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Editor’s Notes
Ann L. Smith
Every once in a while a good topic comes along
that just takes us on a wild adventure. Any story that
results in at least a few “a-ha” moments is worth the
time it takes to research it. Our friend Steven
Slosberg, whose work appears in the Westerly Sun,
is quite the sleuth when it comes to uncovering littleknown facts. “Where does he get this stuff?” we
have often asked ourselves. What may seem like
routine background work for Mr. Slosberg is still a
marvelous task when it comes to writing for
Westerly’s Witness. Having had no formal training
in historical research and no youthful affinity for
history in general, this writer is often mesmerized by
the discovery of trivialities that were heretofore
unknown.
The truth is, factual tidbits come from
everywhere and can be found just about anywhere.
Our Google searches often lead us to sources we
never even knew existed, and the well-worn tomes
by Frederic Denison and Mary Agnes Best can
always be relied upon for at least the cursory starting
points. Sometimes while driving along the highway
or cleaning out a closet, the thought of some as yet
unchecked source comes to mind. Military records,
the historical grave index, genealogical websites,
and census records offer tiny pieces to a much larger
puzzle. Blanks start to fill in as a chronology takes
shape. Before long, what seemed like an assortment
of facts with no context is at once a story about a
person’s life. It gains texture and becomes human.
And so it was when we saw a short piece passed
on to us by the Charlestown Historical Society
entitled, “The First Mail Bomb?” It appeared in 1999
and was published by the Last Word Society. Its
authors are Bryan Burnett, M.S. and Paul Golubovs,
M.B.A. The article concerns the attempted
assassination in 1833 of the former Lieutenant
Governor of Rhode Island, Edward Wilcox. There is
no speculation as to why anyone would want to take
the life of the “Governor” as he was known, and
there is only a vague mention of a suspect being
brought to justice. And even though this is a story
for Charlestown, not Westerly, the facts of the case
were too compelling to let this one slip away.
Charlestown was part of Westerly until it was
incorporated in 1738, and its well-known places are
so familiar to us that it still seems at times as if the
place is just an extension of who we are and where
we live.
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The Edward Wilcox of this story owned and
operated the Wilcox Tavern and was related to
Stephen Wilcox, the famous Westerly inventor and
benefactor of the land that is now Wilcox Park. There
have been hundreds of Wilcoxes residing between
Charlestown and Westerly over the last three hundred
years. Like most New England families, their names
are repeated within and across generations. They
often married from the same small group of
neighboring families to the point that it was not
uncommon to be related in more ways than one.
With the hundreds of Wilcoxes in the Edward
Wilcox family tree, it seemed certain that finding the
exact link between the “Governor” and the famous
Stephen Wilcox of Westerly would be nearly
impossible. As luck would have it, in an obscure
volume entitled, Genealogical and Family History of
the Wyoming and Lackawanna Valleys Pennsylvania,
the connection was explained.
The Pennsylvania book tells how, in 1765, the
Third Church of Christ in Westerly was formed. It
was more commonly known as the Wilcox Church
and Edward Wilcox was a regular member of its
congregation. Its beloved pastor, Isaiah Wilcox, died
of smallpox in 1793 at the relatively young age of
fifty-five. His widow, the former Sarah (Sallie)
Lewis then became the second wife of Captain Joseph
Wilcox, the father of our main character, Edward.
One of Sallie and Isaiah’s sons, Stephen Wilcox, was
the grandfather of the now famous Stephen Wilcox of
Westerly. Between Edward’s step-brother Stephen
and Westerly’s famous Stephen Wilcox was another
Stephen with whom Edward worked at the Phenix
Bank in Westerly. This middle Stephen was, we could
say, Edward’s step-nephew. So while Edward and
Stephen shared a distant cousin connection through
their respective fathers, they had a more immediate
connection as stepfamily. We hope you enjoy this
month’s feature, “Edward Wilcox: The Banker, His
Bar, and the Bomb,” Which begins on Page 5.
Please check our calendar of events on Page 1 for
our spring lineup of programs. In this month’s issue
we also have a review of our pot-luck dinner which
was held on January 14, and Zachary Garceau has
contributed a few updates regarding our archives.
Lastly, we wish to thank all our 2017 donors who
participated at the “Sustaining” level and above. A
list appears on Page 7.
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Review: Westerly Historical Society Annual Pot-Luck Dinner
By Ann L. Smith
Army of the Republic. The library was also the
The weather was sunny but cold as we
home
of the Westerly Historical Society for several
welcomed a small number of friends to the Carriage
decades. It was at the library that prospective society
House on January 14 for our annual pot-luck dinner
members would present their research papers, and it
and research sharing event. Tomato, mozzarella, and
was the library that housed much of the society’s
basil kabobs were a delightful start to our lasagna,
archived materials until only very recently.
ciabatta-bread and salads. The group lingered over
assorted desserts while we enjoyed research updates
The library’s annual reports gave detailed reviews
from WHS secretary, Maria Bernier and archivist
of the various children’s programs, the gallery
Zachary Garceau. Zack is continuing his series on the showings, and adult lectures. We read how, at year’s
murals project for Westerly Life. In addition, the
end, the library would host the area’s schoolchildren
group was treated to a preview of this month’s issue
from the neighboring communities who gave encore
of Westerly’s Witness.
performances of their Christmas pageants. The large
By far the most informative topic was Maria
Bernier’s research for the updated history of the
Westerly Library. “Westerly’s Living Memorial”
was a paper presented before the Westerly Historical
Society by Westerly Library Director, Sallie Coy in
1963*. With the help of the Utter Publishing
Company, Sallie Coy’s work was developed into a
booklet and reprinted in celebration of the Memorial
and Library Association’s 75th anniversary. With the
Westerly Library’s recent celebration of its 125th
year, library volunteers and friends, of whom Maria
Bernier is one, decided this would be an appropriate
time to update Sallie Coy’s work to include the more
recent history of this great Westerly landmark.
Before giving the details of what the new library
history will include, Maria shared a biographical
sketch of Sallie Coy and Sallie’s contributions to the
library’s legacy via her colorfully written annual
reports. As anyone who has had the pleasure of
reading some of the old annual reports of the library
knows, these small books provide a snapshot in time
of not just the library, but the adjacent Wilcox Park
and the surrounding community at large.
Each year the reports gave a concise listing of the
number of library cards issued or renewed, the
number of books lent and acquired, and a financial
summary of income and expenses. Following the
routine statistical data, Sallie Coy took great care to
recap the entire year’s activities which had taken
place at the library and in the park. The library
originally included a bowling alley, gymnasium, art
gallery, museum, and meeting space for the Grand
_______________

