
lived with his parents and his sister Margaret
at 94 Putnam Pike. His father, W. Reginald
Thorpe, was a well-respected insurance
agent in the village. His mother, Elsie
(Coates) Thorpe, was an old-fashioned
homemaker, taking care of the home and
family all day and making those great
dinners in the evenings.

Bill was a quiet young man and did
not hang around much with the other
youngsters in the village.  His early
education was at Henry Barnard School in
Providence. His high school years were
spent at Classical High where he was a
member of the Debating Society and the
track team. A good student, he continued on
with  his schooling and graduated from
Bryant College with a degree in accounting.

After finishing his education, he
worked for a short time for the Congdon &
Carpenter Steel Co. With college behind
him and in a good job, his future looked
bright. Outside forces, however, changed
his life forever.

World War II was raging, and Bill
answered his nation’s call for help. He
joined the Army Air Force, receiving his
papers on February 2, 1943. He traveled by
rail from Providence to Coleman Field in
Monroe, Louisiana where he trained to be a
navigator on the B-17 bomber. He was sent
to England in January, 1944 and was
stationed at Thorpe Abbott, Norfolk.

Bill wrote home on a regular basis.
For security reasons whenever he was to fly
on a mission, he addressed the letters to his
father's office in Providence. If all was
quiet, he would address the letters to his
mother in Graniteville. At the end of
February, 1944 the 100" Air Group was
ordered to begin daytime raids on Berlin.
His plane went out on the 3™ daytime raid
ever attempted. They finished their mission
and were returning to England when their
plane was shot down over Germany just

short of the English Channel. The date was
March 6, 1944, and it was the same day on
which he sent his last letter to his father’s
office.

Mrs. Thorpe received a telegram
just after Easter of 1944 telling her that her
son was missing in action. His remains
were found just after the end of the war in a
grave in Germany with the 13 other
members of his crew. He is buried now in a
U.S. cemetery in Belgium.

Bill's name is on the Veterans’
Memorial in Graniteville. To many who
view the list of veterans there, his name
probably does not stand out — just another
name. Until we started work on the second
Johnston book, and I received his photo, 1
did not realize how important the name was
to me and my family. I quickly plunged into
research on the man. The house I now live
in, 94 Putnam Avenue, is the house where
Bill grew up. His mother and father were
my wife's grandparents, and Bill's sister
Margaret is my mother-in-law.

Louis McGowan has been after me
for a long time to do a story on Graniteville.
I hope that he and our readers enjoy this
little story about a brave man who gave his
life for his country and for the village of
Graniteville.

Lt. William Thorpe, USAAF



Our Executive Board:

President: Louis McGowan
Vice-President: Pat Macari
Treasurer: Dan Brown
Recording Sec.: Evelyn Beaumier
Corresponding Sec.: Mike Carroll
Trustee: Steve Merolla

Trustee: Everett Cogswell

Our Executive Board meets at 7:00 p.m.
at our headquarters, the Farnum/Angell
House, 101 Putnam Pike, on the second to
the last Wednesday of each month. All are
welcome.

General Meetings are held the last
Wednesday of each month, September
through June, at the Graniteville Baptist
Church, Serrel Sweet Road.

Our telephone # is 231-3380

JOHNSTON HISTORICAL SOCIETY
101 PUTNAM PIKE
JOHNSTON, RI 02919

Have you paid your dues
for 2000 yet? If you
haven’t, why not send us a
check today! We could
use your help. Dues are:
Single- $10
Family- $12

Our museum will be
finished in few
months. Can you
think of anything that
you might want to
donate or lend to us?




