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by ruth S. taylor

This week, the Newport 
Historical Society posted a 
picture of  a manuscript in our 
collections on Facebook. It is 
a 17th-century transcription 
of  a document describing the 
boundaries of  a 1647 purchase 
of  land in Warwick, a mere 
decade after the first group 
of  European settlers arrived. 
The original document was 
signed by Roger Williams, 
Benedict Arnold and Mian-
tonomi. The contemporane-
ous transcription, in our col-
lections, was likely written by 
William Dyer.

Do you know these names? 
Apparently, many of  our Face-
book audience members did; 
the post received more atten-
tion than any other in recent 
history.

If  you are surprised that 
an obscure, nearly 400-year-
old document — ink on paper, 
no more — got so much atten-
tion, you shouldn’t be. We are 
profoundly interested in our 
earliest history, and for good 
reason. This document rep-
resents an iconic moment 
in Rhode Island: Roger Wil-
liams helping to ensure that 
his immigrant colleagues rec-
ognize Native American sov-
ereignty over this land, pur-
chase what they need, and 
respect the boundaries of  
their purchase. It also repre-
sents individuals with dispa-
rate religious beliefs doing 
business together, and the 
coming together of  Newport 
(Benedict Arnold and William 
Dyer) and Providence (Roger 
Williams) to help develop the 
colony.

This history is not just 
quaint, and not just of  local 
interest. The earliest history 
of  this state is in fact the ear-
liest history of  the American 
way. The contact of  cultures 
that this particular paper rep-
resents is part of  the actual 
lived experience of  the Ameri-
can experiment in tolerance 
of  religious difference, and 
the possibilities for innova-
tion in ideas and commerce 
that such contact provides.

Of  course, this lively exper-
iment has walked a rocky 
road; a generation later, the 
Native population and the 
colonists were at war, and we 
have been imperfect practitio-
ners of  tolerance ever since. 
But this was a moment, and it 
seems important to us, even 
now. And the questions of  why 
this moment may have been 
fragile, and indeed why coex-
istence and cultural interrela-
tions are rarely easy in spite 
of  the advantages, deserves 
continued exploration.

Our statewide history is 
important — not just for local 
pride, though that is valuable, 
and not just as a tourist attrac-
tion, though it certainly is 
that. I believe that our history 
represents a large database of  
information about moments 
like the one documented here: 
how people thought, negoti-
ated relationships and found 
a way to make a living in a 

radically changed and chang-
ing world, one filled with 
people very different from 
themselves. It seems almost 
painfully obvious that this 
information may be useful 
to us as we think about these 
very issues today.

Of  course, the past is in 
fact past, and the problems we 
face today are both the same 
and different. But I think we 
ignore the data that our his-
tory represents at our peril. 
And the attention that this 
document got from the pub-
lic suggests that many may 
agree.

The Newport Historical 
Society, along with the Rhode 
Island Historical Society, the 
State Archives and many 
other historical organizations 
within the state, hold this 
early history (and much more) 
in our collections. All of  us 
are eager to make it possible 
for these collections to inform, 
inspire and educate in many 
arenas today. One recent effort 
can be seen at the Statehouse 
Charter Museum, and in the 
continuing effort to rehouse 
and re-interpret the 1663 
Rhode Island Charter. But we 
are also beginning to act in 
less traditional settings. His-
torical societies were involved 
in Make it Happen RI, a plan-
ning process set up by the 
Rhode Island Foundation and 
the Commerce Corp. this year. 
The project was designed to 
inform the state’s strategic 
planning process by bringing 
together folks from all areas 
of  Rhode Island’s economic 
activity.

We look forward to more 
opportunities to reach out in 
new ways, beyond our tradi-
tional museum audiences, 
because we think our history 
enriches many kinds of  con-
versations. And I challenge 
all of  you to think about the 
ways that Rhode Island’s his-
tory continues to have the 
power to inspire and enrich 
our lives, and our sense of  
who we are and what we can 
accomplish.

You can view a summary of  
the Make It Happen RI results 
on the Rhode Island Founda-
tion’s website, http://tinyurl.
com/k6td5el. You can also fol-
low the Newport Historical 
Society’s efforts to study and 
talk about the history of  reli-
gious tolerance at our Spec-
tacle of  Toleration website, 
www.spectacleoftoleration.
org.