*At that time presentation of a research paper was required
to gain membership in the Westerly Historical Society. This
membership requirement was dropped around the year 1974.
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music box would be put into service to the delight of
all the youngsters. Sallie would write in at least one
of her volumes how they begged for “just one more
song!” Such were the lively vignettes contained in
these annual reports. It is no surprise then that Sallie
Coy’s paper, “Westerly’s Living Memorial”
contained a plethora of cherished memories, having
been based on these richly written annual accounts.
Sallie Coy devoted over six decades of her life to
the Memorial and Library Association of Westerly,
including as a trustee after retiring as director. She
continued on the board into the 1970’s almost until
her death in 1976. Updating the original history will
present a formidable challenge in light of Sallie’s gift
for recording the past with such flair. It would be fair
to say that her passion for her job and love for the
place where she worked had more than a little to do
with the quality of her writing.
Maria Bernier will be tasked with bringing the
library’s history into the twenty-first century. The
new volume will describe the contributions made by
each library director as well as changes in the library's
services and practices as a result of new
technologies. The expansion of 1992 and subsequent
renovations will be chronicled in the new book as
well. The book is expected in Spring 2018..
After a delightful afternoon of good food and
pleasant exchanges, our small pot-luck finally
adjourned as the sun began to fade into the west. Our
hope is that we can continue this January program for
years to come. Our competition with NFL games has
made this program a small yet still worthwhile affair.
We hope our readers will continue in their various
historical endeavors, whatever they may be, and that
we can hear from one and all next time.
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From the Archives

Acquisitions

by Zachary Garceau

Each month, we will highlight one item in our
collection from the archives of the Westerly
Historical Society. This month, our featured
items are:

Checks signed by Walter Price and
Thomas J. Bannon, 1897-1899
In this collection, there are forty checks from
the Pawcatuck National Bank dated between 14
July 1899 and 6 September 1899. Nearly all of
these checks have a documentary two cent stamp
from 1899. These checks are an intriguing piece
of history which show how banking was
conducted in the 1890’s. Some of the checks in
this collection were stamped by as many as four
different banks, indicating the somewhat
complicated nature of financial transactions at the
turn of the century. The Pawcatuck National
Bank was chartered in July 1849, and was
liquidated on 8 April 1910.

