
SILVER CREEK - - A HOME OF THE PAST 

by Matthew C. Perry 
 

 “Silver Creek” is the oldest house in Bristol, Rhode Island, having been built by Deacon 

Nathaniel Bosworth in 1680, the year that Bristol was established.  Bristol was settled later than 

surrounding towns as this area was occupied as a Wampanoag Indian settlement.  When the 

Indian Chief, King Philip, was killed under the command of Captain Benjamin Church in 1676, 

ending the 2-year Indian war, their land was purchased for $1100 by four entrepreneurs from 

Boston: Burton, Byfield, Walley, and Oliver.  Other settlers that year included Nathaniel 

Bosworth and Benjamin Church. 

The Silver Creek house was supposedly named for the beautiful, broad, tidal creek that 

flows past the house, where on moonlit nights it looked like a “silver mirror.”  It was built by 

Deacon Bosworth, whose family had come from England and were known there as the 

“Bosworths of Silver Creek,” making the origin of the name of the creek and house equivocal.  

My great uncle, The Reverend Calbraith Bourn Perry, in his 1913 book entitled Perrys of Rhode 

Island and Tales of Silver Creek stated that he had received word from Miss Lucy Bosworth, of 

Silver Creek, New York, that she was a direct descendant of Deacon Nathaniel Bosworth.  

Reverend Perry alleges that both the town in New York and the home in Bristol received their 

name from the Bosworth property near Leicestershire, England.  It was in this area that King 

Richard III said, "Here pitch our tent, even here in Bosworth Field" (Shakespeare Rich. III, Act 

V, Scene 1). 
 

 
Silver Creek and the house with same name during early 1900s. 
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 In addition to the story from Miss Lucy Bosworth, are stories from local native tribes that 

a civil engineer named Major Benjamin Bosworth surveyed the area.  Supposedly this young 

surveyor was the grandson of the Deacon and some feel he named the area for the Bristol home 

where he was raised and also for the more ancient home of his ancestors in England.  After 

reading my uncle's description of the origin of the Silver Creek name, I searched the internet and 

located the website for the small New York town.  Surprisingly, there was no mention of the 

Bosworth family or the origin of the town's name.  I then contacted the mayor and other 

administrators of the small town, but I learned they were unaware of the early surveyor named 

Bosworth or the origin of the town's name.  However, I soon received a message from the Regent 

of the local Daughters of the American Revolution, who informed me that their chapter was 

named Major Benjamin Bosworth DAR, providing more credence to the story recorded by 

Reverend Perry. 

The Bristol house was the location for the first religious services in Bristol conducted by 

Deacon Bosworth for his fellow townsmen.  Deacon Bosworth had placed stones across the 

creek to provide a dry passage for the first worshipers, but due to the long meetings of Quakers 

at that time, on departure the stones were covered by the rising tide requiring more time for 

worship until the tide receded.  The Bosworth Home is also considered to be the first school 

building, as the deacon’s daughter, Mary, conducted classes in a room of the house.  Mary 

Bosworth never married and occupied the home until she died. 

 The deacon’s granddaughter, Ruth, became a widow after a three-year marriage to 

Nathaniel Church, grandson of Benjamin the Indian fighter.  The pretty blue-eyed widow was 

only 23-years old with a young child named Hannah when she married Shearjashub Bourn.  This 

relative of Governor Bourn of Massachusetts purchased the rights of the house from the heirs, 

and the house was thereafter referred to as the Bourn House. 

It was during the residency of Shearjashub’s son, Benjamin, that the house became one of 

the targets of the bombardment of Bristol by three British ships on October 17, 1775.  The 

bombardment of Bristol continued, while the townsmen contemplated the demands of Captain 

Sir James Wallace of the Royal Navy to produce 40 sheep.  Seeing no alternative, they 

reluctantly supplied the sheep, ending the hostility with luckily only one fatality, a heart attack. 
 

 
Parlor of the Silver Creek home in the 1800s showing historic chairs. 
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In 1781, Benjamin Bourn married Hope Child, who was one of the "four beautiful Child 

girls" from Warren.  The Child girls were the daughters of Oliver Cromwell Child, who was 

considered to be descendants of the well-known Oliver Cromwell of England.  Benjamin Bourn 

had worked for James Varnum in his legal office and his friendship probably led to the marriage 

of James to another Child girl, Martha.  Benjamin became a judge, known as the Just Judge, and 

served as a Rhode Island Representative for the First Congress in Philadelphia.  Varnum was the 

aide to General Washington during the Revolutionary War and Washington visited Varnum at 

Silver Creek in 1781.  Knowing of Washington's planned visit, the town school teacher had the 

young students learn the short rhyme, "In seventeen hundred eighty-one, I saw General 

Washington." 