Ruth S. Taylor is executive 
director of  the Newport  
Historical Society.

SomethinG to Say? 
We welcome our readers’ 
views. Our letters policy 
follows:

 ◆ Each letter must bear 
the writer’s full name, full 
address and telephone 
number (for verification 
purposes only). We will not 
publish a letter unless a 
phone number is provided.

 ◆ We correct errors of 
spelling and punctuation, 
and edit letters to conform 
to Daily News style. We 
may condense letters for 
brevity.

 ◆ Letters must be no more 
than 450 words. Pro-
posed guest view columns 
must be no more than 750 
words.

 ◆ We will run no more 
than two letters per au-
thor per month.

 ◆ Because of the volume 
of letters we receive, we 
cannot always publish 
them immediately.

Send your letterS 
early!
The Daily News is now 
an early-morning paper. 
Because of this change in 
our production schedule, 
the Weekend and Monday 
Opinion pages will be 
composed a few days in 
advance. In most cases, 
letters we receive Friday, 
Saturday and Sunday 
cannot be published until 
Tuesday at the earliest.

We urge our readers to 
send letters to the editor 
as early in the week as 
possible to ensure their 
timely publication.

G u e s t  V i e w

Our history
helps inform
today’s world

We look forward to 
more opportunities to 
reach out in new ways, 
beyond our traditional 

museum audiences, 
because we think our 
history enriches many 
kinds of conversations.

Americans want action, President 
Barack Obama said Jan. 28 in his State 
of  the Union address, and if  a recalcitrant 
Congress won’t act, he will.

That’s as clear a declaration of  an 
“imperial presidency” as any we’ve heard 
since a disgraced Richard Nixon stated to 
interviewer David Frost that, if  the presi-
dent does something, it is, by definition, 
legal.

All presidents lay out ambitious agen-
das in their State of  the Union addresses. 
The struggle then becomes rallying sup-
port among congressmen and senators for 
those initiatives.

But Obama said bluntly that, if  he can-
not get Congress to act on his agenda, he’ll 
bypass the legislative branch altogether 
and enact his proposals through execu-
tive orders.

“America does not stand still and nei-
ther do I,” Obama declared.

Unbelievably, Obama’s declaration was 
received with thunderous applause from 
the very legislators who power he pledged 
to usurp. Sometimes, new laws are found 
to be not as popular in their execution as 
they were in their planning — Obamacare 
is but the most recent example. Members 
of  Congress, a generally spineless lot, 
like nothing better than to be shriven of  
responsibility for the edicts that come out 
of  Washington.

It’s easy to score rhetorical points by 
beating up on Congress, whose collec-
tive approval rating hovers in the teens. 
Hardly a day passes without another story 
lamenting the “gridlock” that keeps one 
well intentioned program after another 
from advancing.

But the fact remains that we are a 
divided, philosophically fractured nation. 
Congress is not the cause of  the fractur-
ing, merely a reflection of  it.

In a one-party echo chamber like Mas-
sachusetts, we hear endlessly about how 
obstinate Republicans stand in the way 
of  all the good works government strives 

to do. But it’s important to consider that 
other Americans in other parts of  the 
country elected those Republicans and 
sent them to Washington to represent 
their interests, which in many cases con-
sist of  standing in front of  the steamroller 
of  big government and saying, “No more.”

Indeed, the Republican Party itself  is 
in the midst of  a schism between its tra-
ditional elements and an activist “tea 
party” wing that finds old-school Repub-
licans indistinguishable from Democrats 
themselves.

This is not a flaw in our government but 
a design feature. It is supposed to be diffi-
cult to make sweeping changes in law such 
as redesigning the delivery of  health care 
and the insurance that pays for it or such 
as rewriting the rules of  immigration. 
These changes affect millions of  lives; 
enacting them should take a great deal 
of  deliberation and consensus-building.

Obama told us he wants action on a 
number of  issues: He wants immigra-
tion reform, an increase in the federal 
minimum wage, a new tax credit for low-
income families without children and 
expanded access to early childhood edu-
cation.

If  Congress won’t give him what he 
wants, Obama says he will take it, with a 
stroke of  his executive pen.