This month, the Westerly Historical Society
received the following items:
1) A Rhode Island Driver’s Manual (1941
Issue)
2) A map of the foot trails of Weekapaug,
Rhode Island (1943)
3) A program from the launching of the USS
Nautilus (21 January 1954)
4) A program from the Bliven Opera House (9
October 1909)
5) A Prisoner of War Postage envelope (April
1944)
6) 2 V-Mail Armed Services Envelopes (1943)
7) The New England Shore at Westerly, Rhode
Island booklet
8) Photocopies of promotional fans from H.A.
Wilcox groceries
All of the above gifts were donated by Ellen
Madison, Ph.D. of Westerly.

New to the WHS Library
Also in this collection are twenty six checks
from the National Niantic Bank dated between 7
January 1897 and 1 May 1899. Each of these
checks has the dollar amount of the check
stamped at the top. The checks from 1897 were
printed in a beautiful blue shade, overlaid with
navy print, while the 1899 checks were printed
with a more traditional red logo and contain a red
two cent stamp. The National Niantic Bank was
chartered in 1865 and was absorbed by the
Industrial Trust Company of Westerly on 2
December 1904. The National Niantic Bank’s
treasurer became the manager of the Westerly
branch of the Industrial Trust Company while Mr.
D. F. Stillman, a cashier at the Niantic bank for
over thirty years, was also brought into a
management position.
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The following items have been added to the
Westerly Historical Society Library and can be
searched by the archivist upon request:
1) The Makers of Modern Rhode Island by
Patrick T. Conley (2012)
2) Preparations for the Defense of Rhode
Island, 1755 by John B. Hattendorf (2017)
3) People, Places, Laws, and Lore of the
Ocean State by Patrick T. Conley (2012)
4) Rhode Island in Rhetoric and Reflection:
Public Addresses and Essays by Patrick T.
Conley (2002)
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Edward Wilcox: The Banker, His Bar, and the Bomb
By Ann L. Smith
Not much has been written about Lieutenant
Governor Edward Wilcox of Charlestown, RI. Called
“Governor” by his familiars, he enjoyed successful
political, banking, and inn-keeping careers until his
death in 1838. He was descended from a long line of
Wlicoxes tracing back to the family patriarch of the
same name. The first Edward Wilcox immigrated to
the Island of Aquidneck in 1638. By the turn of the
twenty-first century, his descendants numbered in the
thousands. Many have settled in places far and wide
along the East coast and across the United States.
There were multiple Edward Wilcoxes in this line
both before and after the subject of our story. The
maternal lineages, like many of the old New England
families, appear again and again throughout the
genealogy. Consider that Charlestown was a village
with less than 1,500 persons in 1800 and which today
cannot boast more than 10,000 permanent residents in
the off-season. As such, there would have been a
limited number of families from which to choose a
spouse. The oldest Rhode Island names are found
within the Wilcox family tree such as: Babcock,
Burdick and Barber; Champlin, Pendleton, Packer
and Parker; Saunders, Cottrell, Denison and more.
The “Governor,” born in 1760, was the third of six
children born to Captain Joseph Wilcox and Mary
Burdick. He married Hannah Babcock in 1784 and
together they had a daughter, Anna and a son, Joseph
Wilcox II. Hannah Wilcox died in 1816 but a second
wife is mentioned in a sensational newspaper article
recounting the attempt on Edward Wilcox’s life in
1833. If our readers will indulge us in a few more
digressions, we will share the details of this bizarre
assassination attempt in a moment.
Edward Wilcox’s name appears as a local
representative in the annals and is listed as having
first served in the Rhode Island General Assembly in
1793. He was re-elected to successive terms until his
appointment as Lieutenant Governor in 1817. In
1821 his term ended and he returned to the General
Assembly as the representative from Charlestown
until 1822. Governor Nehemiah R. Knight went on to
serve in the United States Senate upon the expiration
of his term as governor in 1821. He served there for
twenty years until 1841. Edward Wilcox meanwhile,
did not continue on in the Rhode Island Assembly
after 1822. There is mention of a Major Edward
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Wilcox who served in the State Assembly in 1832.
This most likely was Edward Wilcox’s nephew of the
same name, who was the son of his brother Joseph
Wilcox, Jr. Between the years of the elder Edward
and his nephew by the same name, the elder Edward’s
brother, Joseph Wilcox, Jr. held the post of
assemblyman for most of these ten years.
Prior to holding public office, Edward Wilcox held
the rank of Major in the Senior Class Regiment of the
Washington County Militia from 1795-1800. He was
later referred to as “Colonel,” the assumption being
that he had ascended in rank after a period of time.
Curiously, the nephew Edward in 1832 is listed in the
records of the State Assembly with the title “Major”
before his name, which leads us to believe that the
later Major Edward Wilcox was a younger relative.
Research also tells us that Edward Wilcox, our
subject, was elected to the post of president at Phenix
Bank in Westerly in 1823 where he served until 1833.
By this time his daughter Anna had two grown sons,
Benjamin Babcock, born in 1807 and named for his
father; and Edward Babcock, born in 1810 and
named for his grandfather, the subject of our story. It
was these two grandsons who figured prominently in
the assassination plot, but not as villains. (We ask
your indulgence just a little while longer…)