In 1811, Benjamin Bourn's daughter, Julia, the fair heiress of Silver Creek, married Abel 

Jones, a wealthy and educated man from Concord, Massachusetts.  The union brought one son, 

who died in infancy, and a daughter, Julia Sophia, who was born in March 22, 1816, and after 

the unfortunate death of her father in October 1815 at the age of 36.  The year 1815 is also 

memorable for the September Gale, which reportedly surprised the town of Bristol and flooded 

the Silver Creek home.  The Bourn residents had to vacate the house in a makeshift raft from 

second-story windows and sought shelter with their northern neighbors at the home of Joseph 

Reynolds, which was General Lafayette's headquarters during the Revolutionary War. 

The stately and well-known Silver Creek widow, Mrs. Jones, refused marriage proposals 

from several distinguished men, including Bishop Griswold, until her daughter Julia Sophia was 

married at Saint Michael’s Church on March 2, 1836, to James DeWolf Perry, who was the 

grandson of James DeWolf and my great grandfather.  The widow Mrs. Jones then married 

General Albert C. Greene, United States Senator, in 1841.  Mrs. Green only lived a few months 

after her second marriage, dying suddenly from a stroke on January 9, 1842. 

Bourn descendants passed on the story of the bombardment of the house at Silver Creek, 

but some relatives and many town residents discounted the story.  Later in 1863 when a Bourn 

descendant, Mrs. Julia Jones Perry, was having repairs made to the plastered walls she insisted 

on being present and witnessed the sight of five cannon balls rolling out of the wall onto the 

floor.  Mrs. Perry’s five sons all received a cannon ball following the famous discovery and the 

Bourns had been vindicated!!!!  The story of the bombardment of Bristol is relived today with 

the town historian, Reinhard Batcher, who delights in telling the story of the hidden cannonballs.  

Other cannonballs from the bombardment of the town are on display at the town historical 

society’s museum. 

 The Silver Creek house now could be rightly called the Bosworth-Bourn-Perry 

Homestead as Mr. and Mrs. Perry lived there for many years and they were well known and 

popular in Bristol, with Mr. Perry serving as state senator.  Mrs. Perry was aided in later years by 

her son, William Wallace Perry, my great uncle, named for the famous Scottish warrior, William 

Wallace, from whose family the Perrys are descended.  Following the death of Mrs. James 

DeWolf Perry on June 23, 1898, her son, William, married Miss Susan Turner of Bristol and a 

new family continued as residents. 

The home in the 1700s and 1800s was the location of many important visitors, including 

George Washington and General Lafayette.  The home was furnished with articles of interesting 

and significant history, although the origin is sometimes unclear.  A table came from Mount 

Vernon as a gift from the Washington family to Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry after his 

historic victory over the British on Lake Erie in 1813.  There also was an old “Botark” chair, 

which was reportedly General Washington’s favorite seat when he was visiting the Varnum’s 
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house.  General James Varnum served under Washington during the Revolutionary War.  Silver 

Creek also had numerous smaller items that my Great Uncle Calbraith photographed and 

included in his book, The Perrys of Rhode Island and Tales of Silver Creek, published in 1913.  

One of these items is a Queen’s-ware candlestick used by Mrs. Varnum for the feast she 

prepared for General Washington.  There also were six chairs in the house that had been part of a 

set used in the Continental Hall, Philadelphia, for the First United States Congress.  These chairs 

were purchased by the Honorable Benjamin Bourn when he was a member of Congress. 

 

 
Photo taken by my Great Uncle Will of his mother, Julia, his brother, Rev. Calbraith Perry, and the 

Rt. Rev Charles Todd Quintard, D.D., former Bishop of Tennessee on Silver Creek porch in late 1800s 

 

The location of many of the Silver Creek possessions are unknow today, but several are 

known.  One of the famous cannonballs is owned and displayed by my cousin Dain Perry, who 

also has two harpoons of unknown origin other than having been in Silver Creek.  Another 

Cousin, Ella Frances (Gray) Donnelly, has one of the chairs from the Continental Congress, a tea 

cup and saucer, a mirror, and a silver cup with the engraving of initials JV to JSJ (James Varnum 

to Julia Sophia Jones).  These artifacts help to carry on the interesting stories of days gone by 

when Generals, Senators, and Judges lived and entertained friends and relatives in the old Silver 

Creek homestead. 
 