All of  these issues deserve robust 
debate. If  they truly have merit, let their 
supporters convince the doubters of  their 
worth. Let them win support through 
debate and votes on the floor of  the House 
and Senate.

That’s the function of  a legislature in a 
representative republic. If  we had wanted 
to be ruled by an “imperial president”, we 
shouldn’t have bothered to throw out King 
George III.

u The Eagle-Tribune (North Andover, Mass.)

Rob Rogers | Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

A r o u n d  n e w  e n G l A n d

We don’t need an imperial president

I opposed boycotting the 
Sochi Winter Olympic Games 
to protest the crackdown 
on LGBT rights in Russia. 

In part, that 
was because I 
didn’t want to 
victimize ath-
letes who had 

worked so hard to make the 
American team. But it was 
also because I’m confident 
that the best response to the 
mounting repression in Rus-
sia is engagement.

American supporters of  
equality should engage with 
Russians, and we should do 
so proudly and boldly. That 
said, however, we also need 
to have some humility and a 
sense of  history. It wasn’t so 
long ago, after all, that les-
bian, gay, bisexual and trans-
gender Americans, including 
athletes, faced ugly, rampant 
bigotry in the U.S.

Like other American ath-
letes, I was unable to compete 
in the 1980 Olympics because 
of  the U.S. boycott, but I did 
compete as a diver in 1976, 
1984 and 1988. The public 
and the media may not have 
known I was gay back then, 
but my teammates and oppo-
nents did. The message I got 
from them echoed what I’d 
heard in church — that there 
was something wrong with 
me. Most of  my teammates 
refused to room with me, so 
I usually ended up having to 
room with a coach.

Part of  my overwhelming 
drive to succeed grew out of  

a hope that winning might 
make me worthy of  love. But 
all the Olympic gold in the 
world wouldn’t have been 
enough to change the minds 
of  the bigots.

The pressure and feelings 
of  inferiority, not surpris-
ingly, led to depression, which 
in turn led to more than one 
suicide attempt.

When I came out to my 
mother, she told me she’d had 
a feeling I was gay. Then she 
started to cry because, she 
said, I would always be a sec-
ond-class citizen and would 

never be able to marry.
But that turned out not 

to be true. Americans have 
made breathtaking progress 
in recent years. Minds have 
opened, laws have changed. In 
October, my soul mate Johnny 
Chaillot became my husband, 
something neither my mother 
nor I would have believed pos-
sible not so long ago.

Here’s another sign of  
progress: Of  the nine peo-
ple in the U.S. delegation 
to Sochi, three are openly 
gay or lesbian. President 
Barack Obama took a stand 
for human rights by nam-
ing such a diverse group, and 
it was exactly the kind of  
response that’s needed to the 
horrifying anti-LGBT “pro-
paganda” bill that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin 

signed last June. We have to 
model for Russians a differ-
ent approach.

The LGBT members of  the 
U.S. delegation are tennis leg-
end Billie Jean King, Olympic 
skating gold medalist Brian 
Boitano and Caitlin Cahow, 
who won two medals with the 
U.S. Olympic women’s hockey 
team. They will have an 
opportunity to represent their 
country in a new capacity, and 
they will no doubt do so with 
the grace and dignity that 
characterized their athletic 
performances. Their pres-
ence in the delegation shows 
that the United States of  2014 
doesn’t merely tolerate LGBT 
athletes; it celebrates them.

I hope that American 
engagement on this issue out-
lives Sochi. After the closing 
ceremonies, after the athletes 
and journalists have gone 
home, LGBT Russians will 
still be there, fighting for the 
right to live and love openly.

I’m not a politician or pol-
icy expert. As I champion 
equality in Russia and else-
where, I see my primary role 
as a simple one: to be myself, 
a proud gay man. I’ve always 
been gay, but I haven’t always 
been proud. I, along with the 
country I’m fortunate enough 
to call home, have come a 
long way.

Greg Louganis is a four-time 
Olympic gold medalist in div-
ing. He wrote this for the Los 
Angeles Times.

In Sochi, stand against repression 

to our readerS
The Inside the First 
Amendment column is on 
hiatus for this week. It will 
return next Friday.

GREG 
LoUGAniS

Rob Rogers | Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