A ONE-DOLLAR BANK NOTE FROM THE PHENIX BANK
THE SIGNATURE OF EDWARD WILCOX IS AT THE LOWER RIGHT

By the summer of 1833, Edward Wilcox was
living in the former home of Joseph Stanton Jr., the
Senator from Rhode Island, having acquired the place
in 1811. The home, today known as Wilcox Tavern,
was erected prior to 1739 and is thought to have been
built around 1730. It was first the home of Joseph
Stanton II who deeded it to his son, Joseph Stanton
III. In 1766 the house and surrounding farm passed
into the hands of Joseph Stanton, Jr. (the senator).
(Continued on Page 6)
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Edward Wilcox
(Continued from Page 5)
Wilcox enlarged the building and ran a general
store in the east end of the structure. An unnamed
family member ran a tavern at this location beginning
around the year 1820. It was at the time an important
stagecoach stop, but is said to have reverted to use as
a residence sometime after the stagecoach trade
ceased. A monument to Joseph Stanton was erected
in front of the house in 1893 and so the house was
sometimes called the “monument house.”
In 1833 Edward Wilcox was newly retired from
his post at Phenix Bank. He had remarried and was
living a comfortable life at the age of seventy-three.
He no doubt enjoyed visiting with the various tavern
regulars who frequented his place and the slower pace
of retirement in general. It was then that a rather
unusual gift arrived at his home. Below is an excerpt
from the Evening Star, for the Country, a New York
City paper, dated October 18, 1833, regarding this
“gift.” (Note that Edward Wilcox is referred to as
“Esquire.” However we have found no mention or
evidence elsewhere of our subject’s higher education
or possible legal career outside his political life.)
Powder Plot—About four months ago,
Edward Wilcox, Esq., of Westerly Rhode
Island, late Lt. Governor of that state, received
by a sloop from New York, a leather trunk,
with a label attached, stating that it came from
a relative in this city. Something, however,
excited the suspicions of Mr. Wilcox that it
was not a friendly present, and cautiously
raising the lid a very little, he discovered
cords within, so situated as to strengthen his
suspicions. He therefore set the trunk aside,
until more should be known. A few days later
some young men determined to open it. They
cut the cords carefully and opened the trunk,
when it was found to contain two horse
pistols, with the muzzles buried in upwards of
thirty pounds of powder. The cords were
attached to the triggers in such a manner that
if the lid had been raised a few inches, the
whole would have exploded, and dreadful
must have been the effect. The pistols have
been sent to this city, the hope of tracing out
the murderous villain, who to gratify his
malice against an individual, would not only
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have taken his life, but in all probability the
lives of his whole family.
After this report appeared, the editor of the
Providence Gazette inquired of a Wilcox family
member, R. G. Burlingame, as to the particulars of
the newspaper report. A letter dated October 19, 1833
from Burlingame stated that the “young men” who
attempted to open the trunk were Col. George Brown,
Jr. and J. H. Cross, Esq.
The trunk had arrived via the sloop New York,
piloted by Captain Robert Brown, Jr. The trunk was
unloaded by Edward Wilcox’s grandson E. W.
(Edward) Babcock and placed on the mail carriage
bound for Post Road. When it arrived at its
destination, the “Governor” and his wife placed it on
a table. They removed a letter from the lid of the
trunk marked with the instructions, “With care” and
“This side up.” The letter, according to Burlingame,
contained the following message, “Dear Grandfather
—I have sent you a present—open the trunk and keep
it till I come, etc.” Burlingame further states that
Mrs. Wilcox proceeded to throw back the cover, but
found that it would not “readily open.”
[A]fter one or two pulls upon the cover, it
opened enough for them to look in, when they
saw the instruments of death.
The Governor, then, or soon after, came to
this village [Westerly] and informed his
grandson, E. W. Babcock, that his brother,
Benjamin Babcock, in New York had sent him
the trunk, as described. E. W. Babcock went
home with him and readily discovered the
letter to be a forgery. The whole affair
remained a secret till within a few days, when
it was thought best to make a new attempt to
open the trunk.
Col. Brown Says, he took the trunk and
carried it to the garden and opened it so as to
look in, took a pair of scissors and cut the
strings attached to the triggers of the pistols,
and opened it; says one of the strings was
shorter than the other, and was a weaker one,
and, in the first attempts to open it, they broke
two of the strands: consequently it stretched
enough for them to look in, before it began to
move the stronger one, which if it had not, it
must have destroyed the house and all in it, as
the powder has been weighed, and found to be
25 lbs. The pistols were both loaded with balls.
(Continued on Page 7)
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Edward Wilcox
(Continued from Page 6)
If it had not been for the gentle touch of Mrs.
Wilcox and one frayed rope, the Wilcox Tavern as we
have come to know it would not still be standing
today. No motive has been found for the attempted
assassination, nor were any suspects known by name,
but within days of the first reports, the Hartford
Courant (a.k.a the Connecticut Courant) ran this item
from New York on November 4, 1833
We are happy to state, in addition to the
foregoing letter, that prompt steps have been
taken by New York Police, to ferret out the
incendiary, who forwarded the trunk to Gov.
Wilcox, and that there is now some prospect
of their meeting with merited success. We
should be rejoiced to know the villains had
been detected, and brought to that punishment
which they so richly deserve. The risk
incurred by Gov. Wilcox and family has been
very great, and makes one shudder to think of
it. The enormity of such a crime should not
escape unpunished.