 



 
Ella Frances Donnelly with 

Silver Creek mirror. 

 

 
One of the chairs from the First 

Continental Congress. 

 

 
Silver cup given to Julia Sophia 

Bourn by James Varnum. 

 

 
The last reunion of the five Perry men with their mother at Silver Creek in the mid-1890s. 

  

 

 

 The house was flooded in the September 21, 1938, hurricane and this was a great change 

in the life of those who were living there.  My Great Aunt Susie was not in the house at the time 

and came to my parent’s home at 996 Hope Street during the hurricane.  My mother greeted her 

at the door and Aunt Susie came in with pieces of leaves on her face and her demeanor greatly 

changed.  Her hair, as recalled by eyewitnesses, was in curls, not combed out, and awry from the 

wind.  She had walked from a beauty parlor in Warren, where she was having her hair done, and 

when the power went out, she had to leave with an unfinished permanent.  There were so many 

trees across Hope Street that cars could not come through, but she made it on foot. 

Aunt Susie was worried about Uncle Will, who was alone at Silver Creek.  She learned 

later that her elderly husband was floating around on an overturned bookcase from his library, 
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which probably saved his life.  His dramatic encounter with the rising hurricane waters (15 feet 

above normal high tide) was relived in the September 23rd emergency mimeographed issue of 

the Bristol Phoenix.  The flood waters had done extensive damage to the house and had also 

soaked Uncle Will’s copy of his brother Calbraith Perry’s book published in 1913 about the 

home that was now flooded.  This is the damaged copy owned by my cousin Ella Frances (Gray) 

Donnelly.  Silver Creek property was battered with hurricanes in 1944 and 1954 (Carol) that 

impacted Bristol, but with less long-term damage than the famous Hurricane of 1938. 
 

 
Aunt Susie and Uncle Will in front of their home in early 1930s. 

 

 
Silver Creek home with fence, archway, and hitching post on Hope Street. 
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Effects of the 1954 hurricane (Carol) to Silver Creek property. 

 

There also was another interesting family story of the 1938 hurricane.  An out-of-state 

couple was traveling to St. George's School in Newport to visit their son, who was enrolled there.  

Hope Street in Bristol was blocked with trees so they could not drive through town.  They 

stopped at our house and stayed with my family.  After the hurricane, they sent "Snow White" 

dolls as thank you gifts to my sisters Eleanor and Elizabeth.  "Snow White" was playing in 

theaters at the time.  My sister Elizabeth also remembers that there was no tap water after the 

hurricane and there was a water truck that delivered water to town homes.  My family was lucky 

however, as water was available from the well at our neighbor, the Steen's, who managed the 

“Home for Aged Men.”  Unfortunately, the beautiful old stone well disappeared in the 1960s 

with the construction of the Benjamin Church Manor Apartments, run by the state with federal 

funds. 

After the 1938 hurricane, my uncle and aunt did not have sufficient funds to conduct full 

repairs of the damage.  They then lived in the Seth Paull house at 701 Hope Street, where my 

family made frequent visits.  In the 1940s and 1950s, Bishop James DeWolf Perry (Uncle Will’s 

nephew) had joint ownership of Silver Creek with his son DeWolf.  The house was offered to the 

town free of charge if they would restore it.  My Dad fought hard to preserve it as an historic 

home, but the town and the historical society had no money for restoration.  In 1957, it was sold 

to Alfred and Fernanda Rego and was converted to apartments.  A new sign on the house 

renamed it the "Perry Rego House – Built 1680." 
 

 
 

The land south of the house was owned by Mr. Thomas, who filled in a large area of 

marsh along the creek and built a gas station and convenience store.  In recent years the five 

electric boxes on the outside of the house provide evidence of how the house has been divided 

into many apartments.  The cars parked in various places around the house, where daffodils once 

bloomed, also give testimony to the changing times.  My Dad’s dream that the town fathers 
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would provide funds to preserve the house as the oldest home in the town has become just 

another memory of a few.  These are bad memories of my youth, as my Dad was very frustrated! 

The Perry Rego House still stands and has many stories to tell of the past when the 

Bosworth, Bourn, and Perry families occupied the rooms and entertained numerous town persons 

including Generals Washington and Lafayette during the war of revolution and later General 

Burnside when he returned to his hometown of Bristol after fighting in the War Between the 

States.  The home also had been used to entertain the well-known, wealthy, and flamboyant 

Senator James DeWolf and also the more sedate and humble Honorable Benjamin Bourn, who 

was a U.S. District Judge and a member of the First U.S. Congress. 