OUR THANKS TO OUR
2017 SUPPORTERS
Sustaining ($50)
Margaret Barclay
Maria L. and Marc Bernier
Janet M. Burke
Betty-Jo Cugini and Stephen M.
Greene
John Frybort
Janet S. and Mark L. Kres
John and Catherine Lathrop
John and Carol Leach
Ellen L. Madison, Ph. D.
Philip and Sandra Maniscalco
Lise B. Mayers-Nieburg
Henry J. Nardone
Jane Perry and Joe Paliotta
David J. and Elizabeth C. Panciera
John R. Payne, Jr.
Robert W. Rasche
Ann L. Smith
Nicholas J. Stahl
Nancy S. Taylor
Philo F. Willets, Jr., M.D.

Patron ($100.00)

UNDATED POSTCARD OF THE WILCOX TAVERN (20TH CENTURY).

Edward Wilcox died on September 7, 1838 at the
age of 78. He is buried in the Charlestown cemetery
number 33 (CH033), known as the Edward Wilcox
Lot. It is located 100 feet north of the intersection of
Old Post Road and Sea View Drive behind 5139 Old
Post Road. This cemetery is about 550 feet east of
Wilcox Tavern.
The Wilcox Tavern was sold in 2017 and
reemerged as “Wilcox Tavern” (no “the”) to the
immediate acclaim of its local patrons. Visit Wilcox
Tavern on the web at http://wilcoxtavern1730.com
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Robert and Ida Benson
Edward A. and Carol Ann Fazio
Robert W. and Deb Gaffey
Brenda J. and John H. Linton, Jr.
Malcom Makin
Elizabeth G. Riley
A. Michael and Karen L. Slosberg
John C. Spratt
Evelyn S. and Louis Thavanet, Jr.
Janice B. Tunney
Lois Vars
Thomas and Sharon Wright

Benefactor ($250 and over)
John B. and Julie L. Coduri
Joseph F. Fusaro, Jr.
Charles M. Royce
Thorp and Trainer, Inc.
Edward C. White III
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED
The Westerly Historical Society

P.O. Box 91
Westerly, RI 02891

Sallie E. Coy 1892-1976

PHOTO COURTESY OF ANCESTRY.COM
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Sallie Elizabeth Coy was born in
Westerly, RI to Frank Woodbury
Coy and Bessie Williams Holmes
Coy on September 6, 1892. Sallie
started working at the library in
1911. In 1924, she was promoted to
Assistant Librarian, and in 1930 she
became the Librarian, which is the
equivalent of today's Executive
Director. She held that job until she
retired in 1960. She then remained a
trustee until her death in October,
1976. Sallie E. Coy was 84 years of
age when she died. She was
preceded in death by her parents
and her three siblings, Arthur,
Edward, and Louise.

PHOTO COURTESY OF UTTER PUBLISHING
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