Both my Great Uncle Will and Great Aunt Susie were my God Parents, but I don't 

remember them very well.  My sister Elizabeth remembers that Aunt Susie came to our house 

every Christmas and the family opened presents together.  My sister Cecilia has an interesting 

piece of sheet music that is ragged and rough-edged, but still together.  The copyright date is 

MCM (1900) and with the Oliver Ditson Company of Boston, New York, Chicago, and 

Philadelphia.   The title is "Refuge Divine" dedicated to Miss Maud Rees, of Providence, R.I.  

The composer was Ralph Kinder and the lyricist was Susan E. Turner (Aunt Susie) and was 

suggested as a Sacred Song for medium voice." 
 

 
Providence Journal picture of my Aunt Susie in her garden. 

 

An old picture shows Uncle Will standing in front of his trolley car that he had in the 

grassy area where Trinity Church was built in the 1950s.  Aunt Susie was always after him to get 

rid of the trolley car, but he wouldn't, as he loved it.  Another picture of Uncle Will shows him 

proudly holding his tennis racket.  He was devotedly associated with the sport that was very 

popular at the time.  Uncle Will worked with his brother (my grandfather), Charles Varnum 

Perry, to construct the Excelsior Tennis Club with clay courts and a small clubhouse north of the 
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Silver Creek house on land owned by the Perrys.  The clubhouse subsequently has been a small 

family residence for many years and was recently enlarged and renovated uncovering the old 

Excelsior sign.  The land between the tennis court and Silver Creek house was also owned 

originally by the Perry family, but was sold as the site of the new Trinity Church, which was 

converted later to a meeting hall for the Veterans of Foreign Wars. 

 Aunt Susie was well-known for her beautiful garden and is credited with forming the 

Bristol Garden Club in 1928.  The Bristol Phoenix recorded that in 1936, she was honored with a 

surprise luncheon “at the camp on Mount Hope Farm” where she received gifts and acclamations 

for her service.  She served as the Club’s president until 1947, the year she died.  Some credit 

should be given to her mother-in-law, who preceded her in gardening at this location.  Uncle 

Calbraith in his book on the home, relates that thousands of beautiful daffodils and narcissus 

graced the grounds in spring, followed by June roses and clumps of tiger lilies in summer.  Paths 

on the grounds had arches of the “old matrimony vine” that had witnessed numerous bridal 

processions.  The trees on the property included large walnuts and the high Ailanthus “beneath 

whose shade …tender vows have been spoken – some, alas, to be broken, causing the old 

gnarled roots to be watered with tears as briny as the waves of the blue Narragansett.”  Uncle 

Calbraith also relates the natural beauty of the brown salt grasses and patches of the brighter 

purple of the marsh rosemary in the creek flats and the green “mash grass around the crik” that 

was mowed down by the farmers for bedding for their stock. 

 Great progress has been made with the some of the landscaping near the creek and a 

small park was dedicated to the Thomas Family.  Mr. Gary Watros of the Bristol Garden Club, 

with support from Bristol Parks and Recreation Director, Walter Burke, developed plans and 

restored the land around the house as a public garden.  The small cordgrass island in the creek 

has recently shown signs of erosion by the resident Canada geese that have established 

themselves in the creek.  My cousin Ray Payson, working with Walter Burke and others from the 

state Department of Natural Resources, have established deterrents to the geese on the island as 

well as made admirable attempts to reduce numbers of the geese. 
 

 
Mrs. Perry’s Garden in front of the Perry Rego home on Hope Street with  

Silver Creek and Guiteras School in background 

 

The Club made special efforts to return some of the flowers that originally bloomed at 

Silver Creek to the delight and from hard work of my Aunt Susie.  The area was respectfully 
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named, “Mrs. Perry’s Garden,” and is maintained by the Bristol Garden Club.  Hopefully, the 

development of the gardens around the property for the use of the public will stimulate 

restoration of the house.  Someday the Silver Creek home could be open to the public as a 

museum of the exciting history of Bristol in a building that was there from day one. 
 

 
Aerial view of Silver Creek between Perry Rego House and Guiteras School 

 

 
Schematic drawing of Mrs. Perry’s Garden along Hope Street showing island in creek 

 

 
Old map of Bristol showing Silver Creek and adjoining property of James and Julia Perry
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Perry Rego House front entrance in 2013 

 

 
Perry Rego House back entrance in 2013. 

 

 

 
Gravesites of Susan Turner Perry and William Wallace Perry at Juniper Hill Cemetery, Bristol, RI. 


